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The expansion of Tokyo’s security and defence ties in East,
Southeast and South Asia inspired Washington – together
with India and Australia – to get on board Tokyo’s strategy
to deter or indeed contain China. Japanese policymakers
and the pro-defence government led by Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe continue to invest enormous political capital
and resources into seeking to keep China’s economic,
territorial and security ambitions in the region in check.
Will a Japan-driven deterrence and containment strategy
be endorsed and supported by Tokyo’s Southeast Asian
partners and recipients of Japanese aid and investments?
What is the stance of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) towards Japan’s Indo-Pacific vision and
policies? And what are the European Union’s interests and
strategies in this context?
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ENCIRCLING CHINA?
JAPAN, THE QUAD AND
THE INDIANS
Axel Berkofsky
University of Pavia and ISPI

J

apan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) policy is at the
centre of Tokyo’s economic and security strategy in the
Indo-Pacific Region. Although Japanese policymakers
do not admit to that in public, the FOIP is not only aimed at
enabling Tokyo to economically compete with China’s ‘Belt
and Road Initiative’ (BRI) but is also – and indeed equally importantly – ‘about China’, so to speak. Next to what is referred
to as ‘Quality Infrastructure’, i.e. infrastructure development
projects funded or co-funded by Japan in Asia and Africa,
Tokyo’s FOIP creates the conceptual and instrumental framework to militarily deter and, indeed, contain China. And this
is where the so-called ‘Quadrilateral Security Dialogue’ (Quad),
an Indo-Pacific security forum facilitating dialogue and consultation between Japan, Australia, India and the US, comes in.
And there is (much) more.
In addition to intensifying security cooperation and consultations in the Quad framework, Tokyo in recent years has
invested significant resources into expanding bilateral security
defence ties with India. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has developed close ties with his Indian counterpart Narendra Modi who
is becoming concerned about China’s alleged plan to turn the
Indian Ocean into a ‘Chinese lake.’ Beijing’s massive investments in numerous countries in South Asia, together with the
expansion of Chinese-Pakistani defence and security ties, have
set off alarm bells in Delhi, and intensifying economic and
defence ties with Tokyo is meant to counterbalance China’s
ever-growing political and business interests in many South
Asian countries.
The Quad is facilitating Japanese-Indian-Australian-US cooperation in the areas of maritime security, counterterrorism and
freedom of navigation. Japan’s approach to maritime security
translates, among other things, into the Japanese navy and

Axel Berkofsky, Professor at the University of Pavia and Co-Head of Asia Center
at ISPI.
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coastguard, together with counterparts from the US, India,
and Australia, contributing to US-led ‘freedom of navigation
operations’ (FONOPs) and joint military exercises in the South
China Sea. While the US, Japan and pretty much everybody
else minus China insist that the FONOPs are taking place in
international waters, Beijing typically refers to them as ‘illegal
intrusions’ into Chinese territorial waters. That, of course, does
not come as much of a surprise since the entire South China

in and sail into what for decades was India’s geopolitical and
geo-strategic ‘backyard’ in South Asian territorial waters. Indeed, Beijing’s massive investments in ports and other strategic
industries in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, the Maldives and
other countries in South Asia with access to the Indian Ocean
are keeping India’s defence planners on their toes these days.
Chinese territorial expansion in the South China Sea and Chinese investments in strategic sectors in Pakistan, in particular,

Sea is – at least as far as China and Chinese-drawn maps are
concerned – part of China’s national territory.

have become a concern in New Delhi. In September 2018 Beijing confirmed that it would be maintaining its commitment to
invest US$60 billion in the so-called China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (which is part of the BRI). However, it must not go
unmentioned that Beijing’s confirmation of its economic and
military commitments took place against the background of
the suggestion made by the Pakistani Minister of Commerce, Abdul Razak Dawood, in September 2018, to temporarily
suspend projects in the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor,
the Pakistan leg of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. In January
2018 it was reported in the (non-Chinese) media that Beijing
was planning to build an offshore naval base near Pakistan’s
Gwadar port on the Arabian Sea. If and when built, such a military base would become China’s second offshore naval base
after having opened its first in Djibouti in the Horn of Africa in
2017. China has already invested heavily in civilian facilities at
Gwadar port and the second base would reportedly be used to
dock Chinese naval vessels.

The international community – backed up by international
law, e.g. the ruling by the International Court of Arbitration of
2016, which at the time ruled that the islands in the South China Sea that Beijing insists are part of China’s national territory
do not in fact belong to China – whomever begs to differ. In
August 2018 Tokyo deployed three navy vessels to the South
China Sea to hold joint military exercises with five Asian navies
and the US from the end of August to October of that year. At
the time, Japanese navy vessels made calls in ports in India,
Sri Lanka, Singapore, Indonesia and the Philippines and linked
up during the exercise with the US Navy deployed in the
region. In addition, Tokyo decided to help improve Sri Lanka’s
maritime security capabilities by donating two coastguard
patrol craft. In September 2018 a Japanese submarine for the
first time joined a naval military exercise in disputed territorial
waters in the South China Sea. At the time, a Japanese submarine was accompanied by other Japanese warships, including
Japan’s state-of-the art Kaga helicopter carrier.
The legacy of India’s non-alignment policies was until recently
considered the main obstacle to New Delhi’s committing itself
to security and defence ties, which in Beijing are perceived as
part of Western-led containment against China. However, that
has very clearly changed since Beijing has begun to operate

ENCIRCLING CHINA? JAPAN, THE QUAD AND THE INDIANS

This has led Indian policymakers to attempt to counter
growing Chinese influence through closer economic and
military ties with Japan. In October 2018 Japan and India
established a 2+2 dialogue mechanism, i.e. regular consultations between their respective foreign and defence ministers.
During a meeting between Japan’s Prime Minister Abe and his
counterpart Modi in October 2018, Japan and India agreed to
strengthen what is referred to as ‘maritime domain awareness’
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by signing an agreement between their naval forces. Also in
October 2018, Tokyo and New Delhi started negotiating a
logistics-sharing agreement, the so-called Acquisition and
Cross-Servicing Agreement (ACSA). The ACSA facilitates joint
manoeuvres, including three-way exercises with the US Navy
in the Indian Ocean and the Pacific. The Japanese-Indian ACSA
will give their armed forces access to each other’s military
bases for logistical support. Under the agreement Japanese

navy vessels will have access to Indian naval facilities on the
Andaman and Nicobar islands, located close to the western
entrance to the Malacca Straits through which Japanese
(and Chinese) trade and fuel imports pass.
All of this means that China is charged with the task of
preparing itself for the worst from where it is standing and
anxiously observing: containment and encirclement led
and paid for by Washington and Tokyo.

ENCIRCLING CHINA? JAPAN, THE QUAD AND THE INDIANS
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A PRECARIOUS
BALANCING:
JAPAN CAUGHT IN
US-CHINA TENSIONS
Shin Kawashima
University of Tokyo

M

any uncertainties exist surrounding the courses that
the world’s two top economic powerhouses, the US
and China, could take in the future. These uncertainties are significant, for they have the power to influence and
shape both the foreign policy pursued by East Asian countries
and universal international norms. Of the two, it is China’s
future course, which is perennially difficult to predict. Not only
is China the first developing country to take on the status of a
global power, it has also achieved strong economic growth as
a non-democratic socialist country which operates according
to so-called ‘Chinese characteristics’.
Of course, that is not to say that predicting the US or the
Trump administration’s future movements is by any means
easy. Its future course, too, is shrouded by many uncertainties.
Firstly, for Japan, one of the most crucial issues is the possibility that the US will heavily tone down its security commitments
in the West Pacific and East Asia region. The US-Japan security
treaty serves as the basis for Japanese security policy. Furthermore, the US-Japanese security treaty is one of the critical
components of the so-called ‘hub and spokes’ framework. As
such, should the US elect to tone down its security commitments in any part of the region, it would have a significant
knock-on effect on Japanese security policy. In order to
prevent such an outcome, the Japanese have been heavily
pushing the FOIP (Free and Open Indo-Pacific) strategy as a
means by which to ensure that the US sticks to its commitment to the region.
Secondly, the US’ management and control of technology
(such as its new national security laws adopted in 2015), has,
to an extent, discomfited Japan. It is possible that the US will
require Japan and its other allies to accept the same level of
regulation. Japan and East Asian counties have closed supply
chains. If the US actively requires it, technological decoupling
Shin Kawashima, Member of the Nippon.com Editorial Planning Committee
and professor of international relations at the University of Tokyo.
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will advance apace and will result in the emergence of two different technological camps in the world. Japan has to prevent
the emergence of such a scenario by cooperating with the EU,
ASEAN and others.
A CAREFUL BALANCING ACT BETWEEN THE US AND
CHINA
In 2018, the US’ China policy changed drastically. Most of its
politicians, officials, and intellectuals — be they conservative
or liberal — criticised China in various ways; namely, its human
rights violations, its political system, its tariffs, its technology,
and its violations of intellectual property rights. US Vice President Mike Pence’s speech served as an instantiation of these
critical voices which were resounding out of Washington. Many
interpretations of Pence’s speech exist. Some have interpreted
it as an indication that a new ‘cold war’ has begun to be waged.
Some saw it as an indication that the US and China had begun
to dissociate themselves from one another actively. Some have
seen it as an indicator of the end of an engagement policy,
and, in other words, the start of a US disengagement policy.
Meanwhile, others have interpreted it as the beginning of the
formation of a ‘hard’ engagement policy. While some form of
consensus does exist vis-à-vis China in Washington circles, this
consensus is heavily outweighed by a wide-range of differing
interpretations and perspectives on the country and the view
that China is taking an aggressive stance.
From the Chinese point of view, there are two Americas: Pence’s and Trump’s. Pence’s pursues a policy of comprehensively
criticising China. Trump’s seeks to negotiate, albeit according
to certain conditions.
The increasing levels of hostility between the US and China,
and, furthermore, the uncertainties which shroud the two

A PRECARIOUS BALANCING: JAPAN CAUGHT IN US-CHINA TENSIONS

countries’ futures, are crucial to understanding the shifts which
occurred in Sino-Japanese relations in 2018. Indeed, as tensions have mounted between the US and China, Japan has had
to play a careful balancing act. Japanese national security depends on the US-Japanese security treaty. At the same time, its
economy is also heavily reliant on the Chinese market and the
many closed supply chains it enjoys with Chinese industries.
In 2018, especially in the November-December period, a
number of Japanese companies faced the threat of decreasing
exports when trading quotas were imposed upon China by the
US as a result of their trade confrontation. A decrease in China-US trade is a significant risk for some Japanese companies.
So much so, in fact, that Japanese industries have called upon
the Japanese government to help improve relations between
the two sides.
ABE’S VISIT TO CHINA
In 2018, Japan succeeded in improving its relationship with
China, with reciprocal visits made by respective heads of state.
In May, Prime Minister Li Keqiang visited Japan to take part in
a trilateral meeting between Japan, China and South Korea.
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited China in October. However,
it is important to note that this resumption in leader-to-leader exchange indicated that the so-called ‘improvement’ in
the two countries’ relations merely constituted an attempt
to move the relationship out of negative territory and return
it to a more neutral footing. While Japan and China began
many negotiations regarding the control and management
of emergencies in the East China Sea, and also resumed their
dialogue on the joint development of resources in the East
China Sea, territorial and historical issues were put aside at
meetings between heads of state. Furthermore, while the
number of Chinese public vessels entering the territorial and
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neighbouring waters of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands decreased
to some extent in 2018, the number began to rise once again
from January 2019.

Abe’s China policy is, by virtue of its content, sympathetic to
the liberal camp in Washington which stresses the importance
of engagement with China.

As for the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), in 2017 Abe
revised his views on the project. Ahead of the ‘Future of Asia’
meeting in June 2017, the Japanese government articulated
several reasons why it could not partake in China’s respective

PUBLIC OPINION IN JAPAN AND CHINA

BRI and Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) projects.
However, in June 2017, Abe suddenly proposed a number of
conditions which, if met, would enable the BRI to enjoy Japanese backing. Conversely, these conditions effectively constituted the same reasons why Japan would not agree to support
the BRI in the first place. During Li Keqiang’s visit to Japan in
May 2018, Abe summarised these conditions in the following
four points: 1) openness; 2) transparency; 3) economic efficiency; and 4) financial soundness. These four conditions were also
proposed at meetings between Abe and President Xi Jinping.
While Chinese leaders and officials did not agree with the
conditions, they did not outright reject them. Though Japan
and China have yet to reach a consensus on these conditions,
agreements on 52 new national and private level cooperative
projects in third countries were concluded between the two
sides.

out by the Japanese cabinet office indicated, more than 80%
of Japanese possess a negative image of China. In 2017, a Chinese poll on the number of Chinese who possess a negative
image of Japan showed the same percentage figure as that of
the Japanese poll. Japan’s administration needs to pay attention to public opinion on China, and the Chinese government
cannot neglect the existence of negative public opinion on
Japan amongst its populace.

By pure happenstance, Abe’s visit to China took place just after
Pence’s speech. Before his visit, Japan announced the end
of technological cooperation with China and the launch of a
new dialogue on intellectual property rights with the country.
Japan appears to have employed these strategies as a means
by which to placate the US. Furthermore, the fact that Japan
proposed the acceptance by China of four conditions as a
necessary premise for future bilateral cooperation demonstrated that Japan was not willing to engage with China unless
its stance was adequately heard. It is nevertheless ironic how

A PRECARIOUS BALANCING: JAPAN CAUGHT IN US-CHINA TENSIONS

Public opinion is the ultimate obstacle to future improvements
in relations between China and Japan. As a public poll carried

However, in 2018, a drastic shift could be observed in the Chinese data. According to a 2018 poll by the NPO Genron, positive perceptions on Japan increased from 31% to 42%. In Japan,
however, the percentage of the population who answered
that they had a negative image on China did not shift all that
much, decreasing only slightly from 88% to 86%. Interpreting
the meaning behind percentage shifts in the Chinese context
is difficult, as polls in China are often influenced by the Chinese authorities. In the very least, however, this percentage shift
demonstrates that the Chinese population is, to some extent,
keen to see the government improve relations with Japan.
At the June meeting of the Chinese Central Foreign Affairs
Commission, under mounting pressure from the US, a new
foreign policy which emphasised relations with the US was
decided upon. As a result of this, other foreign policy issues
including China’s Japan policy was put to one side. If the
confrontation between China and the US continues for a
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substantial period, it will undoubtedly influence how China
and in its foreign policy, interacts and engages with other nonUS countries including Japan. If the confrontation continues
to escalate, Japan will be compelled to choose sides. Such a
scenario will constitute a zero-sum game. As such, Japan has

to ensure that the US sticks to its security commitments in East
Asia and the Indo-Pacific, and simultaneously make strides to
try and prevent the decoupling of the economy and technology between the US and China.
This article was translated into English by Thomas Barrett

A PRECARIOUS BALANCING: JAPAN CAUGHT IN US-CHINA TENSIONS
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TOKYO’S NORTH KOREA
HEADACHE
Matteo Dian
University of Bologna

I

n the period between 2016 and 2018 the threat North
Korea posed to Japanese security increased dramatically.
In that period, the regime led by Kim Jong-un carried out
three nuclear tests between January 2016 and September
2017, demonstrating that it had become a de facto nuclear
power. Furthermore, Pyongyang continued to increase its ballistic capabilities, both in terms of developing Inter-continental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs) (the Hwasong)[1], and of expanding its already significant inventory of Intermediate Range
Ballistic Missiles (IRBMs). Both types of missiles, coupled with
nuclear weapons, generate a very serious and credible threat
to Japan’s national security. On the one hand the ICBMs, tested in 2016 and 2017, created the risk of de-coupling within
the US-Japan (as well as the US-ROK) alliance. Those missiles,
rendering the US vulnerable to North Korean missile strikes,
significantly increase the risks Washington is confronted with
when protecting its Northeast Asian allies. IRBMs such as the
Pukkuksong and Nodong missiles directly threaten Japan. The
deployment of these types of missiles has generated another
strategic problem for Japan: the possibility that, during the
recent rounds of negotiations with North Korea, the Trump
administration could consider an agreement leading North
Korea to renounce its ICBM capability, while maintaining the
capacity to threaten Japan with IRBMs.
During the summer of 2017 the North Korean regime repeatedly tested both intercontinental and intermediate range
missiles, with several IRBMs overflying the northern region
of Hokkaido and landing in waters east of the country. Those
tests significantly fed perceptions of vulnerability in Japan,
resurrecting the memories of the 1998 so-called “Taepodong
shock”, when North Korea for the first time launched an intermediate range missile that flew over northern Japan. That test
at the time represented a turning point for Japan, persuading

Research Fellow, University of Bologna. Department of Political and Social
Sciences. School of Political Sciences.
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a still largely pacifist public opinion to accept changes to Japanese security and defence policies responding to an increasingly hostile geopolitical environment. Similarly, today the North
Korean threat, as well as the rapidly evolving geopolitical
environment of the region, creates a number of political and
military challenges for Japan.
The first regards the need to preserve the credibility of the extended deterrence guaranteed by the US-Japan alliance. Since
his election in 2016, Donald Trump has injected an unprecedented degree of uncertainty into the US role in East Asia.
During the presidential campaign Trump publicly questioned
the strategic and political value of the US-led alliances in Asia,
causing fear of abandonment in Japan, that is, Washington
leaving Japan up to its own devices. During the escalation of
the crisis, in 2017, his threats against Kim Jong-un, led Tokyo
to fear being entrapped in an unwanted conflict against North
Korea that could engulf the entire region.
The new period of détente with Pyongyang that began in early
2018 led Japanese policymakers to worry that Trump could
reach an agreement that would be detrimental to Japan’s
interests. Tokyo therefore looked with apprehension at the
possibility of an agreement that would not include so-called
“CVID” (Complete, Irreversible, Verifiable, De-nuclearization)
and the dismantlement of both North Korean ICBM and IRMB
missiles. These concerns were particularly acute after the first
US-DPRK summit held in Singapore in June 2018. The fact that
the so-called Singapore Declaration signed on that occasion
simply alluded to the two sides’ commitment to “work towards
the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula”, and Trump’s
pledge to suspend any military exercises with South Korea heightened Japanese anxieties about a possible US retrenchment
from its security commitments in East Asia.

TOKYO'S NORTH KOREA HEADACHE

The failure of the second US-North Korean summit recently
held in Hanoi had a mixed reception in Japan. On the one
hand, the lack of progress means that North Korea continues
to pose a severe threat with its nuclear weapons and its ballistic missile arsenal. On the other, from Tokyo’s perspective, the
fact that Trump did not accept an unfavourable agreement – leading to recognizing the development of either significant parts of its nuclear programme or of its ballistic capabilities – was
welcomed with relief in Tokyo. In this context, Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe has sought to preserve the alliance from Trump’s
unilateral tendencies and his frequent, and often dramatic,
policy changes. So far, he has avoided the worst-case scenario
defined by de-coupling, a reduced ability to provide deterrence
or a meaningless agreement between the US and North Korea.
The second challenge concerns the diplomatic realm. Tokyo has
been largely excluded from the negotiations with Pyongyang,
led mostly by the Trump administration and the South Korean
government. Bilateral relations with Seoul significantly deteriorated after the election of Moon Jae-in, due to new tensions
over the disputes concerning the Dokdo/Takeshima Islands
and over memories of the Japanese occupation of the Korean
Peninsula from 1910-1945. As a consequence, the Abe-led
government has struggled to make sure that the negotiations
consider Japan’s interests, particularly regarding the issue of
the abductees[2] and the threat posed by IRBM missiles.
The third challenge regards the military realm. The Abe-led
government, after introducing very significant reforms such
as new guidelines for US-Japan defence cooperation. And the
re-interpretation of article Nine of the Constitution in 2015,
has promoted another important step: the approval of the
new National Defence Program Guidelines (NDPG), the document that defines the country’s strategic priorities for the next
decade.

| 11

COMMENTARY

The 2019 NDPG introduce a number of measures aimed at dealing with the North Korean threat, such as new investments
in ballistic missile defence, new ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance
and Recognisance) capabilities, and additional resources in
the field of cyber and space security. Moreover, the document
foresees modernization of the Air Self-Defence Forces with the
acquisition of 150 F-35 jet fighters.

the risk of conflict in the region, the threat posed by the North
Korean regime is still present. In this situation, Japan has found
itself in a very difficult situation due to the unpredictability of
the Trump administration and the deterioration of bilateral
relations with South Korea. Overall, in the foreseeable future,
Prime Minister Abe does not have many alternatives other than
continuing his strategy aimed at preserving the effectiveness
of the alliance and boosting Japan’s own military capabilities,

Finally, while negotiations with North Korea, promoted by
South Korea and the United States, have momentarily reduced

while trying to overcome the current isolation from the negotiating process with North Korea.

1. During this period North Korea tested three types of Hwasong ICBMs, 12,14 and 15.
2. The North Korean regime abducted 17 Japanese citizens
between 1977 and 1982. North Korea recognized the abductions in 2002, allowing five victims to return to Japan in
2002. The Japanese government considers the resolution of
this issue a necessary precondition to improve relations with
North Korea

TOKYO'S NORTH KOREA HEADACHE
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THE EU AND JAPAN:
TIME FOR A STRATEGIC
PARTNERSHIP
Edward Danks
European Institute for Asia Studies

D

espite for years leaving much to be desired, the strategic relationship between Japan and the EU has recently witnessed a significant boost. With the signing
of tandem economic and strategic partnership agreements at
the end of 2018, relations between the great civilian powers at
each of Eurasia’s poles appear on the cusp of major change.
After years of Japan’s regional and global strategy being shaped around economic and soft power diplomacy, changes to
Japan’s regional security environment prompted a significant
re-think. In light of – amongst other things – China’s economic
and military resurgence, throughout the 21st century, Japan
has set about developing a more comprehensive and substantive global strategy. Whilst this new strategic approach was
many years in the making, the publication of Japan’s first ever
National Security Strategy (NSS) in December 2013 can be understood as the manifestation of Japan’s strategic renaissance.
The first three “strategic approaches that Japan should take for
its national security” listed within the NSS are: strengthening
and expanding Japan’s security capacities; strengthening the
Japan-US alliance; and strengthening diplomacy and security
cooperation with Japan’s partners in the international community. In the years following the NSS’s publication, the Japanese
government has been proactively attempting to advance
these aims.
Within the study of Japanese security and foreign policy,
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s apparent obsession with constitutional revision and military ‘normalisation’ has dominated the
debate. As such, the proactive measures taken by the Japanese government to establish and deepen strategic partnerships
with allies across the world have been overlooked. In recent
years, not only has Shinzo Abe undertaken a rigorous diplomatic agenda – visiting one quarter of the world’s countries in
the first 20 months following his 2012 re-election – but Japan

Edward Danks, Research Coordinator at the Europe Institute for Asia Studies
(EIAS).
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has also established and deepened strategic relations with a
wide variety of global partners. After years of negotiations, in
mid-2018, the European Union was officially added to this list
of “strategic partners”.
The simultaneous signing of the Strategic Partnership Agreement (SPA) and the Economic Partnership Agreement
(EPA) between Japan and the EU in July 2018 represented a
sea-change in this historically underdeveloped relationship.
Furthermore, aspects of the SPA – with its focus on security policy cooperation – tie in neatly with Tokyo’s strategic narrative.
Alongside aligning with Japan’s strategic agenda, there has
been significant clamour hailing the importance of these tandem agreements from within Brussels. In addition to setting
a platform for increased trade and investment between these
two great economic powers, much onus was put on the role
these agreements play in reinforcing the normative foundations of the rules-based liberal international order. This point,
raised by the President of the EU Commission Jean-Claude
Juncker at the EPA/SPA signing ceremony in Tokyo, lies at the
core of the EU’s prevailing strategic narrative, laid out in the
2016 Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and
Security Policy (EUGS).
Despite being at times vague and laden with EU jargon, the
EUGS sets out the EU’s current strategic objectives. Alongside
demonstrating a more pragmatic and proactive lilt than previous EU security strategies, protecting the increasingly fragile
looking global order emerges as central theme in the EUGS. In
acknowledgement that Europe’s interests are best served in an
international system based on norms, rules and multilateralism, the EU is actively searching out strategic alliances which
may act to bolster said order.

THE EU AND JAPAN: TIME FOR A STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP

In light of the SPA’s focus on both security cooperation and the
promotion of shared values (the rule of law, democracy, human
rights, etc.), it appears as if this agreement conformed neatly
to the overriding strategic objectives of either signatory. With
the SPA yet to formally enter into force however, it remains yet
to be seen how much of what is formulated in the SPA can be
realized and achieved on the ground. Against the backdrop
of both Japan and the EU’s ambitious strategic agendas it is
imperative to have a realistic understanding of the tangible
implications of this nascent strategic partnership.
Judging by official governmental publications discussing
the SPA, it is evident that both Japan and the EU are heavily
invested in this agreement. Whilst both signatories view this
agreement as part of a broader strategic agenda, there is a
discrepancy as regards the desired outcomes of both Japan
and the EU. As discussed, the EU’s strategic agenda focuses
predominantly around more abstract, normative concepts
such as supporting the liberal international order – a fact
reflected in European analysis of the SPA. Whilst quantifying
the strength of this order represents a significant challenge, it
is widely understood that the signing of economic and strategic partnership agreements between these two liberal giants
functions as a clear statement in its favour. The deepening of
the EU and Japan’s strategic partnership certainly helps further
the European aim of adding ballast to the fragile looking liberal
international order. Whether this will be enough however,
remains to be seen.
While Japan has also professed its commitment to this same,
multilateral global order, embroiled in its strategic agenda
are more tangible, hard security ambitions. With the primary
policy objective of the NSS is the “strengthening of Japan’s
capabilities and role” in the field of security, it is worthwhile
assessing how this will be reflected in the Japan-EU strategic
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partnership. Through the planned increase in security cooperation posited in the SPA, it is fair to suggest that the Abe
administration is astutely looking to utilise the SPA to increase
Japan’s role in global security, feeding into Abe’s ambitions
of military normalisation. This objective may be undermined
however by the EU’s limitations in the field of hard security.
Despite the EUGS proposing a more proactive security agenda
for the EU, the main hard security actors in Europe remain the

In a fast changing global environment in which the normative
framework upon which the EU and Japan rely is under significant threat, the rationale and objectives of their strategic
alliance is unquestionable. Whilst working towards numerous
common objectives, Japan and the EU are also hoping to
use this partnership to advance their own strategic agendas.
These pursuits, however, stand to be limited in their success.
With the scope of this budding partnership being dictated by

individual member states, with the EU only involved in very
few, predominantly peacekeeping, operations. This being the
case, Japan’s ambition to further legitimise its global security
role through deepening its strategic partnership with the EU is
unlikely to be realised any time soon.

the domestic constraints of either signatory, both Japan and
the EU would benefit from taking stock of these limitations,
refocusing instead on working towards more collaborative,
attainable strategic ends.

THE EU AND JAPAN: TIME FOR A STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP
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THE INDIA-JAPANVIETNAM TRILATERAL:
AN “INCLUSIVE”
PROPOSITION
Jagannath Panda
Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses

T

he pledge to have a “partnership for peace” has fast
emerged as a key threshold in India-Japan security
relations in recent years. Under the rubric of promoting
a “free, open and prosperous Indo-Pacific” region, a new assurance of engagement seems to be unfolding with frequent
bilateral naval exercises, including dialogues and training
between the Coast Guards of the two sides. Japan, an essential
part of the Malabar exercise with India and the US, has ensured that “maritime security cooperation” is an essential aspect
of India-Japan relations as much as “maritime cooperation” in
Indo-Pacific. Given the commercial and security interests that
India and Japan hold, particularly in the South China Sea and
the Indian Ocean, it is natural to accord priority to exercises
like the Malabar one. Yet, the envisioned India-Japan maritime security cooperation will only be strengthened ahead
if a ‘third’ country in Southeast Asia joined the framework of
cooperation built on conjoined land and maritime features.
Strategic communities on both the Indian and Japanese sides
have time and again deliberated on the merits of a ‘triangular’ relationship. An official reference to extend cooperation
beyond bilateralism, primarily to enhance connectivity in
Indo-Pacific, is also visible in the 2017 India-Japan official Joint
Statement. Scholars from Think-Tanks in India and Japan at the
Track-II and Tack 1.5 dialogues have pondered upon the prospects of having Vietnam, Indonesia and few other countries in
Southeast Asia as prospective third country partner. Yet, more
than any other country, Vietnam’s problematic maritime relationship with China in the South China Sea has always made
it a strong prospective candidate for becoming a partner of
trilateral relationship with India and Japan.
Furthermore, all the three countries – India, Japan and Vietnam – have shared concerns over China’s territorial assertiveness. Beijing’s unilateral attempt at changing the status quo
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in the South China Sea poses a broader strategic challenge to
maritime Asia where both Indian and Japanese interests are
seriously contested, and for Vietnam as claimant country in the
South China Sea dispute. The Indo-Southeast Asia Deployment
2018 initiative intended to improve operability and the Japanese initiative to show submarine are indications of Tokyo’s
increasing security interest in the South China Sea. India’s
continuous insistence on protection of commercial interests in
South China Sea boosts a natural connotation for Japan to contemplate this trilateral understanding. A renewed interest to
expedite further the oil and gas exploration cooperation involving companies such as Petro Vietnam and India’s ONGC in the
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of Vietnam explicates an open
case of cooperation in the South China Sea. More importantly,
India and Vietnam’s mutual interest in identifying “models for
cooperation” involving third country is a fitting reference for
Japan to emerge as a tripartite partner.
It is, nevertheless, important to note that the India-Japan-Vietnam tripartite partnership must be based on an ‘inclusive’
proposition that must transcend beyond the anti-China
conception. Rather, the strand of this trilateral inclusiveness
must be based on promoting connectivity, growth corridors,
building capacity along the Bay of Bengal region to facilitate
economic opportunities and encourage value-chain networks
in Southeast Asia. These will strengthen the all-encompassing
character of the regional architecture in Indo-Pacific that India,
Japan and Vietnam are advocating for.
Connectivity promotion should become the first referral point
since it figures highly in bilateral understandings. Under an
India-ASEAN cooperation framework, physical and digital
connectivity projects are fast becoming important aspects of
India-Vietnam cooperation. Likewise, the future of Japan-Vietnam connectivity cooperation is based on the Master Plan on
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ASEAN Connectivity (MPAC) 2025 that envisions other countries’
cooperation within and beyond the region where India could
emerge as a natural partner. This connectivity cooperation could
be enhanced within and outside the ASEAN framework that
India and Japan are promoting through their pledge for a “free,
open and prosperous Indo-Pacific” region. India’s aim to extend
the India-Myanmar-Thailand (IMT) highway to Vietnam via
Cambodia and Laos could be a part of the trilateral cooperation
where Japanese capital investments could be helpful.
India’s future thrust on reaching Vietnam by enhancing connectivity cooperation through the framework of CLMV (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam) countries compliments
Japan’s hard and soft connectivity planning under the New
Tokyo Strategy 2015. Importantly, these connectivity projects
compliment the inclusive regional architecture that both India
and Japan have been supporting within the framework of an
“ASEAN-led fora”. In this context, partnering with Vietnam will
undoubtedly enhance this thrust.
Promoting growth corridors could be another hallmark of the
India-Japan-Vietnam trilateral relations. Over the last few years,
Vietnam’s “Two Corridors and One Economic Circle Plan” is increasingly being challenged by China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
The South China Sea dispute and other strategic underpinnings
between Vietnam and China have encouraged Hanoi to stay
guarded of any big Chinese financial overture. Vietnam’s 20112020 Socio-Economic Development Strategy stresses structural
reforms where infrastructure development is one of the priorities. Both India and Japan could emerge as possible alternative
partners in Vietnam’s search for economic opportunities.
For Vietnam, Japan is the largest ODA provider, one of its
strongest trading partners, and most importantly, it’s second
largest foreign investor. Japan’s Comprehensive Asia Develop-
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ment Plan released in 2010 promotes construction production
networks and enhancing value chains which will find strategic
consonance with both India and Vietnam. Tokyo has been
actively supporting the ‘East-West and Southern Economic
Corridors’ (Land Corridors) and ‘Maritime ASEAN Economic
Corridor (Maritime Corridor)’ including investing in soft infrastructure projects throughout the ASEAN countries. A more
concentrated plan of cooperation among India, Japan and

Japan-India Coordination Forum on Development of North East is a good example of this partnership that endorses
the spirit of people-to-people exchanges. This cooperation
is based on youth empowerment, training and educational
collaboration, making it a grassroots partnership. Furthermore,
this partnership promotes human security stressing ‘peace and
prosperity’ through a cooperative model. Promoting such a
stable partnership in China’s backyard is without doubt a joint

Vietnam could also be envisioned under the Mekong-Ganga
Cooperation Framework in the Greater Mekong Sub-region
(GMS) where India has been an active promoter. A common
understanding to promote these growth corridors would further enhance a proposition like the Asia Africa Growth Corridor
(AAGC) envisioned by India and Japan which has its primary
inception from Southeast Asia.

Indian-Japanese strategic statement. The scope of this cooperation must extend to neighbouring Southeast Asia, and by
further factoring the CLMV countries as future partners.

The India-Japan-Vietnam trilateral relationship needs to be
also seen from an extended India-Japan concentrated cooperative prism in the adjacent region. Both India and Japan had
decided to forge a cooperative understanding in Northeast
India during Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to
Tokyo in September 2014. This offered a special emphasis on
connectivity and development. It was an important political
statement on India’s part to invite Japan to engage in infrastructural development in Northeast India since the region is
marred with militant outfits that have troubled India for long.
A lot has happened since Japan has emerged as a reliable and
significant developmental investor in north-eastern India.
Highlights of this partnership range from connectivity to
collaborative projects in areas such as energy, water supply
and sewage, health, agriculture, and environment, including in
people-centric social projects.
The unique point of India-Japan cooperation in Northeast
India is that it is based on a ‘people-centric’ partnership. The
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The above-mentioned connectivity and corridor cooperation
cannot be encouraged in an isolated context. It is imperative to
note that inclusive vision of cooperation rather than an exclusive China connotation must guide the trilateral understanding
to expedite the regional development. China should not be
the dictum of this trilateral proposition. Rather, protecting
and promoting all the three countries’ respective interests and
enhancing a regional character of cooperation should be the
basis of this trilateral relationship which would be default act
as a balancer to China’s rise in the region.
Besides, it is important to understand that all the three countries have a problematic security relationship with China. Yet, at
the same time, all the three countries are strongly connected
with China in a range of bilateral and multilateral mechanisms.
The overarching objective of this India-Japan-Vietnam trilateral,
therefore, should be envisioned as boosting the regional consultative character of comprehensive economic growth based
on cooperation in critical areas such as promoting infrastructure
connectivity and corridors. In other words, the India-Japan-Vietnam trilateral must be based on a consultative mechanism,
following the ASEAN framework of cooperation, complementing the inclusive character that the region is aiming at.
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T

he “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) is a foreign
policy dictum presented by Japanese Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe in 2016 with the aim of offering an alternative to China’s “Belt and Road Initiative” (BRI). On the one hand,
the FOIP promotes connectivity, free trade and infrastructure
development across Asia, Africa and the Middle East. On the
other, the policy renews Japan’s efforts to uphold a rule-based
order.

Giulia Sciorati
ISPI

Uncertainties surrounding Japan’s Indo-Pacific strategy are
located in Southeast Asia, which is at the core of the FOIP. As
it connects the Indian and the Pacific Oceans linking Asia and
Africa, the sub-region is a strategic battleground for Japan and
China. One of the main objectives of the FOIP is to assist Africa
in becoming a ‘global main player’ by offering the same model
for development designed for Asia to Africa and the Middle
East.
Moreover, Tokyo’s FOIP is applied in the maritime domain, and
Southeast Asia is home to some of the world’s busiest sea-lanes of communication (SLOC). The United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) estimates that roughly
one-third of global shipping passes through the South China
Sea, while the Malacca Strait is the busiest waterway worldwide. The Sulu Sea is one of the maritime areas in the world that
is most afflicted by illegal activities, to the extent that Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines were forced to form a consortium against transnational crime in 2017 – i.e., the Trilateral
Cooperative Agreement (TCA), which was recently joined by
Brunei and Singapore as observer members.
The sub-region is home to the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN). ASEAN, however, has yet to adopt a common
approach to the FOIP in view of ASEAN’s differing policies and
strategies towards Tokyo’s plans to include ASEAN countries
Giulia Sciorati is a Research Assistant at the ISPI Asia Centre, for the China
Programme supported by Pirelli.
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in the concept. The main problem is ASEAN’s lack of a shared
strategy and response to Tokyo’s FOIP (which also includes
security and defence cooperation between Japan, Australia,
the US and India in the framework that is referred to as the
“Quad’). Furthermore, there are also concerns among ASEAN
countries that the FOIP has the potential to erode their centrality in the sub-region. In 2018, Indonesia was particularly vocal
on this point both within the framework of the official meeting

sume a cautious attitude in response to invitations to contain
China that were issued by the “Quad” countries.

between ASEAN foreign ministers in Singapore that resulted in
the announcement of an ASEAN-centred “Indo-Pacific (Cooperation) Concept”. To make matters more complicated, at the
ASEAN foreign ministers’ retreat in Chiang-Mai, Thailand, in
January 2019, ASEAN member states adopted a different stance towards the Indo-Pacific Strategy. As the press statement
issued after the meeting explains:

political integration in Southeast Asia.

“We [The foreign ministers of ASEAN member states] noted
the progress of the deliberation on the ASEAN collective
approach on the Indo-Pacific Outlook that reinforces ASEAN
centrality and that is based on key principles of openness,
transparency, inclusiveness, rules-based approach, mutual
trust, mutual respect and mutual benefit. We believe that such
an approach would generate concrete benefits for the peoples
of the region and complement existing regional and sub-regional frameworks of cooperation. In this regard, we looked
forward to further development of this Outlook, with a view to
finalising it for adoption by ASEAN.”
This statement inspires some considerations on the contemporary strategic outlook of the Indo-Pacific as well as its future
shape and relevance for ASEAN. First, although ASEAN member states harbour doubts with regard to China’s rise in the
sub-region, Beijing’s strong economy as well as the openness
it recently displayed in negotiating a code of conduct for the
South China Sea (SCS) inspired ASEAN member states to as-

Second, Southeast Asian countries reacted differently to the
FOIP, thus creating a highly fragmented institutional framework for ASEAN. This disaggregation poses a real threat to
the balance of power in the Indo-Pacific as ASEAN faces two
challengers to their central role as a driver of economic and

Indeed, ASEAN member states reacted to the FOIP along three
main lines. Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam adopted a positive attitude to the Indo-Pacific Strategy, while Cambodia and the Philippines voiced negative opinions. Brunei,
Laos and Myanmar joined in discussions only when additional
information on the specificities of the Indo-Pacific strategy was
provided. Moreover, it is worth noting that the countries that
took a positive attitude with regard to the FOIP did so in an
effort to shape the strategy in accordance with their national
interests as the subsequent national conceptualization of the
Indo-Pacific notion.
Third, the cases of BRI infrastructural projects in Southeast
Asia heightened the awareness of ASEAN countries about
the implications of going into debt with China (as many
recipient countries of Chinese funds in South Asia and Africa
have done). The Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka, for instance,
provided a pushback for Southeast Asian countries, as well
as a stimulus to adopt a better-regulated investment system.
Last year the Sri Lankan government was obliged to make
territorial concessions to Beijing when it became clear that Sri
Lanka would be unable to repay the debt it has with China.
At the time China reduced the amount of debt by $1billion in
return for Sri Lanka allowing China to lease the Hambantota
Port for 99 years. A preference that is bound to lead ASEAN
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countries into FOIP’s open arms. Nonetheless, Malaysia offered
an additional option. Instead of cancelling China’s projects in
the country, Malaysia has in fact re-negotiated the extent of
Beijing’s presence in its territory.
Although there is undoubtedly competition between China and Japan over influence and leverage over countries in
Southeast Asia, Japanese and Chinese contractors collaborate

strategy, Tokyo’s FOIP has nonetheless the potential to be inserted within the institutional framework of ASEAN. If and when
that happens, there will undoubtedly be implications for the
relations between China and ASEAN, including the dynamics
regarding territorial disputes in the South China Sea. Moreover,
what transpires is that the BRI no longer has the monopoly over
infrastructure development in Southeast Asia. On the contrary,
ASEAN member states are required to maintain an open dialo-

nonetheless on some infrastructural projects in the region.
While ASEAN member states do not have a common FOIP

gue with both Japan and China in order to make the most of
their ties with their respective trade and investment partners.
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T

he Special Strategic Partnership between Canberra
and Tokyo was established as a vehicle through which
these countries coordinate their regional security
cooperation. According to the annual Foreign and Defence
Minister’s meeting Joint Statement it is “founded on common
strategic interests and shared values including a commitment
to democracy, human rights, free trade and the rules-based
international order”. Clearly Japan and Australia have considerable political, economic, and strategic interests in the
Indo-Pacific region, which sits astride the critical Sea Lines of
Communication (SLOCs), through which the bulk of their trade
and energy resources flow, and where the geopolitical tension
between states continues to grow. Together, Tokyo and Canberra have sought to enhance the scope and depth of their
cooperation in the face of a deteriorating security situation in
this pivotal region.
Canberra has effectively backed Japan’s vision for a “Free and
Open Indo-Pacific”, or “FOIP”, even though it uses the term
“an open, inclusive and prosperous Indo-Pacific" to describe it. The FOIP strategy, for that is what it must be if it is to
amount to more than a “vision”, is an attempt by these “Special
Strategic Partners”, allied with the US, to shape the future
regional order in a way amicable to their national interests.
Despite official protestations to the contrary, the FOIP is a
belated response to China’s recent raft of architecture-building activities centering on the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
which are of course designed to shape regional order in the
interests of Beijing. Both countries have responded with their
declared determination to uphold “the rules-based regional
and international order, respect for international law, freedom
of navigation and overflight and unimpeded trade.” This has
catalysed joint efforts to create an appealing narrative which
includes alternatives to Chinese economic largesse through
joint ODA programmes aimed at development, capacity-bu-
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ilding, and the infrastructure needs of regional countries.
They have been particularly alert to China’s efforts to employ
geo-economic instruments of power to gain influence – including so-called “debt-trap” diplomacy – such as the case of Sri
Lanka’s loss of control of its Hambantota port facility, due to
Colombo’s inability to meet its financial repayments. But they
are also alarmed by the involvement of state-backed Chinese
companies providing critical infrastructure to smaller countries

South East Asia, through means of bilateral “strategic partnerships” with Vietnam, the Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia,
whose national interests closely align with the FOIP. They have
also exercised transit rights for military vessels and aircraft
through the SCS (for example; Australia’s Indo-Pacific Endeavour task force, and Japan’s Anti-Submarine warfare drill),
though both have been reluctant to assent to Washington’s
requests to joint Freedom of Navigation (FONOPs) within the

in the South Pacific, which could result in Beijing becoming
able to control entire “digital eco-systems” across the region.
Cooperation under the FOIP also extends to the management
of so-called “grey area” operations, such as the use of incursions by fishing fleets and maritime militia, backed by naval
vessels over the horizon, to intimidate neighbours or infiltrate
contested maritime areas.

12 nautical mile exclusion zone of Chinese artificial features (as
defined by China and Chinese maps) In sum, allied responses
to the SCS issue have become widely viewed as a litmus test
both of the willingness of regional states to resist any potential
hegemonic ambitions on the part of Beijing, and of the resolve
of the US to uphold its commitment to the liberal international
order it created under the “San Francisco system” in Asia.

There are two sub-regions that are identified as priorities for
Japan-Australia cooperation under the broader umbrella of the
FOIP: South East Asia and increasingly, the South Pacific (or Pacific Island Countries: PICs). In the case of the South East Asia,
Canberra and Tokyo have used both their Annual Leadership
Summits and “2+2” Foreign and Defence Minsters Meetings
to repeatedly emphasise their concern over Chinese reclamation and militarisation activities in the South China Sea (SCS).
They have urged all parties in the SCS to clarify their claims in
accord with international law and United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and to resolve such disputes peaceably. In particular, they have pressed the involved
parties to finalise the long-awaited Code of Conduct (COC) to
reduce tensions, and have called for restraint, and end to the
militarisation of the disputed territories. Although they officially place their confidence in ASEAN “centrality” to superintend
such agreements, in practice they have both sought to provide
capacity-building support (training, patrol boats), including
through ODA programmes, to the affected littoral states of

In the case of the South Pacific, Canberra and Tokyo have
become alarmed at the extent of Chinese attempts to increase
its geo-economic and geopolitical presence in this vital maritime space. Alarm bells sounded in Canberra about potential
Chinese intentions to establish a military base in Vanuatu,
though this did not eventuate. Nevertheless, Australia-Japan
cooperation has swung into high gear with the Australian
government’s announcement of its so-called “Pacific Step-Up”
initiative, including a dedicated Infrastructure Funding Financing Facility ($2bnAUD), alongside the already substantial ODA
($1.3bnAUD) and capacity-building efforts, and linked to their
2016 Australia-Japan Strategy for Cooperation in the Pacific
aimed at “enhancing cooperation between Australia and
Japan to support economic and social resilience, stability and
prosperity in the Pacific”. Thus, Canberra has sought to assist
the PICS with governance and policing efforts, and has now directed attention to assisting these countries in protecting their
maritime resources, such as fishing stocks, from illegal fishing
incursions, through the supply of patrol boats and training to
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increase collective Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA). To cap
this, Canberra and Washington announced an agreement to
establish a joint naval facility at Lombrum on Manus Island to
counter creeping Chinese influence in the region. These efforts, taken together with Japan and the US, who both recently
announced huge increases in financial assistance to the PICSs
for infrastructure development and capacity building, have
been unofficially dubbed a “Pacific Pivot”.

“grey zones”, particularly noticeable in the SCS, and through
the use of geo-economic tools and “influence operations” that
undermine the sovereignty of PICs. Much of this is undertaken
through the Special Strategic Partnership under the banner of
the FOIP (a sort of replacement for the defunct US “rebalance”),
and in cooperation trilaterally with their joint US ally. But the
enhanced bilateral cooperation between Canberra and Tokyo
is as much a recognition that the era of Pax Americana is wa-

Bilateral security cooperation to counter destabilising moves
by the PRC as it chips away at the rules based international
order through the use of “hybrid warfare” and exploitation of

ning, speeded towards its demise by President Donald Trump,
and that in future, like-minded states such as Australia and
Japan, will have to take on a greater burden of maintaining the
kind of rules-based regional order upon which their security
jointly depends.
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