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This report is part of Strategic Japan, a CSIS Japan Chair initiative featuring analysis by Japan’s leading 
foreign policy scholars on key regional and global challenges and the implications for the U.S.-Japan alliance.

Introduction
There is growing concern among security elites in the United States and Japan about cooperation among 
autocratic states China, Russia, Iran, and North Korea, a grouping sometimes referred to as “CRINK.” 
Japan, for example, has come to see the security of Europe and Asia as inseparable since the start of 
the war in Ukraine, and there are concerns that China’s cooperation with other CRINK countries may 
change the global balance of power and embolden China. Japanese security elites question whether 
China expects support from Russia and North Korea, if Russia and North Korea would act to assist China 
in a Taiwan contingency, if China will increase its conventional or nuclear capabilities with Russian 
support, and if there will be simultaneous multiple conflicts in Asia.

Within CRINK, China is clearly the most important player because it has the most resources. Studies 
show that China has been assisting Russia in the war against Ukraine, albeit in a limited and covert way. 
Does China see CRINK as an important strategic tool? Will CRINK cooperation change China’s decisions 
and behavior? What are the implications for Japan and the United States? 

This report argues that the CRINK alliance is still in the making. There is no clear evidence to suggest 
that China regards CRINK as a group or a strategic asset to be used for its own security. Seeing it as 
a geopolitical group could result in an inadvertent consolidation of the four countries. However, 
the wars in Ukraine and Iran have revealed some potential problems that could arise for the United 
States and Japan if they fail to coordinate their efforts toward these countries and prevent future 
conflicts in general.

https://www.csis.org/programs/japan-chair/projects/strategic-japan
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/other/bluebook/2024/en_html/chapter2/c020503.html
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This analysis will first review the cooperation among CRINK, particularly China’s support for Russia, 
North Korea, and Iran. It will then look at China’s cooperation with non-CRINK countries. The report 
will then examine Japan’s threat perception and concerns regarding CRINK, as well as the possibility 
of multiple simultaneous conflicts in the Indo-Pacific region, before reflecting on takeaways from the 
war with Iran. The report concludes by examining takeaways for the United States and Japan with 
recommendations for future policy.

China’s Cooperation with Other CRINK Countries
China has long maintained close relationships with Russia, Iran, and North Korea. In the 2000s, Japan 
and the United States hoped that China’s influence over these countries would moderate their behavior, 
including by encouraging North Korea to denuclearize. This changed in the late 2010s as the U.S. 
government increasingly began to see China and Russia as strategic threats. Following Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022, there has been growing concern among U.S. security elites about the alignment of 
these four autocracies. Some have called this group the axis of upheaval or the axis of autocracy, and 
others have simply called it CRINK.

China’s cooperation with Russia, Iran, and North Korea occurs bilaterally. There is no clear evidence 
to suggest that China thinks of CRINK as a group or plans to support or be supported by the other 
CRINK countries for its security. Of the three bilateral relationships, cooperation between China and 
Russia is the most consequential, with several notable developments in recent years. For example, 
studies have found that China has been providing Russia with dual-use technologies that could help 
Russia in its war efforts. However, there are no reports that China has provided Russia with military 
assets. China’s support for Russia’s war against Ukraine has not been overt. China has maintained a 
position of pro-Russian neutrality, although it criticizes sanctions against Russia led by the United States 
and its allies.

Operationally, China and Russia have recently increased joint exercises. This has raised concerns 
among Japanese policymakers. For example, in 2019, four strategic bombers flew over the Sea of Japan 
and the East China Sea. Again in 2022, four Chinese H-6K long-range bombers and two Russian Tu-95 
strategic bombers flew from the Sea of Japan and East China Sea to the Western Pacific. In July 2024, 
two H-6K bombers and two Tu-95 bombers flew near the Alaska Air Defense Identification Zone. The 
objective of the flight exercise was unclear.

While some view this incident as China merely joining Russia’s regular patrol exercises, others view 
it as a sign of China-Russia nuclear cooperation because both H-6K bombers and Tu-95 bombers are 
nuclear capable. Although China’s conventional capabilities and technologies surpass those of Russia 
today, Russia has experience and expertise in nuclear weapons design. As China seeks to strengthen 
its nuclear deterrent vis-à-vis the United States, it may seek Russian support. However, given China’s 

There is no clear evidence to suggest that China regards CRINK 
as a group or a strategic asset to be used for its own security. 
Seeing it as a geopolitical group could result in an inadvertent 
consolidation of the four countries.

https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/the-axis-of-upheaval
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2025-11/Chapter_3--Axis_of_Autocracy.pdf
https://www.csis.org/special-initiatives/CRINK-Axis
https://www.csis.org/analysis/crink-security-ties-growing-cooperation-anchored-china-and-russia
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R48978
https://www.csis.org/analysis/why-did-china-and-russia-stage-joint-bomber-exercise-near-alaska
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limited support of Russia in the Russia-Ukraine War, China may not be seeking Russia’s help, and Russia 
may not be willing to cooperate.

China’s relations with North Korea have traditionally been close, and China has supported the 
North Korean regime. Xi Jinping’s visit to Pyongyang in June 2026 provides an example of 
this closeness. North Korea is the only country with which China has a mutual defense treaty, 
but the two countries do not seem to have a joint operational plan and have not held a joint 
military exercise. 

More recently, North Korea has been strengthening its military ties with Russia through its support of 
the war in Ukraine. However, this new North Korea-Russia relationship has not developed into trilateral 
cooperation. China’s position on Russia-North Korea cooperation seems cold or lukewarm at best, with 
some indications that Beijing is distancing itself from the relationship. For example, when President 
Vladimir Putin visited Pyongyang in June 2024, where the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 
Treaty was signed, the Chinese foreign ministry dismissed its significance. China was reported to 
have opposed a China-Russia-North Korea trilateral exercise proposed by Russian Minister of Defense 
Sergei Shoigu in July 2023. China has also denied involvement in North Korean satellite development, 
which Russia has assisted. It may be that China prefers relations to be bilateral, allowing it to exert 
direct influence over North Korea. 

China’s position on Iran shows a similar pattern to its support of Russia. China is indirectly supporting 
Iran in the war against Israel and the United States. It advocates a diplomatic solution but has been 
reported to provide satellite information to Iran. In the past, when China behaved covertly or made 
excuses for its actions, it often reflected its ambivalence about the legitimacy of its own actions or its 
expectations of maintaining good relations with the United States and Japan. When China was certain 
of its objectives and its legitimacy, its actions became more overt and declaratory. Judging by this 
standard, China’s position on Russia and Iran is not yet certain.

There has not been a CRINK military exercise to date. China has not conducted bilateral military 
exercises with North Korea or Iran. China did participate in the joint maritime exercise “Will for 
Peace 2026” in January 2026 with Russia, Iran, South Africa, and the United Arab Emirates, while 
Brazil, Egypt, Indonesia, and Ethiopia acted as observers. Some saw this as an expansion of the BRICS 
grouping into a military coalition. Others disagreed, as there were only two additional countries 
since the previous exercise in 2019, when China, Russia, and South Africa participated.

China’s ambivalent position toward the other CRINK countries seems to stem from its competing 
strategic objectives. China sees them as partners in strategic competition against the United States, and 

More recently, North Korea has been strengthening its military 
ties with Russia through its support of the war in Ukraine. 
However, this new North Korea-Russia relationship has not 
developed into trilateral cooperation.

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/why-xi-jinping-going-pyongyang
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%20420/volume-420-I-6045-English.pdf
https://beyondparallel.csis.org/north-korea-russia-cooperation/
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF12760
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF12760
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/xw/fyrbt/lxjzh/202407/t20240730_11463243.html
https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXZQOGM14B5S0U4A610C2000000/
https://www.asahi.com/ajw/articles/14997641
https://www.uscc.gov/research/china-iran-fact-sheet-short-primer-relationship
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/xw/fyrbt/202605/t20260515_11910982.html
https://www.africansecurityanalysis.com/reports/mosi-3-will-for-peace-2026-strategic-implications-for-african-security-and-geopolitics
https://www.africansecurityanalysis.com/reports/mosi-3-will-for-peace-2026-strategic-implications-for-african-security-and-geopolitics
https://thediplomat.com/2026/01/brics-holds-a-maritime-exercise-at-the-indo-atlantic-crossroads-without-india/
https://beyondparallel.csis.org/north-korea-russia-cooperation/
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the four countries are indeed bound by their antagonism toward the United States. However, China also 
seeks to be the champion of the Global South and a global power on par with the United States. Being 
a member of a coalition of upheaval is suboptimal to achieving recognition as a global power. China 
also seeks continued economic growth, which is still important for the regime and the nation. For 
this, China needs good relations with advanced economies like the United States and Japan, as well as a 
stable international environment.

China’s Cooperation with Non-CRINK Countries
When assessing China’s relationships with the other CRINK countries, it is important to note that 
its relationships with non-CRINK countries are much stronger and have also been growing in recent 
years. China’s economic relations with non-CRINK countries are indeed much more significant. 
China’s exports to the United States far outweigh those to Russia, North Korea, and Iran (Figure 
1). China’s exports to Russia increased after the war in Ukraine started, rising by 40 percent from 
2022 to 2023 (Figure 2). Even with the increase, however, they amount to only about 20 percent 
of exports to the United States. This shows that Russia’s dependence on China has increased, but 
not the other way around. China’s exports to Iran and North Korea, meanwhile, are small and 
have decreased.

Figure 1: China’s Exports to CRINK and Non-CRINK Countries, 2017–2024
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Source: IMF International Trade in Goods dataset.

Note: Shows goods exports measured on a free-on-board basis in U.S. dollars.

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/2889909/bringing-the-economy-back-in-economic-development-and-chinas-grand-strategy/
https://data.imf.org/en/datasets/IMF.STA:IMTS


Figure 2: China’s Exports to Other CRINK Countries, 2017–2024
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Source: IMF International Trade in Goods dataset.

Note: Shows goods exports measured on a free-on-board basis in U.S. dollars.

China has been strengthening relations with non-CRINK countries in recent months. Since August 
2025, China has formed or reaffirmed strategic partnerships and relationships with countries and 
organizations such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Japan, South Korea, France, 
the United Kingdom, Germany, and Canada. In August 2025, China and ASEAN adopted a plan of action 
for 2026–2030 to implement a comprehensive strategic partnership. On October 31, 2025, President 
Xi Jinping met with Japanese Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi and reaffirmed the “Mutually Beneficial 
Relationship Based on Common Strategic Interests” focused on building “constructive and stable 
Japan-China relations.” Japan-China relations deteriorated after Takaichi’s remarks about Taiwan in 
the National Diet in November 2025 and China’s aggressive reactions, but it is noteworthy that China 
initially sought good relations with Japan.

In December 2025, Xi met with French President Emmanuel Macron and sought to strengthen trust 
between the two countries, stating, “No matter how the external environment changes, the two sides 
will always demonstrate both independence and the strategic vision expected of major countries, 
and understand and support each other on matters involving each other’s core interests and major 
concerns.” In January 2026, Prime Minister Keir Starmer of the United Kingdom visited Beijing and 
expressed his desire for a “more sophisticated” relationship. South Korean President Lee Jae Myung 
also visited Beijing in January 2026 and began normalization of the relationship after China used 
economic coercion when South Korea deployed Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) missiles 
in 2016. The two countries signed 14 memoranda of understanding on economic cooperation. In 
February 2026, Germany and China agreed to work on an “all-around strategic partnership.” That 
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https://data.imf.org/en/datasets/IMF.STA:IMTS
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Final-ASEAN-China-POA-2026-2030.pdf
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/104/diplomatic/202510/31china.html
https://www.csis.org/analysis/escalating-japan-china-tensions-insights-past-and-prospects-future
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/xw/zyxw/202512/t20251204_11766890.html
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/jan/29/xi-starmer-china-uk-meeting-chinese-leader-rise-above-differences-sophisticated
https://www.koreaherald.com/article/10649129
https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202602/25/content_WS699ecd58c6d00ca5f9a0950f.html


China and CRINK  |  6

same month, China and Canada established a new strategic partnership, and Canada reaffirmed its 
long-standing commitment to its One China policy. And in May 2026, President Donald Trump met Xi 
Jinping in Beijing, and they agreed that the two countries should build a “constructive relationship of 
strategic stability.”

Japan’s Perception of CRINK
Japan’s threat perception centers on the dangers of a physical attack against Japan. This is reinforced by 
its exclusively defense-oriented policy (Senshu Boei), which follows from Article 9 of Japan’s constitution 
and was the centerpiece of Japanese defense policy for decades. This means there is a strong emphasis 
on territorial and homeland defense. Japan’s decision in 2022 to develop counterstrike capabilities and 
thereby strengthen deterrence against regional threats was also to strengthen homeland defense. Japan 
has been sensitive to the balance of power and threats in geographical proximity to the homeland. 
Second to this territorial security, the safety of Japan’s shipping lanes is a vital national interest as an 
island nation. Differences in political systems (democracy versus autocracy) have not been a strong 
source of threat perception in Japan.

Iran is not Japan’s traditional adversary. Over the years, Japan sought to maintain good relations with 
Iran, an important oil supplier, and Iran has been friendly to Japan. In 2018 Japan imported about 5 
percent of its crude oil from Iran. Since the U.S sanction in 2019, Japan has not imported any oil from 
Iran. Japan depends on the Middle East for about 95 percent of its oil, so the safe passage of the Strait 
of Hormuz is of critical importance.

Few security elites in Japan see CRINK as one group. Commentaries in Japan on the subject are mostly 
about U.S. views of CRINK. Some studies have examined the potential cooperation among China, 
Russia, and North Korea but remain skeptical about coordination among CRINK countries and CRINK’s 
utility for China. As mentioned, autocratic governance alone was traditionally not considered a threat. 
However, since 2005, the Japanese government has emphasized value-based diplomacy. Concepts 
like the Arc of Freedom and Prosperity and Free and Open Indo-Pacific have become important 
pillars of Japanese diplomacy. Starting in 2013, the Japanese government began to frequently use the 
phrase “no unilateral change to the status quo by use or threat of force.” This concept encompasses the 
problems in the East and South China Seas, Ukraine, and Taiwan and has led to a growing debate since 
2022 about whether Europe and Asia are one theater.

Japan opposes actions by authoritarian regimes that seek unilateral changes to the status quo but does 
not oppose the regimes themselves. An example of this is Japan’s strategy toward Russia before the 
Ukraine war in February 2022. The Japanese government had been seeking to increase cooperation with 
Russia. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe met with President Putin 27 times. Abe flew to Russia in February 
2014 to attend the Opening Ceremony of the Sochi Winter Olympic Games, when President Barack 
Obama and leaders of the United Kingdom, Germany, and France were absent in opposition to Russia’s 
human rights violations. Abe invited Putin to Japan in 2016. One of the objectives for Japan was to 
improve relations with Russia and prevent the deepening of China-Russia cooperation. This attempt 
ended with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

To the extent that the Japanese government is concerned about CRINK countries individually, it sees 
China as its primary threat, followed by North Korea, Russia, and then Iran. In 2022, Japan identified 

https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/news-releases/2026/01/16/prime-minister-carney-forges-new-strategic-partnership-peoples
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2026/05/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-secures-historic-deals-with-china-delivering-for-american-workers-farmers-and-industry/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/wjbzhd/202605/t20260516_11911719.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/wjbzhd/202605/t20260516_11911719.html
https://www.nippon.com/en/features/h00332/japanese-trade-with-iran-under-pressure.html
https://www.nippon.com/en/features/h00332/japanese-trade-with-iran-under-pressure.html
https://www.nippon.com/en/japan-data/h02718/
https://www.asahi.com/articles/ASV3V0R9XV3VUHBI01NM.html
https://www.nids.mod.go.jp/english/publication/chinareport/index.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/other/bluebook/2007/html/h1/h1_01.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000407643.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/erp/rss/northern/page4e_001108.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/p_pd/ep/page24e_000034.html
https://www.japan.go.jp/tomodachi/2017/japan_and_russia_edition_2017/moments_of_prime_minister_abe.html


China as its most consequential threat. Its 2025 Defense White Paper identifies China as a “serious 
concern” that presents “an unprecedented . . . strategic challenge [to] which Japan should respond 
with its comprehensive national power.” The changing balance of power in the Western Pacific, and 
the growing missile threats to Japan’s bases, both qualitatively and quantitatively, contributed to this 
assessment. Japan perceives China as having aggressive intentions targeting Japan. Many Japanese 
security elites think China is willing to pay the cost to hurt Japan. The leverage Japan had over China in 
the past has decreased since China surpassed Japan as an economic power, and Japan has fewer viable 
means to shape China’s behavior.

Japanese security elites and the public are also increasingly concerned about a possible Taiwan 
contingency and its impacts on Japan. A Kyodo News public opinion survey in March 2023 found that 
89 percent of respondents were concerned about a Taiwan contingency. Even without Japan’s direct 
involvement, a Taiwan conflict would cause great damage to regional security and the global economy. 
As U.S. treaty allies, Japan and South Korea face a similar risk of entrapment in the Taiwan contingency. 
With the increase in China’s missile capabilities, U.S. bases in Japan could be under threat. The 
proximity of Taiwan to Japan increases the perceived threat. Shinzo Abe, after his resignation as prime 
minister, said in December 2021 that a Taiwan contingency is a Japanese contingency. There is also 
some concern about the possibility of Russian and North Korean support in a Taiwan contingency and 
whether China hopes for Russian support.

Multiple Conflicts in the Indo-Pacific?
One of the concerns for Japanese security elites is the possibility of multiple conflicts in the region. 
From the above analysis, it seems unlikely that China sees CRINK as a group and does not expect the 
military support of CRINK countries in a coordinated action. Another reason China may not seek 
assistance from these other powers in a Taiwan contingency is because China sees Taiwan as a domestic 
problem. China may prefer not to involve other countries as it may delegitimize China’s claim that 
Taiwan is a domestic problem, and thus other countries should not interfere in the matter.

Opportunistic action, however, is more likely. As the 2026 U.S. National Defense Strategy notes, 
there is a “possibility that one or more potential opponents might act together in a coordinated or 
opportunistic fashion across multiple theaters.” One possibility is for an extraregional conflict to open 
a window of opportunity for a Taiwan contingency. A second is for a conflict on the Korean Peninsula 
to lead to a Taiwan contingency. A third is for a Taiwan contingency to lead to a conflict on the Korean 
Peninsula. China assesses that the chances of U.S. intervention in a Taiwan contingency are high. 
Although the possibility of a Taiwan contingency is still low, miscalculation could occur if the United 
States is seen to be tied down in other conflicts. China may assess that its chances of victory would 
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Many Japanese security elites think China is willing to pay the cost 
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Japan has fewer viable means to shape China’s behavior.

https://www.mod.go.jp/j/press/wp/wp2025/pdf/DOJ2025_EN_Full.pdf
https://toda.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/t-pb-245_taiwan-from-the-japanese-perspective_yamamoto.pdf
https://toda.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/t-pb-245_taiwan-from-the-japanese-perspective_yamamoto.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QSVUSwQQ8js
https://cigs.canon/en/article/20211214_6436.html
https://www.rips.or.jp/en/newsletter/monthlycolumn/maritime-security-in-the-indo-pacific-preparing-for-multiple-contingency-scenarios-in-the-taiwan-strait/
https://media.defense.gov/2026/Jan/23/2003864773/-1/-1/0/2026-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY.PDF
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/News-Article-View/article/4304243/taming-the-hegemon-chinese-thinking-on-countering-us-military-intervention-in-a/


China and CRINK  |  8

increase if U.S. forces are occupied elsewhere. There is a precedent. In June 1950, when the Korean 
War broke out, China had a plan to attack Taiwan. President Harry Truman sent the Seventh Fleet 
to Taiwan to prevent the invasion. The situation today is very different from the 1950s, but there 
is a possibility.

Security specialists in South Korea are worried about the opposite scenario of North Korea taking 
advantage of a Taiwan contingency. For some time, they sought to avoid entanglement in a potential 
Taiwan conflict. More recently, they have been concerned that United States Forces Korea (USFK) 
may be deployed in a Taiwan conflict, leaving a void on the Korean Peninsula. This could weaken 
deterrence against North Korea. 

The coordination of countries in CRINK is still in the making and does not exist currently. However, 
opportunistic aggression cannot be ruled out and has become a source of concern for Japanese and 
U.S. security elites. The wars in Ukraine and Iran have shown the challenges that multiple conflicts can 
cause, as will be examined in the next section.

Lessons for the Indo-Pacific from the Iran War
There are several important takeaways from the war in Iran for Japan and the United States to consider 
when preparing for future conflicts. First, the biggest concern for many Indo-Pacific countries is the 
disruption of shipping traffic and supplies. Japan has already been strongly affected by such disruptions 
since the start of the conflict. The Indo-Pacific is a maritime theater, and such disruption could occur 
due to conflicts in the South China Sea, East China Sea, and Taiwan.

Second, there is concern about the potential relocation of U.S. forces and weapons from the Indo-Pacific 
theater to the Middle East. Radar components and munitions have already been sent from USFK to 
the Middle East. When there was a media report that the Pentagon was moving parts of the THAAD 
system from South Korea to the Middle East, President Lee Jae Myung objected to the move because it 
could weaken deterrence against North Korea. Commander of the USFK Army General Xavier Brunson 
testified in the Senate that THAAD never left Korea. Further, 2,500 Marines and three warships were 
deployed to the Middle East from the region. The 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit and amphibious 
warship USS Tripoli were sent from United States Forces Japan to the Middle East. Marine Commandant 
General Eric Smith testified before the House Armed Services Committee that the gap in the Marine 
Corps’ ability to deter adversaries in the Indo-Pacific remains unfilled. This prompted concerns in 
Japan among the public and lawmakers. The Pentagon argues that the deployment will give the forces 
valuable combat experience that adversaries cannot gain, but concerns exist among the regional 
powers as to whether there is sufficient force to deter potential adversaries in the region.

A third concern is related to the depletion of interceptors and drones. In the 39 days of the air 
and missile campaign against Iran, the United States is estimated to have used about half of its key 
munitions. More than half may have been used for interceptor missiles like THAAD, Patriot, and 
SM-3. There have been reports that the U.S. government informed Japan of delays of up to four years in 
Tomahawk missile deliveries due to the use of such munitions in the Iran war. Defense Minister Shinjiro 
Koizumi did not confirm the report but emphasized the need to increase domestic production to avoid 
risks of depending on foreign supplies.

https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/korean-war-saved-taiwan-clutches-chairman-mao-142852
https://muse.jhu.edu/pub/136/article/927084/pdf
https://www.kci.go.kr/kciportal/landing/article.kci?arti_id=ART002937741
https://www.cnbc.com/2026/03/10/south-korea-patriot-transfer-iran-war-air-defenses.html
https://www.stripes.com/theaters/asia_pacific/2026-04-22/thaad-south-korea-middle-east-iran-21450171.html
https://news.usni.org/2026/03/13/uss-tripoli-31st-meu-heading-to-the-middle-east
https://www.stripes.com/branches/marine_corps/2026-05-18/marines-okinawa-meu-middle-east-21705464.html
https://www.csis.org/analysis/last-rounds-status-key-munitions-iran-war-ceasefire
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/japans-order-tomahawk-missiles-delayed-by-us-use-iran-bloomberg-news-says-2026-04-03/
https://www.ft.com/content/406bc3bb-068b-4f4c-b064-23082e8a9f70?syn-25a6b1a6=1
https://www.mod.go.jp/j/press/kisha/2026/0526a.html


Japan bought 400 Tomahawk missiles from the United States to develop its counterstrike capabilities. 
The Tomahawks will be the main component of Japan’s strike force. Japan’s initial plan was to buy 400 
Block V Tomahawks starting delivery in 2026. In October 2023, the Japanese government changed the 
plan to buy 200 Block IV and 200 Block V Tomahawks to achieve an early delivery starting in 2025. The 
delay in the delivery impedes Japan’s plans to rapidly strengthen deterrence.

The source of the problem is limited production capacity and asymmetry in the offense-defense balance 
in terms of cost. Put simply, it is a competition between cheap drones and expensive interceptors. 
According to one estimate, 1900 to 3000 interceptors, Patriot and THAAD, were used in less than 
two weeks during the Iran war. The U.S. production capacity of Patriot Advanced Capability missile 
interceptors is 600 per year or 50 per month, and the production cost is about 4 million dollars per 
Patriot. In contrast, China dominates production of drones. One company alone, SZ DJI Technology, is 
reported to have more than 70 percent of the world market share of civilian drones. Drones are much 
cheaper and easier to make than interceptors. The gap in the offense-defense balance is expected to 
be greater in a war of attrition. Potential conflicts in the Indo-Pacific may require compellence (i.e., 
coercion) to restore the status quo. In general, compellence is harder than deterrence or defense. 
Wars of compellence can take longer to achieve their objective, and success often relies on the 
future prospects of continued use of force. This means that without a sizable stockpile of munitions, 
compellence is difficult to achieve. 

The United States and Japan are aware of this problem and are cooperating to solve it. Secretary 
of Defense Pete Hegseth met with Minister Koizumi in Singapore on May 30, 2026, and agreed 
to cooperate on missile production. Koizumi proposed Operation Supercharge, an initiative to 
accelerate codevelopment and coproduction of missiles such as SM-3 Block IIA and AMRAAM. The U.S. 
government has also launched a plan to seek drone dominance. China’s rapid production of drones 
and the dependence on China for drones are posing new challenges to the United States and its allies.

Implications for the United States and Japan 
This report has argued that cooperation among CRINK states is still in the making and that the limited 
and indirect support China gives to these countries suggests that China is not willing to cultivate a 
CRINK coalition as a strategic asset. This has several implications for the United States and Japan.

First, the United States and Japan are important partners for China and therefore have opportunities to 
promote stability. China’s most important bilateral relationship is with the United States. In May 2026, 
President Trump visited Beijing, where he and President Xi agreed to build a “constructive relationship 
of strategic stability on the basis of fairness and reciprocity.” As long as China’s relationship with the 
United States is stable, there is less need for China to cultivate its cooperation with CRINK countries, but 
a deterioration in U.S.-China relations could prompt China to seek closer relations within CRINK.
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The source of the problem is limited production capacity and 
asymmetry in the offense-defense balance in terms of cost. 
Put simply, it is a competition between cheap drones and 
expensive interceptors.

https://news.usni.org/2024/01/18/japan-signs-deal-for-400-tomahawk-land-attack-missiles
https://www.economist.com/international/2026/03/13/gulf-states-are-burning-through-interceptors
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/lockheed-martin-more-than-triple-patriot-missile-production-capacity-2026-01-06/
https://specnews.jp/posts/wBNb_fvC
https://www.mod.go.jp/en/article/2026/05/66f437bf4189f312a0a26ef11ccd7c3dea3be3c3.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/06/unleashing-american-drone-dominance/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2026/05/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-secures-historic-deals-with-china-delivering-for-american-workers-farmers-and-industry/
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Similarly, improving the Japan-China bilateral relationship is key to maintaining stability, though 
Japan-China relations have soured since November 2025 and show little prospect of improvement. 
China’s policy seems to single out and target Japan. China has been criticizing Japan’s defense policies 
in bilateral summit meetings with other leaders and in multilateral settings with references to Japan’s 
“neo-militarism.” Defense Minister Koizumi refuted such a claim at the Shangri-La Dialogue in May 
2026. The Japanese government has publicly expressed interest in dialogue with China, but China 
is unwilling to meet, claiming that Japan’s gesture “shows no sincerity at all.” However, following 
the above logic, negative relations with Japan will drive China to further seek closer cooperation 
within CRINK. 

Second, aside from managing their relationships with China bilaterally to foster stability, the United 
States and Japan should avoid treating CRINK as one group. The group does not exist yet as a strategic 
coalition. Treating it as one could drive the four countries toward closer and more coordinated 
cooperation. Instead, the United States and Japan should have a joint strategy for each country. Each 
strategy should be based on each individual country’s interests and circumstances. The United States 
and Japan should prepare for possible multiple conflicts in the Indo-Pacific without provoking China, 
Russia, or North Korea.

Third, the United States and Japan should revisit Japan’s past China strategy, a liberal deterrence 
strategy that combines elements of military deterrence and economic engagement. The strategy seeks 
to increase the cost of aggression by increasing the opportunity cost of reneging. The engagement part 
of the strategy has been more recently discredited, or almost abandoned, based on the perception that 
it is no longer viable to shape China’s choices. China still benefits greatly from economic relations with 
advanced economies, including Japan and the United States. Revitalization of the liberal deterrence 
strategy is needed even as Japan and the United States put efforts into creating more resilient and 
stable supply chains.

Fourth, the United States and Japan should be mindful that the current situation is quite volatile and 
requires extra efforts to avoid miscalculations and misreading of intent. With the introduction of drones 
on the battlefield, the offense-defense balance is seen to favor the offense. The military use of artificial 
intelligence will speed up war decisions and may force states to jump the gun. The competition between 
the United States and China will make political concessions harder. Based on theories of international 
relations, these conditions suggest that the likelihood of war is higher than usual and thus demand 
greater efforts to prevent it.

Fifth, the United States and Japan should set strategic priorities and focus on the long-term picture. The 
United States is the most important country for Japan bar none; a strong relationship with the United 

[CRINK] does not exist yet as a strategic coalition. Treating it 
as one could drive the four countries toward closer and more 
coordinated cooperation. Instead, the United States and Japan 
should have a joint strategy for each country.

https://www.asahi.com/ajw/articles/16606868
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xw/fyrbt/lxjzh/202606/t20260601_11922642.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26924341


States is the means and ends of Japan’s foreign policy. Therefore, the two countries, together with other 
allies and partners, should decide on clear strategic priorities. The United States and its allies are in a 
strategic competition with China, but the strategic goal of this competition should be clear: What kind of 
a region and a world do we want to achieve?

Deterring wars is important, but it cannot be the strategic goal. It is a minimum requirement. Neither the 
United States, Japan, nor China seem to have a long-term strategy for how they want to live together after 
the competition is over. Similarly, many countries have made efforts to increase resilience to economic 
coercion by increasing domestic production and cultivating new supply chains, but it is not clear what 
they believe the optimal state of international trade should be in the long run. The United States and 
Japan seek to create and maintain a free and open Indo-Pacific. This is a lofty objective that should be 
pursued, and it will require a well-calibrated, long-term strategy to incorporate China in the region. ■
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https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/2025-National-Security-Strategy.pdf
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