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how will the shifting 
energy landscape in asia 
impact geopolitics?
Sarah O. Ladislaw

Over the past decade the world has watched as energy demand 
growth has shifted away from traditional energy consumers in the 
developed world to the growing economies in developing regions. 
No growth has been as dramatic as the demand surge experienced 
in Asia, where energy demand has grown by 75 percent. China alone 
is now the world’s largest energy consumer, the second largest 
consumer of oil, the world’s largest consumer and producer of coal—
accounting for fully half of total global coal consumption, and soon to 
become the world’s largest oil importer.
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For the energy community, this is not news. 
Energy forecasters routinely identify China, India, 
and the rest of developing Asia as the largest 
growing source of energy demand in the next 
several decades, representing fully 60 percent of 
the world increase in energy use between now 
and 2040 (with China and India alone counting for 
half). Energy demand in developing economies 
surpassed energy demand in developed 
economies last decade. As of 2009, Chinese 
energy consumption outpaced U.S. energy 
consumption. Consequently, over the last decade 
or so energy watchers have ramped up their focus 
on this region with a great deal more attention 
paid to the energy policies, economic shifts and 
their drivers, market conditions, and even energy-
related geopolitical dynamics in and around Asia. 
Major questions remain unanswered, however, 
including how global markets, infrastructure, 
and institutions will accommodate a rising Asia 
alongside large traditional global consumers like 
the United States, Japan, and Europe.

This evolving shift toward Asia as the future energy 
demand center of the world has accelerated in 
unexpected and dramatic ways as a result of the 
economic downturn in developed countries and 
the recent revolution in unconventional oil and gas 
in the United States. Starting in the late 2000s, the 
United States began to experience rapid growth in 
the development of unconventional gas (shale gas), 
and later tight oil resources that, when coupled 
with a slowing of domestic energy demand, now 
position the United States to be a potential net 
exporter of natural gas and significantly reduce oil 
imports. Moreover, the slow pace of the post–
Great Recession economic recovery has further 
strengthened the contrast between developing 
portions of the world with their stronger signs 
of economic recovery and the still struggling 
developed economies with stagnating or declining 
energy demand growth. If the current trends persist, 
the world will no longer be as evenly balanced by 
consumption centers and import destinations for 

oil and natural gas. Cargoes bound for the United 
States and the commercial deals underlying those 
trade flows can now more fully shift eastward, 
absent other drivers or strategic considerations.

For many countries within Asia, the need to rely on 
so much of the rest of the world for vital energy 
supplies is seen as a large strategic vulnerability 
that must be managed. For regions outside Asia, 
the shift in economic dynamism towards the East 
is often cast as a rebalancing of geoeconomic 
leverage, especially with regard to China and 
perhaps one day for India. For energy market 
watchers and forecasters, Asia is now an even 
more important anchor to the global supply/
demand balance and an influential force in global 
energy markets.

From a U.S. security policy perspective, this has 
raised a number of core questions about the 
ongoing military commitment to protecting vital 
energy and other trade transit sea lanes, choke 
points, and major producer regions, most notably 
in the Middle East. In his recent speech to the 
United Nations General Assembly, President 
Obama offered a clear articulation of the United 
States’ ongoing commitment to protect those 
interests, saying: “We will ensure the free flow of 
energy from the region to the world. Although 
America is steadily reducing our own dependence 
on imported oil, the world still depends upon the 
region’s energy supply, and a severe disruption 
could destabilize the entire global economy.”

for regions outside asia, the 
shift in economic dynamism 
towards the east is often 
cast as a rebalancing of 
geoeconomic leverage.
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The question now is how to do this effectively in the face of an ever 
more turbulent security environment in the Middle East, as well as 
pressure to streamline our defense budgets and rebalance our security 
presence abroad. The answer thus far has been to find ways to bolster 
ties with allies in the region where possible, engage diplomatically with 
those outside the region who share our strategic interest, including 
those in Europe and Asia, and work toward a broader sharing of the 
responsibility to protect the free flow of energy with key regional 
powers in the region and beyond.

In some ways, however, the most important energy and security 
related question is about leverage versus stability in this new energy 
world. Before the accelerated energy pivot to Asia and onset of 
unconventional oil and gas production in the United States, major 
energy producers and consumers were fairly adept at understanding 
their relationships with each other. The pace of change in global 
markets has thrown that system off-kilter and with it comes the 
potential for further changes.

For the last several decades, the United States put a premium 
on stability in global markets. The United States took the lead in 
promoting the idea that energy security and economic gains could 
be achieved through integrated energy markets underpinned 
by open investment environments and efficient functioning of 
markets facilitated by relatively free trade in energy. Despite the 
administration’s efforts to assure our lasting commitment to these 
basic precepts of our longstanding approach to international 
energy policy, it is clear that U.S. policymakers are also eager to 
more aggressively pursue what newfound geopolitical leverage 
might be afforded by this new energy reality. It is only fair to 
presume that other countries will do the same. ▶

 


