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Introduction
No region will be more important to global peace and prosperity in the coming years than the Indo-Pa-
cific, which has more geopolitical hotspots, emerging powers, overlapping political and economic 
partnerships, and risks of conflict than any other. Northeast Asia, especially North Korea and the East 
China Sea, continues to be the region’s epicenter of security risks. While Southeast Asia is an engine 
of regional and global economic growth, border disputes in the South China Sea likewise threaten 
regional stability. The expansion of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) also increases the geopoliti-
cal importance of the Indian Ocean and the Strait of Malacca as a sea lane for natural resources. From 
a security perspective, the deepening competition between the United States and China has further 
complicated these geopolitical and geo-economic tensions, a trend that has accelerated during the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

As the U.S.–China strategic rivalry intensifies, there is a growing expectation in the Indo-Pacific re-
gion that, in addition to these two major players, middle power countries such as Japan, India, Aus-
tralia, and Indonesia should play more active roles to ensure stability. This reflects the reality that the 
Indo-Pacific region is geographically extensive and culturally and politically diverse—and therefore 
should not be subject to unipolar or a bipolar hegemony. Among the middle power countries, there 
are high expectations for Japan to assume a comprehensive leadership role in the region, especially as 
it has multilayered relationships—economic, security, and cultural—with the countries of Southeast 
Asia. Under the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” vision introduced by former prime minister Shinzo Abe 
and embraced by the United States and other countries, Japan is well positioned to continue engaging 
with like-minded states on a range of issues in order to support regional stability and prosperity.  

This paper first discusses the geopolitical dynamics and underlying U.S.–China competition in the 
Indo-Pacific region, with a focus on countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
It then describes the U.S. “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” strategy, which was inspired by Japan. The fol-
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lowing sections address the foreign policy initiatives of middle power countries such as Australia and 
analyze the geopolitical implications of Covid-19 and its potential to accelerate inward-looking trends 
in both the United States and China. Finally, it offers recommendations for how Japan can solidify a 
comprehensive leadership role in a multipolar Indo-Pacific, both in economic and security terms.

Challenges for the “Indo-Pacific” in the face of U.S.–China Competition
The term “Indo-Pacific” has recently 
been making the rounds in diplomat-
ic and academic documents. While it 
could be considered a mere geographical 
reference to the connection between the 
Pacific and Indian Oceans, the term has 
also taken on strategic and geopolitical 
significance, as Rory Medcalf argues in 
his book Indo-Pacific Empire. In light 
of the rise of both China and India, the 
Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean are 
integral parts of the region from the 
perspective of improving military and 
economic connectivity, including secur-
ing large regional sea lanes. However, 
as China promotes the BRI, its global 
infrastructure development strategy 
for the entire Eurasian continent, and 
expands its military activities beyond 
the South China Sea to the Indian and 
Western Pacific Oceans, it is becoming 
increasingly important to construct a 
security strategy that encompasses not 
only the Pacific Ocean—focused on the 

Korean Peninsula, Taiwan, and the South China Sea—but also the Indian Ocean, to include the east coast 
of Africa. In this context, the “Indo-Pacific” has emerged as a counter-concept to China’s BRI and its 
increasing military footprint in the region. The transition from the twentieth century’s “Asia-Pacific” to 
the twenty-first century’s “Indo-Pacific” reflects evolving policy debates regarding how to address securi-
ty concerns without jeopardizing economic ties in the region.

A common question among Indo-Pacific countries is how to formulate strategies in the face of U.S.–Chi-
na competition, particularly because China is an important economic partner for them. According to 
research by the Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO), the volume of trade between China and ASE-
AN countries has continued to grow, reaching $577.4 billion in 2018, an increase of about 250 percent 
compared to 2008. Given that China’s overall trade volume grew only 180 percent over the same period, 
the close economic relationship between China and ASEAN is obvious. And in recent years, only ASE-
AN’s share of China’s total trade (12.6 percent in 2018) has increased steadily.

https://www.csis.org/events/online-event-book-talk-indo-pacific-empire
https://reconnectingasia.csis.org/map/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-maritime-silk-road
http://www.theasanforum.org/reimagining-asia-from-asia-pacific-to-indo-pacific/
https://www.jetro.go.jp/biz/areareports/2019/c66db84c1ab77183.html
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China’s Trade Volume with Other Countries

This trend even continues under the Covid-19 pandemic. The Chinese government is extremely con-
cerned about the complexities and challenges of the global economy in 2020, citing the International 
Monetary Fund’s (IMF) and World Bank’s predictions of negative growth and the World Trade Orga-
nization’s (WTO) projection of double-digit negative growth in trade. However, even in 2020, ASEAN 
remained China’s largest trading partner in both the first and second quarters. According to JETRO, 
the Chinese government credits the following factors with driving this growth: (1) the ASEAN region’s 
success in preventing the spread of Covid-19, (2) deepening economic cooperation through an upgrad-
ed ASEAN–China Free Trade Agreement (ACFTA), and (3) closer industrial supply chains with Viet-
nam, Malaysia, and Singapore.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/16/business/china-coronavirus-economy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/16/business/china-coronavirus-economy.html
https://www.jetro.go.jp/biznews/2020/07/ab9f652fd8d02209.html
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China’s trade with major countries and regions (First Half of 2020)

However, these countries do not necessarily trust China, and frustration and distrust have been mounting 
over China’s threats to hold their economies hostage. In particular, the maritime ASEAN states, such as the 
Philippines, Indonesia, and Vietnam, are increasingly vocal in their criticism of Beijing’s coercive moves 
to unilaterally change the status quo in the South China Sea. For example, Philippine president Rodrigo 
Duterte, in his state of the nation speech in July 2020, promoted equidistant diplomacy between the Unit-
ed States and China but also expressed reservations about abrogating the Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) 
with the United States, as he had threatened to do in February. The Philippine government also issued a 
statement on July 12, 2020, celebrating the fourth anniversary of the Hague Court ruling in favor of the 
Philippines on maritime issues in the South China Sea. Indonesia sent a letter to the United Nations (UN) 
in May 2020 rejecting China’s “nine-dash line” that defines its maritime claims in the South China Sea and 
conducted military exercises in the Natuna Islands near that line in July 2020. Further indicating ASEAN’s 
concerns about the maritime borders, the Vietnamese chairman of ASEAN issued a statement in June 2020 
in which the Vietnamese government expressed concern about Chinese coercion in the South China Sea 
and repeatedly referred to the importance of compliance with international law, especially the UN Conven-
tion on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).

Many ASEAN countries have not been able to push back against China even though they have silently re-
sented its hegemonic and coercive behavior. This could stem in part from concerns about an inward-look-
ing United States and a disengaged Europe, which has also generally prioritized economic ties with Chi-
na—leaving ASEAN countries uncertain about the reliability of the United States and its allies even as 
China offers them tempting economic development initiatives under the BRI and the Asia Infrastructure 

https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/duterte-trots-out-tired-tropes-in-key-speech/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/06/what-the-us-philippines-vfa-withdrawal-suspension-does-and-doesnt-say-about-the-alliance/
https://dfa.gov.ph/dfa-news/statements-and-advisoriesupdate/27140-statement-of-secretary-of-foreign-affairs-teodoro-l-locsin-jr-on-the-4th-anniversary-of-the-issuance-of-the-award-in-the-south-china-sea-arbitration
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/indonesian/unclos-letter-05282020172147.html
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/indonesian/naval-exercise-07222020170545.html
https://asean.org/storage/2020/06/Chairman-Statement-of-the-36th-ASEAN-Summit-FINAL.pdf
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Investment Bank (AIIB). However, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s July 2020 statement on the South 
China Sea issue has raised regional expectations for U.S. engagement and leadership, as have a series of 
other U.S. government initiatives. This is a good time for the United States to work with Japan and other 
like-minded countries to coordinate efforts at securing a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific.”

The U.S. “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” Strategy, Inspired by Japan
Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe first mentioned the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) strategy in 
August 2016 during a keynote address to the Tokyo International Conference on African Development (TI-
CAD) in Nairobi, Kenya. FOIP is a diplomatic initiative that seeks to develop the region as an “international 
public good” in which a unified ASEAN is central to maintaining the rules-based international order in a 
comprehensive, inclusive, and transparent manner that ensures stability and prosperity for the region as a 
whole. The Japanese government has emphasized that FOIP is not a China-containment strategy, but rather 
a rules-based, inclusive framework for regional integration.

Inspired by Japan’s FOIP, the United States has developed its own “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” strategy. At 
the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in November 2017, U.S. president Donald Trump 
mentioned FOIP, the importance attached to which was further reflected in the U.S. National Security 
Strategy published at the end of that year. Since then, the National Security Council, the Department of 
State, and the Department of Defense have been developing the United States’ own FOIP as a comprehen-
sive foreign policy strategy built around the three pillars of security, economy, and governance. The U.S. 
version of FOIP incorporates some elements of the Obama administration’s “rebalance to Asia” strategy but 
also reflects the Trump administration’s reconfiguration of U.S. trade policy—as represented by its with-
drawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)—and its reaction to China’s growing influence not only in 
the South China Sea but also in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Just as Japan inspired the United States to 
embrace FOIP, other regional players such as Australia, India, and ASEAN have also introduced their own 
Indo-Pacific strategies.

Based on the diversity and geographic scope of the countries in the Indo-Pacific region, the U.S. gov-
ernment is deepening its cooperation with Japan, Australia, and India, including holding joint military 
exercises and supporting infrastructure by financing development institutions. These activities by the 
United States are commendable, but how are they viewed in the Indo-Pacific region? Some argue that 
the U.S. FOIP is more of a rhetorical challenge to China’s BRI and that there is room for improvement in 
its implementation. In fact, the United States has not been successful in convincing Indo-Pacific coun-
tries that it is committed to following through on its planned initiatives. President Trump’s repeated 
absence from ASEAN summits and the administration’s withdrawal from the TPP could explain in part 
why these countries are skeptical. They do not want to be forced to choose between the United States 
and China and are looking for U.S. leadership to counterbalance Chinese influence.

As mentioned above, the United States has commendably stepped up in voicing concerns regarding the 
South China Sea issue. However, if it is to create a more inclusive region, the United States must engage 
not only on security issues but also on regional economic development. From this perspective, it is good 
news for the region that the U.S. government reorganized the Overseas Private Investment Corporation 
(OPIC) in December 2019, instead establishing the U.S. Development Finance Corporation (USDFC) 
within the framework of the Better Utilization of Investments Leading to Development Act (BUILD Act). 
USDFC CEO Adam Boehler promptly visited Indonesia in January 2020, where he discussed infrastructure 
development cooperation with President Joko Widodo and announced plans to open a USDFC office in 
Jakarta. The USDFC’s move to increase its presence in the Indo-Pacific region has raised expectations in 

https://www.state.gov/u-s-position-on-maritime-claims-in-the-south-china-sea/
https://amti.csis.org/maritime-claims-map/
https://amti.csis.org/maritime-claims-map/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-support-for-asean-in-fighting-covid-19/
https://www.state.gov/the-enduring-u-s-commitment-to-asean/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000407643.pdf
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2019/11/14/commentary/japan-commentary/japans-precarious-indo-pacific-balance/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-apec-ceo-summit-da-nang-vietnam/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://www.state.gov/a-free-and-open-indo-pacific-advancing-a-shared-vision/
https://www.jbic.go.jp/en/information/press/press-2019/pdf/0625-012293_1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/fp_20200505_free_open_indo_pacific.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-asia/us-set-to-disappoint-asia-with-downgraded-delegation-for-bangkok-summits-idUSKBN1X9023
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/FP_20191009_dont_make_us_choose.pdf
https://www.dfc.gov/sites/default/files/2019-08/BILLS-115hr302_BUILDAct2018.pdf
http://)
https://www.dfc.gov/media/press-releases/statement-dfc-ceo-adam-boehler-following-his-meeting-indonesian-president-joko
https://www.facebook.com/KBRIWashDC/posts/4217892311570013
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the region that the United States will provide alternatives to Chinese development aid and mitigate the 
risks of relying solely on the BRI. That is why ASEAN used the term “Indo-Pacific” when it announced its 
own “ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific” (AOIP) in June 2019, hoping this “love call” to the United States 
would accelerate U.S. economic commitments under FOIP. 

China is deeply embedded in the Indo-Pacific system, but a foundation of established rules and norms 
could reduce the potential for it to become a unilaterally dominant, hegemonic power. Some countries, 
such as Malaysia, have raised objections to China-led infrastructure development, which suggests that if 
Beijing adopts a forceful stance, targeted countries could resist and potentially cause a backlash against 
its regional initiatives. Therefore, it is important to engage China on rules and norms and encourage it to 
provide development support that contributes to regional stability. For the FOIP framework to be effective, 
it will be important to include ASEAN countries in formulating alternatives to China, as their multi-faceted 
perspectives will prove important in ensuring that the Indo-Pacific remains a multipolar region.

Middle Power Countries’ Regional Expectations and Australia’s Approach
Middle power countries are making their own strategic moves as the United States and China compete 
for influence in the Indo-Pacific. Australia, which has generally emphasized economic cooperation with 
China, is doing its best not to bend to China’s economic coercion despite an economic deterioration 
caused by Covid-19—attracting a great deal of interest from ASEAN countries that have succumbed to 
intimidation in the past. Australia is dealing with the situation strategically, emphasizing its alliance with 
the United States, promoting information sharing with New Zealand, Canada, the United States, and the 
United Kingdom under the Five Eyes intelligence-sharing agreement, and coordinating with Japan, India, 
and the United States under the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (“the Quad”). In July 2020, the Prime 
Ministers of Japan and Australia met virtually amid rising tensions over the South China Sea and Hong 
Kong, confirming and announcing the importance of the two countries’ cooperation under the FOIP vision. 
Australia’s decision to upgrade Australia–India relations to a comprehensive strategic partnership at the 
Australia–India Summit in June 2020 also was particularly noteworthy given that Australia’s ties with India 
were the weakest among the Quad countries. (The revitalization of the Quad fueled Chinese suspicions 
of an emerging Asian version of NATO, but the Quad has yet to institutionalize security cooperation.) 
Furthermore, Australia’s 2020 Defense Strategy Update, released on July 1, 2020, provides significant 
insight into Australia’s security aspirations as a middle power. It emphasizes not only deterrence by 
denial but also deterrence by punishment, an approach that has important implications for other regional 
countries such as Japan, which has also strengthened strategic ties with Australia in recent years.

Australia also continues to prioritize its alliance with the United States. Australian Minister for Foreign 
Affairs Marise Paine and Minister for Defense Linda Reynolds visited Washington, D.C., in July 2020 for 
the annual Australia–United States Ministerial Consultations (AUSMIN), at which they publicly aligned 
themselves with the United States on the South China Sea issue and denied the legitimacy of China’s nine-
dash line under international law. However, the ministers reportedly declined an invitation to participate 
in a freedom of navigation operation (FONOP) with the U.S. Navy in the South China Sea, citing Australia’s 
national interests. Australia recognizes the threat from China but also understands the need to avoid 
further escalation despite growing anti-China sentiment at home. This seemingly explains Australia’s 
strategy to address the China challenge by deepening its alliance with the United States and coordinating 
closely with other states in the region. 

Australia also is working to strengthen its relationship with ASEAN. On June 30, 2020, it held a special 
ASEAN–Australia foreign ministers’ meeting to further diplomatic and economic ties. It also concluded a 

https://asean.org/storage/2019/06/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-Indo-Pacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf
https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-welcomes-the-asean-outlook-on-the-indo-pacific/
https://theasiadialogue.com/2020/02/25/china-malaysia-relations-under-the-bri-seeing-beyond-mahathir-najib/
http://,
https://asean.org/32nd-asean-australia-forum-co-chairs-summary/
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/japan-australia-leaders-vtc-meeting
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/india/Pages/joint-statement-comprehensive-strategic-partnership-between-republic-india-and-australia
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why-the-quad-wont-ever-be-an-asian-nato/
https://www.defence.gov.au/StrategicUpdate-2020/docs/2020_Defence_Strategic_Update.pdf
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/perspectives/PE200/PE295/RAND_PE295.pdf
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-australia-u-s-ministerial-consultations-ausmin-2020/
https://asiatimes.com/2020/07/australia-gives-us-partial-support-against-china/
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/minister/lreynolds/transcripts/joint-transcript-ausmin-press-conference
https://asean.org/storage/2020/07/Co-Chairs-Statement-Special-ASEAN-Australia-Foreign-Ministers-Meeting-SAAFMM-on-COVID-19-30-June-2020.pdf
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free trade agreement with Indonesia, a major power within ASEAN, which came into force on July 5, 2020. Aus-
tralia’s increased engagement with ASEAN should serve as a good example for other middle power countries to 
promote the multipolarity of the Indo-Pacific region. However, although ASEAN can serve as a consensus-build-
ing forum, it is also unlikely to become a driver for change. Therefore, it must be supplemented by middle 
power diplomacy with individual states in the region.

As a result of the economic disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, many countries are more attuned 
to the risks of over-relying on China in their supply chains, especially in the areas of 5G communica-
tions and medical care. In addition, debates about “decoupling”—stemming from U.S.–China friction and 
Chinese coercion in the region—are gaining momentum. But it is unclear whether perceived attempts at 
isolating or containing China can strengthen deterrence or reduce the potential for confrontation. Nor is 
there consensus on whether to cede regional hegemony to China. The Indo-Pacific countries feature dif-
ferent political systems, economies, and diplomatic agendas that speak to the region’s diversity. A multi-
polar Indo-Pacific region is desirable in which middle power countries—as well as major countries, China 
included—build a regional network in a rules-based and transparent manner. At this juncture, the Covid-19 
pandemic has increased the U.S.–China divide and the need for international cooperation to maintain var-
ious aspects of the regional order beyond just the U.S.–China relationship. In this context, middle power 
countries must increase their presence in the region.

The Wild Card: Covid-19 Accelerates Inward-Looking United States and China
U.S.–China strategic competition has escalated toward confrontation during the Covid-19 pandemic. Tensions 
over the South China Sea, Hong Kong, and 5G communications issues are intertwined—anti-China sentiment 
is rising significantly not only in the United States but also globally, and China is waging a hardline “wolf war-
rior diplomacy” that has caused further backlash from the international community. Looking specifically at the 
situations within the United States and China, the Covid-19 pandemic has increased public dissatisfaction and 
frustration, and perceptions of each country toward the other have deteriorated significantly. For example, an 
April 2020 poll conducted by the Pew Research Center showed that two-thirds of the U.S. public has negative 
views of China, and this trend has increased further since then.

Some experts are pinning their hopes on an improved relationship after the U.S. presidential election. However, 
underlying trends in American public opinion could affect the foreign policy agenda and keep the United States 
looking inward. In 2015, before the previous presidential election, Ian Bremmer’s book Super Power: Three Choic-
es for America’s Role in the World laid out the next president’s three options: focus U.S. resources on rebuilding 
the country (“independent America”), design foreign policy to increase American value and pursue the interests 
of the United States (“money ball America”), or expand the U.S. role as a superpower so it can spread its own 
values (“indispensable America”). Bremmer concluded that the first, an “independent America,” was the best 
option. He argued that it would be too difficult for the United States to expand its international role and that it 
was time for the American people to redefine their true value to the world by focusing on domestic issues. In 
fact, polls in the United States show that the public prioritizes domestic issues over foreign policy ones.

Now, five years after Bremmer’s book was published, Trump is about to complete his first term. To what extent 
have the Trump administration’s moves been consistent with Bremmer’s ideas? U.S.–China strategic competi-
tion and the Covid-19 pandemic have reinforced the stagnation of globalization, and “decoupling” has become 
a global buzzword. Covid-19 has not only heightened the need for medical and other commodities, but also for 
communications, electricity, and other social infrastructure; and the term “buy American” has become a rallying 
cry for both Republicans and Democrats. More exposure has also been given to social issues such as inequality, 
exemplified by the Black Lives Matter movement. Regardless of the outcome of the presidential election, the 

https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/agreements/in-force/iacepa/Pages/indonesia-australia-comprehensive-economic-partnership-agreement
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2016/11/06/commentary/world-commentary/consensus-rule-blunts-aseans-effectiveness/#.X0V_nMj7SwU
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kenrapoza/2020/05/17/the-coming-breaking-of-the-china-supply-chain/#619f00055d04
https://journalism.csis.org/no-crystal-ball-the-uncertain-path-forward-for-u-s-china-decoupling/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/news-and-media/multimedia/audio/indo-pacific-balancing-act-search-middle-power-coalition-%E2%80%94-c-raja
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/news-and-media/multimedia/audio/indo-pacific-balancing-act-search-middle-power-coalition-%E2%80%94-c-raja
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/U.S.-Strategic-Approach-to-The-Peoples-Republic-of-China-Report-5.20.20.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/interpreting-chinas-wolf-warrior-diplomacy/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/interpreting-chinas-wolf-warrior-diplomacy/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/america-first-versus-wolf-warriors-pandemic-diplomacy-southeast-asia
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/07/30/americans-fault-china-for-its-role-in-the-spread-of-covid-19/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2020/08/13/important-issues-in-the-2020-election/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/biden-looks-to-curb-covid-19-economic-damage-with-buy-american-plan-11594287005
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United States can be expected to focus more on domestic challenges. Its inclination to step away from its past 
role as the world’s “policeman” could persist, placing a premium on cooperation with allies and partners.

How about China? In February 2020, President Xi Jinping issued an edict, framed around “bottom-line 
thinking,” calling on Chinese citizens to prepare for the worst as the country battled Covid-19. In his 
report on government activities at the National People’s Congress in May 2020, when the Hong Kong 
national security law came under heavy scrutiny, Premier Li Keqiang emphasized China’s basic policy 
of “six fronts” focused on security—job security, basic living needs, operations of market entities, food 
and energy security, stable industrial and supply chains, and the normal functioning of primary-level 
governments—and “six areas” focused on domestic stability—employment, the financial sector, foreign 
trade, foreign investment, domestic investment, and expectations. Both “sixes” are meant to mitigate the 
economic and social impact of Covid-19, which should be the basis for the Chinese Communist Party’s 
new economic strategy of “dual circulation.” The policies pursued by the United States and China to 
protect the livelihoods of their citizens and their domestic economy during the pandemic are now clashing 
head-on. Tensions between the United States and China are likely to remain high until the social unrest 
and economic fallout caused by the Covid-19 pandemic are alleviated.

Amid the tense competition between the United States and China, countries such as Japan must make 
difficult decisions on how best to steer the course politically and economically. President Xi Jinping’s 
proposed visit to Japan, which was postponed from spring 2020 due to Covid-19, caused a heated debate 
within the ruling Liberal Democratic Party, with some members calling for the permanent cancellation of 
the visit given public backlash against China’s recent enactment of the Hong Kong national security law 
and the continued intrusion of Chinese vessels into the waters around the Senkaku Islands in the East 
China Sea. But like other countries in the region, Japan has deep economic ties with China in terms of in-
vestment and regional supply chains—illustrating the challenges of managing a relationship characterized 
by both security concerns and a degree of economic interdependence.

U.S. President Donald Trump takes part in a welcoming ceremony with China’s President Xi Jinping  
on November 9, 2017 in Beijing, China.

Photo by: Thomas Peter-Pool/Getty Images

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/news/2020/02/20/480680/chinese-president-xi-jinpings-philosophy-risk-management/
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-05-22/Full-text-Premier-Li-s-speech-at-the-third-session-of-the-13th-NPC-QHaP1FpB8k/index.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-economy-transformation-explaine/explainer-what-we-know-about-chinas-dual-circulation-economic-strategy-idUSKBN25Z3C9
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/07/07/national/politics-diplomacy/japan-ldp-divided-china-xi-visit/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/07/27/national/china-japan-senkaku-islands/


Hiroyuki Suzuki  |  9

Will Japan vacillate between the United States and China, or will it exert its presence in the Indo-Pacific? 
The FOIP framework requires Japan to take a comprehensive view of security and the economy: strength-
ening defense capabilities and the U.S.–Japan alliance to counter Chinese coercion, managing diplomacy 
with China to stabilize bilateral ties and maintain economic relations, and assuming a leadership role in 
Southeast Asia. All of these aims further require coordination with like-minded partners to support multi-
polarity amid U.S.–China strategic competition.

Japan’s Leadership Role in a Multipolar Indo-Pacific

Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe speaks during a press conference at the prime minister official residence on 
August 28, 2020 in Tokyo, Japan.

Photo by: Franck Robichon - Pool/Getty Images

Japan should take on a more active leadership role in the Indo-Pacific region, especially in Southeast Asia, a 
strategically important corridor between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. Even after the sudden resignation 
of Prime Minister Abe in August 2020, it is expected that Japan will remain connected with Asia in terms 
of security, economics, and institutions, and Japan might be the only country that can be an effective, 
active coordinator. Of course, Japan is burdened with its dark past in World War II, which led to massive 
demonstrations during then prime minister Kakuei Tanaka’s 1974 visit to Southeast Asia. But former 
prime minister Takeo Fukuda and subsequent prime ministers have since provided economic assistance to 
the region under the “Fukuda Doctrine,” and in the 1980s and 1990s Japan utilized its economic growth to 
benefit ASEAN countries by deepening investment and supply chain ties and providing prompt economic 
support during the Asian financial crisis of 1997. These efforts over a half century have helped maintain a 
high level of confidence in Japan among Southeast Asian countries. In fact, a study published by the Insti-
tute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) in January 2020 shows these countries’ preference for expanding 

https://www.jef.or.jp/journal/pdf/173th_asian_view02.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2013/01/japans-asean-charm-offensive/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/economy/asia/crisis0010.html#:~:text=Since%20the%20Asian%20Currency%20Crisis,measures%20are%20being%20implemented%20steadily.
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/TheStateofSEASurveyReport_2020.pdf
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strategic partnerships with Japan as a hedge against U.S.–China competition. Another survey by CSIS in 
late 2019 also shows that ASEAN’s expectations of Japan, especially in economic terms, are nearly as high 
as their expectations of the United States and China.

Japan’s prompt efforts to coordinate responses to Covid-19—as reflected in the ASEAN–Japan Economic 
Ministers’ “Joint Statement on Initiatives on Economic Resilience in Response to the COVID-19 Outbreak” 
issued in April 2020—are especially illustrative in this regard. This declaration sets three goals: (1) sustain-
ing the close economic ties developed by ASEAN and Japan, (2) mitigating the adverse impact of Covid-19 
on the economy, and (3) strengthening economic resilience. A concrete action plan to achieve them was 
announced in July 2020. This is precisely the type of leadership role Japan can be expected to assume under 
FOIP in the future, though its approach should be multifaceted to reflect the various policy challenges that 
will likely shape regional dynamics.

Recommendations
1. On the economic front, Japan should continue to play a leadership role in promoting regional 

economic integration. Unfortunately, the United States withdrew from the TPP, India withdrew from 
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), and neither country is expected to rejoin 
multilateral trade negotiations in the near future. However, it is important for Japan, which is party 
to both initiatives, to continue promoting multilateral trade frameworks and encouraging the United 
States and India to reengage. The Japan–ASEAN Joint Statement described above—which also referenc-
es the ASEAN Plus Three summit involving China, Japan, and South Korea—calls for the promotion of 
supply chain resilience, in which Japan can also play a proactive role. In making supply chains stron-
ger, Japan should not only prioritize security and “re-shoring” (a return to domestic markets) but also 
take a multifaceted view of diversification, complementarity, transparency, redundancy, and sustain-
ability, which are essential to global business.

2. Japan should be the flag bearer for infrastructure cooperation in the Indo-Pacific. Given the vast 
infrastructure needs in the Indo-Pacific, countries in the region are attracted to China’s BRI but are 
also very wary of the “debt trap.” The recent establishment of the USDFC is therefore good news for 
the region, although the new agency still lacks experience in the Indo-Pacific. In this context, Japan’s 
extensive experience in private sector investment and public and private financing means it is well 
positioned to take a leadership role in setting up concrete and well-coordinated projects. Japanese pol-
icy-based financial institutions and aid agencies, such as the Japan Bank for International Cooperation 
(JBIC), Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), and Nippon Export and Investment Insurance 
(NEXI), have already managed several initiatives in the Indo-Pacific region. Japan is also promoting 
third-country market cooperation with China, conditional upon the use of global standards. Al-
though Japan has not formally recognized the BRI, it would be effective to use Japan–China coopera-
tion platforms to engage China at various levels, including fiscal authorities and policy-based financial 
institutions. Sound engagement of Chinese lending institutions is also linked to the sustainability 
of the region, even more so since the economic impact of Covid-19 has made ensuring debt sustain-
ability in developing countries an urgent issue. In summary, Japan should demonstrate its leadership 
in infrastructure development with allies such as the United States while keeping the door open for 
dialogue with China and involving international organizations such as the IMF. 
 
In the realm of infrastructure finance, the United States, Japan, and Australia are developing the Blue 
Dot Network (BDN), which includes a project certification platform to promote quality infrastructure 
projects. The BDN was originally intended to incorporate existing international standards, such as 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/powers-norms-and-institutions-future-indo-pacific-southeast-asia-perspective
https://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2020/0422_001.html
https://www.meti.go.jp/press/2020/07/20200729005/20200729005-1.pdf
https://www.csis.org/npfp/its-debt-trap-managing-china-imf-cooperation-across-belt-and-road
https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/c_m1/cn/page3e_000958.html
https://g20.org/en/media/Documents/G20_FMCBG_Communiqu%C3%A9_EN%20(2).pdf
https://www.state.gov/blue-dot-network/
https://www.state.gov/blue-dot-network/
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the Group of Twenty’s (G20) Principles for Quality Infrastructure Investment to which China is also 
signatory, and there are high expectations that it can mobilize private sector funds as well. However, 
BDN is often misrepresented as a counterbalance to BRI in the face of growing U.S.–China competi-
tion. Japan should therefore draw on its experience of hosting the 2019 G20 Osaka Summit to consider 
involving Chinese companies conditionally on some projects while keeping its focus on cooperation 
with the United States and presenting alternatives to the current BRI. If the BDN is used in a way that 
improves China’s business activities, it would be in line with the expectations of not only the United 
States but also other countries in the Indo-Pacific region.

3. Japan should play a leading role in energy security by advancing its balanced energy mix ap-
proach, which expands renewable energy while also utilizing natural gas and clean coal. In Asia, 
there is some frustration with the imposition of strict, largely European-led environmental policies 
and a desire for a more pragmatic approach, as well as some interest in working with China on 
energy infrastructure. In July 2020, the Japanese government revised its policy on domestic coal-
fired thermal power generation and overseas exports. Its new policy will slash financing for coal 
power in the developing world but also indicates that reducing emissions through higher-efficiency, 
lower-emission (HELE) coal-fired power generation is one of the most realistic options for Japan and 
emerging countries. Coal-producing countries should welcome Japan’s stance of actively engaging 
and supporting regional countries in diversifying energy sources, including clean coal power gener-
ation with cutting-edge technologies, rather than just irresponsibly divesting from overseas exports. 
Japan is also taking an active role to enhance more efficient natural gas value chain businesses in 
the region, with its long-standing history as a leader in the global LNG market. The economic down-
turn precipitated by Covid-19 should raise expectations for a holistic environmental, social, and 
governance (ESG) approach that does not focus exclusively on environmental concerns, an area in 
which Japan can play a leadership role given its more balanced and holistic energy-mix strategy for 
the region.

4. In the security field, Japan should take the lead in strengthening security cooperation through ASEAN, 
not just through the Quad. Given that the Quad has raised Chinese concerns regarding the potential 
formation of an Asian version of NATO, it is important to recognize that it will likely not become a 
multipolar platform for regional stabilization. Therefore, it should be useful for Japan to supplement 
coordination among maritime democracies by using ASEAN as a platform to expand its efforts to enforce 
the rule of law, strengthen maritime security, and support autonomous responses to regional challenges. 
One possible model is the Vientiane Vision, which Japan announced with ASEAN in November 2016, 
agreeing to promote legal compliance, capacity building, joint exercises, and human resource exchanges. 
At the ASEAN-Japan Defense Ministers’ meeting in November 2019, Japan announced the Vientiane 
Vision 2.0, redefining it to more clearly encompass the Indo-Pacific region in strengthening the central-
ity, unity, and resilience of ASEAN. Japan’s experience with humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 
operations could also benefit ASEAN countries, especially as the region recovers from Covid-19.

5. Japan should deepen dialogue within the region through ASEAN platforms such as the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF) and strengthen bilateral ties with major ASEAN countries. In addition to 
its relations with ASEAN, Japan has already established strong bilateral relations with major ASEAN 
countries. These bilateral relations should be put to good use—as should trilateral dialogue with such 
powers as the United States, Australia, India, or even China, if necessary. As the world recovers from 
the Covid-19 pandemic, expectations for regional cooperation will increase. Although it may take 

https://www.mof.go.jp/english/international_policy/convention/g20/annex6_1.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/connecting-blue-dots
https://asian-power.com/environment/commentary/how-asia-can-get-its-energy-transition-right
https://www.ft.com/content/482fa9e4-5eb5-4c61-a777-998993febae0
https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Energy/Japan-seeks-stoppage-of-100-inefficient-coal-plants-in-a-decade
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/why-the-quad-wont-ever-be-an-asian-nato/
https://www.mod.go.jp/e/d_act/exc/vientianevision/
http://, which 
https://www.mod.go.jp/e/d_act/exc/admm/06/vv2_en.pdf
https://www.mod.go.jp/e/d_act/exc/admm/06/vv2_en.pdf
https://asean.org/joint-statement-special-asean-plus-three-summit-coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19/
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some time, it will be important to continue discussions with China over health care and other areas 
and explore the potential for Chinese participation in in multilateral discussions.

Conclusion
Amid growing competition between the United States and China, middle power countries, especially 
Japan, should play important roles in shaping the foundation for stability and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific 
region. The leadership role of the United States remains critically important, but it is necessary to build a 
network of middle powers, including Japan, Australia, India, and Indonesia, rather than a bipolar or uni-
polar Indo-Pacific subject to Chinese coercion. Japan should take on a coordinating role by listening to the 
voices of Indo-Pacific countries and utilizing multilateral institutions such as ASEAN while strengthening 
its alliance with the United States and networking with like-minded partners such as Australia and India. 
Japan is expected to take the lead in building a strategy that is flexible and tailored to the needs of the 
region through a series of multilateral and bilateral dialogues. While it would be a challenge for Japan to 
fully align its FOIP vision with that of the United States and other countries, it can and should improve its 
coordination capabilities and carefully engage China with an eye toward shaping the rules and norms for a 
free, open, and multipolar Indo-Pacific.
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