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REGIONAL OVERVIEW 
“Like-Minded Minilateralism” Coming of Age 

BY RALPH COSSA, PACIFIC FORUM & BRAD 
GLOSSERMAN, TAMA UNIVERSITY 
CRS/PACIFIC   FORUM 

As broad-based multilateral organizations seem to be 
increasingly unable (or unwilling) to tackle the major 
security challenges of the day—Russia-Ukraine, Chi-
na-Taiwan, North Korea, and Myanmar, to list but a 
few—more focused “minilateral” efforts involving 
“like-minded” allies and partners are coming to the 
fore. Foremost among the dysfunctional are the Unit-
ed Nations Security Council (UNSC) and broader UN 
mechanisms, thanks to Russian and Chinese intransi-
gence. Sadly, ASEAN-led mechanisms like the East 
Asia Summit and ASEAN Regional Forum, not to 
mention ASEAN itself, also fall into this category, as 
does the G20, whose foreign ministers failed to reach 
any meaningful conclusions at their early March 2023 
meeting, their first with India at the helm. Enter the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (or “Quad,” involving 
Australia, India, Japan, and the United States), AU-
KUS (Australia-United Kingdom-US technical coop-
eration agreement), various minilateral cooperative 
efforts (including US-Japan-Philippines and US-
Japan-Korea), and a resurgent like-minded G7, now 
that its (failed) experiment of drawing Russia and 
China into its process has come to an inglorious end. 
But not all new efforts are succeeding. President 
Biden hosted his second “Summit of Democracies” 
which drew little fanfare or attention. 

 
US-JAPAN RELATIONS 

The US and Japan Build Multilateral Momentum 

BY SHEILA A. SMITH, COUNCIL ON FOREIGN 
RELATIONS & CHARLES MCCLEAN, YALE 
MACMILLAN CENTER 

2023 brings a renewed focus on the US-Japan partner-
ship as a fulcrum of global and regional diplomacy. 
With an eye to the G7 Summit in Hiroshima in mid-
May, Prime Minister Kishida Fumio began the year 

with visits to G7 counterparts in Europe and North 
America. Later in the spring, he toured Africa in an 
effort to gain understanding from countries of the 
Global South. The Joe Biden administration looks 
ahead to a lively economic agenda, as it hosts the 
APEC Summit in November on the heels of the G20 
Summit in New Delhi in September. National Security 
Advisor Jake Sullivan laid out in detail the economic 
ambitions of the Biden national strategy on April 27, 
giving further clarity to how the administration’s for-
eign policy will meet the needs of the American mid-
dle class. Regional collaboration continues to expand. 
Both leaders will gather in Australia on May 24 as 
Prime Minister Anthony Albanese hosts the third in-
person meeting of the leaders of the Quad. Also note-
worthy in this first quarter of 2023 is the progress in 
ties between Japan and South Korea.  

 
US-CHINA RELATIONS 

US-China Effort to Set “Guardrails” Fizzles with  
Balloon Incident 

BY SOURABH GUPTA, INSTITUTE FOR  
CHINA-AMERICA STUDIES  

The proposed “guardrail” that Joe Biden and Xi 
Jinping sought to erect last fall in Bali failed to 
emerge in the bitter aftermath of a wayward Chinese 
surveillance balloon that overflew the United States 
and violated its sovereignty. Though Antony Blinken 
and Wang Yi met on the sidelines of the Munich Se-
curity Conference afterward, aspersions cast by each 
side against the other, including a series of disparag-
ing Chinese government reports, fed the chill in ties. 
Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen’s meeting with House 
Speaker Kevin McCarthy during the return leg of her 
US transit added to bilateral and cross-strait tensions 
and were met with Chinese sanctions. Issues pertain-
ing to Taiwan, be it arms sales or a speculated Chi-
nese invasion date of the island, remained contentious. 
The administration’s attempt to restart constructive 
economic reengagement with China, including via an 
important speech by US Treasury Secretary Janet 
Yellen, appears to have fallen on deaf ears in Beijing.   
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US-KOREA RELATIONS 
Nuclear New Year 

BY MASON RICHEY, HANKUK UNIVERSITY  

South Korean president Yoon Suk-yeol has tried to 
make a priority of transforming the traditional US-
South Korea military alliance into a “global, compre-
hensive strategic alliance” with increasing ambitions 
beyond hard security issues on the Korean Peninsula 
and in Northeast Asia in general. Yoon and his foreign 
policy team get an “A” for vision and effort—joining 
the NATO Asia-Pacific Four (AP4) and releasing an 
Indo-Pacific Strategy in 2022 are evidence. But, like 
Michael Corleone trying to go legit in The Godfather 
III, every time they make progress getting out, they 
get pulled back into the Peninsula. To wit, during the 
first trimester of 2023 Korean Peninsula security is-
sues again commanded disproportionate attention 
from Seoul and Washington. The proximate cause for 
this dynamic is North Korea’s mafioso-in-chief, Kim 
Jong Un, who started 2023 with a January 1 missile 
launch and kept at it throughout the winter. This, of 
course, followed record-breaking 2022 North Korean 
missile tests and demonstrations, which totaled ap-
proximately 70 launches of around 100 projectiles. 
Given the near-zero prospects for North Korean denu-
clearization and the growing arsenal at Pyongyang’s 
disposal, it is understandable that any South Korean 
president would be distracted from interests further 
afield.  

US-INDIA RELATIONS 
An Even Larger Role in Everything 

BY AKHIL RAMESH, PACIFIC FORUM 

On May 24, 2022, President Joe Biden met Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi on the sidelines of the 
Quad summit in Tokyo. According to the White 
House readout of the meeting, “The leaders reviewed 
the progress made in the US-India Comprehensive 
Global Strategic Partnership. They committed to 
deepen the Major Defense Partnership, encourage 
economic engagement that benefits both countries, 
and expand partnership on global health, pandemic 
preparedness, and critical and emerging technolo-
gies.” While such statements are often aspirational 
and lag in implementation, the first four months of 
2023 show the renaissance in US-India ties to be real. 
 

 
 
 
 

US-SOUTHEAST ASIA RELATIONS 
Washington Zeroes in on Manila 

BY CATHARIN DALPINO, GEORGETOWN 
UNIVERSITY 

With an apparent renaissance in the US-Philippine 
alliance, spurred by rising tensions in the South China 
Sea and the Taiwan Strait, the Biden administration 
ramped up diplomatic activity with Manila as the two 
countries moved toward an official visit from Presi-
dent Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos, Jr., in May. At 
the same time, the 42nd iteration of Cobra Gold, 
which returned to full strength for the first time since 
the 2014 coup in Bangkok, suggested momentum in 
the US-Thailand alliance, albeit with a lower profile. 
While the international environment continued to be 
roiled by US-China rivalry, the Russian war in 
Ukraine, and high food and commodity prices, South-
east Asia’s own internal turmoil was evident. The jun-
ta in Myanmar extended the state of emergency and 
stepped up aerial bombing of areas held by the oppo-
sition and armed ethnic groups. As Indonesia takes up 
the ASEAN chair, prospects for implementing the 
Five-Point Consensus Plan are dim, if not dead. Vi-
etnam and Thailand began leadership transitions—
Hanoi with an anti-corruption purge and Bangkok 
with the launch of general elections—while Cambodi-
an Prime Minister Hun Sen continued to eviscerate the 
opposition ahead of his near-certain re-election in Ju-
ly.  

CHINA-SOUTHEAST ASIA RELATIONS 
China Strengthens Regional Leadership  

Countering US Challenges 

BY ROBERT SUTTER, GEORGE WASHINGTON 
UNIVERSITY & CHIN-HAO HUANG, YALE-
NUS COLLEGE 

Southeast Asia featured prominently in Beijing’s in-
creasingly strong international efforts to portray China 
as a source of strategic stability and economic growth 
with comprehensive global governance plans support-
ive of interests of developing countries and opposing 
the United States. These efforts intensified after the 
landmark 20th Party Congress in October and the 14th 
National People’s Congress in March. They were rein-
forced as Xi Jinping emerged from COVID re-
strictions and preoccupation with domestic matters to 
engage actively in summitry with leaders of Vietnam, 
Laos, the Philippines, Cambodia, Malaysia, and Sin-
gapore. China’s economic importance for regional 
countries grew as did its dominance over the contested 
South China Sea. Its show of force against Taiwan in 

mailto:PACIFICFORUM@PACFORUM.ORG
http://www.pacforum.org/
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/05/nuclear-new-year/
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/05/nuclear-new-year/
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2023/02/120_344702.html
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2023/02/120_344702.html
https://www.nknews.org/2023/01/north-korea-rings-in-the-new-year-with-early-morning-missile-launch-tokyo/
https://www.nknews.org/2023/01/north-korea-rings-in-the-new-year-with-early-morning-missile-launch-tokyo/
https://time.com/6266737/north-korea-ballistic-missile-tests-2023/
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/01/everything-everywhere-all-at-once-extremely-close-and-incredibly-loud/
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/05/an-even-larger-role-in-everything/
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/05/an-even-larger-role-in-everything/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/24/readout-of-president-bidens-meeting-with-prime-minister-modi-of-india/
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/05/washington-zeroes-in-on-manila/
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/05/washington-zeroes-in-on-manila/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/05/01/us/politics/biden-marcos-philippines-china.html
https://apnews.com/article/physical-fitness-united-states-government-thailand-e88e05d546ca3d66018e53601dc4c94c
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/feb/02/myanmar-junta-extends-state-of-emergency-delaying-promised-elections
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-64302745
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-64302745
https://www.csis.org/blogs/new-perspectives-asia/thai-election-look-ahead-how-kingdoms-foreign-policy-may-change
https://www.google.com/search?q=hun+sen+election+arrest&rlz=1C1GCEU_enUS1049US1049&sxsrf=APwXEdeNTjmubl6MPO-us7l8QuMAZ5k_1A%3A1683768515077&ei=w0RcZJW2BP3ZkPIPhYK1oAM&ved=0ahUKEwjVo-bBjuz-AhX9LEQIHQVBDTQQ4dUDCBA&uact=5&oq=hun+sen+election+arrest&gs_lcp=Cgxnd3Mtd2l6LXNlcnAQAzIFCCEQoAE6CggAEEcQ1gQQsAM6BggAEBYQHjoICAAQigUQhgM6BQghEKsCOggIIRAWEB4QHUoECEEYAFDSBFi1FGD1FGgBcAF4AIABsAGIAd8GkgEDMC41mAEAoAEByAEIwAEB&sclient=gws-wiz-serp
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/05/china-strengthens-regional-leadership-countering-us-challenges/
https://cc.pacforum.org/2023/05/china-strengthens-regional-leadership-countering-us-challenges/


P a c N et 37 P AC I F I C F OR U M · H ON OLU LU, 
  

May, 22, 2023 

1003 BISHOP ST. SUITE 1150, HONOLULU, HI 96813 
PHONE: (808) 521-6745 FAX: (808) 599-8690 PACIFICFORUM@PACFORUM.ORG WWW.PACFORUM.ORG 

 

 

April had little discernible impact on China-Southeast 
Asia relations, while notable US advances in military 
cooperation with the Philippines warranted Chinese 
warnings that escalated during the reporting period. 

 
CHINA-TAIWAN RELATIONS 

Confrontation Muted, Tensions Growing 

BY DAVID KEEGAN, JOHNS HOPKINS 
SCHOOL OF ADVANCED INTERNATIONAL 
STUDIES & KYLE CHURCHMAN, JOHNS HOP-
KINS SCHOOL OF ADVANCED INTERNATION-
AL STUDIES 

As 2023 began, cross-Strait confrontation was muted. 
Travel began returning to pre-COVID levels across 
the Strait and between the mainland and Taiwan’s 
offshore islands. At China’s annual National People’s 
Congress, outgoing Premier Li Keqiang and reanoint-
ed President Xi Jinping eschewed inflammatory rheto-
ric about reunification with Taiwan. Taiwan and the 
US kept Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen’s transit of 
the US low-key. Tsai met House Speaker Kevin 
McCarthy in California, deflecting the speaker’s ex-
pressed interest in visiting Taiwan and avoiding the 
destabilizing Chinese military exercises around Tai-
wan that followed Speaker Pelosi’s visit last August. 
Despite this calm, seeds of confrontation proliferated. 
China cut a communications cable to Taiwan’s off-
shore islands and announced a coast guard drill to 
inspect commercial shipping in the Taiwan Strait, 
both interpreted as practice for gray-zone coercion. 
China persuaded Honduras to sever its longstanding 
diplomatic ties with Taiwan. Taiwan increased its mil-
itary budget and expanded training with US forces. 
Former Taiwan President Ma Ying-jeou visited China 
and met Chinese officials, endorsing the 1992 Con-
sensus and signaling that the upcoming election cam-
paign for Taiwan’s president will again offer two very 
different visions of Taiwan’s future relationship with 
mainland China. 

 
NORTH KOREA-SOUTH KOREA  

RELATIONS 
North Cranks up Nukes— and Slams Down the Phone 

BY AIDAN FOSTER-CARTER, LEEDS UNI-
VERSITY, UK 

The first four months of 2023 brought no progress or 
respite in inter-Korean relations. Pyongyang sent no 
further drones into Southern airspace as it had in De-
cember, but continued to rattle Seoul with tests of ad-
vance weaponry and ever more lurid nuclear rhetoric. 
South Korea hardened its language and stance, with a 

restored emphasis on human rights in the North—now 
officially defined as an enemy once more. ROK Pres-
ident Yoon Suk Yeol also found enemies within: left-
ists who made contact with the DPRK in third coun-
tries were no longer ignored but prosecuted. More 
ominously, so were four top officials who served the 
previous president, Moon Jae-in, over how they han-
dled two difficult inter-Korean incidents in 2019-20. 
Elsewhere, Seoul complained in vain about Pyong-
yang’s abuse of its assets in two defunct joint ven-
tures: stealing some, destroying others. Soon after, the 
North stopped answering the phone. It is hard to see 
how North-South relations will improve, but all too 
easy to imagine them getting even worse. 

 
CHINA-KOREA RELATIONS 

Deepening Suspicions and Limited Diplomacy 

BY SCOTT SNYDER, COUNCIL ON FOREIGN 
RELATIONS & SEE-WON BYUN, SAN FRAN-
CISCO STATE UNIVERSITY 

China and South Korea began 2023 with the tempo-
rary imposition of tit-for-tat restrictions by both gov-
ernments on travel to the other country after China 
lifted its zero-COVID policy. Although the re-
strictions proved temporary, they pointed to the reality 
of a sustained downward spiral in China-South Korea 
relations accompanied by increasingly strident public 
objections in Chinese media to the Yoon Suk Yeol 
administration’s steps to redouble South Korean 
alignment with the United States regarding Indo-
Pacific strategy, supply chain resiliency, and shared 
values. South Korean Minister of Foreign Affairs Park 
Jin’s congratulatory call to newly appointed Chinese 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Qin Gang on Jan. 9 was 
one of the few positive senior-level interaction be-
tween the two countries in early 2023; by the end of 
April, the main diplomatic interactions between China 
and South Korea had devolved into a dueling ex-
change of private demarches and public assertions that 
the other side had committed a “diplomatic gaffe.”  

 
JAPAN-CHINA RELATIONS 

Talking—But Talking Past Each Other 

BY JUNE TEUFEL DREYER, UNIVERSITY 
OF MIAMI 

 
The 17th China-Japan Security Dialogue resumed in 
late February after a four-year pause but produced no 
resolution to outstanding problems. In early April, 
Chinese and Japanese foreign ministers also met for 
the first time since 2019, with the four-hour meeting 
similarly unproductive. The Chinese side expressed 
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annoyance with Tokyo for its cooperation with the 
United States, its support of Taiwan, the release of 
Fukushima nuclear-contaminated wastewater into the 
ocean, and Tokyo's recent restrictions on semiconduc-
tor equipment exports. The Japanese foreign minister 
sought, but did not obtain, information on a Japanese 
national who had been arrested on spying charges, 
complained about Chinese intrusions into the territori-
al waters around the disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku Is-
lands, and stressed the importance of stability in the 
Taiwan Strait. There was no mention of the long-
postponed state visit of Xi Jinping to Tokyo as a mat-
ter of reciprocity for former Prime Minister Abe 
Shinzo’s visit to Beijing.  
 

JAPAN-KOREA RELATIONS 
The Return of Shuttle Diplomacy  

BY JI-YOUNG LEE, AMERICAN UNIVERSITY 
& ANDY LIM, CENTER FOR STRATEGIC AND 

INTERNATIONAL STUDIES 

In March 2023, Japan and South Korea had a long-
awaited breakthrough in their bilateral relations, 
which many viewed as being at the lowest point 
since the 1965 normalization. On March 16, South 
Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol and Japanese 
Prime Minister Kishida Fumio held a summit in To-
kyo and agreed to resume “shuttle diplomacy,” a 
crucial mechanism of bilateral cooperation that had 
been halted for about a decade. Behind the positive 
developments was President Yoon’s political deci-
sion on the issue of compensating wartime forced 
laborers. The two leaders took steps to bring ties 
back to the level that existed prior to actions in 2018 
and 2019, which precipitated the downward spiral in 
their relationship. Japan decided to lift the export 
controls it placed on its neighbor following the 
South Korean Supreme Court ruling on forced labor 
in 2018. South Korea withdrew its complaint with 
the World Trade Organization on Japan’s export 
controls. Less than a week after the summit, Seoul 
officially fully restored the information sharing 
agreement (GSOMIA) that it had with Tokyo. They 
also resumed high-level bilateral foreign and securi-
ty dialogues to discuss ways to navigate the chang-
ing international environment together as partners.  

 
CHINA-RUSSIA RELATIONS 

War and Peace for Moscow and Beijing 

BY YU BIN, WITTENBERG UNIVERSITY 

Perhaps more than any other time in their respective 
histories, the trajectories of China and Russia were 

separated by choices in national strategy. A year into 
Russia’s “special military operation” in Ukraine, the 
war bogged down into a stalemate. Meanwhile, Chi-
na embarked upon a major peace offensive aimed at 
Europe and beyond. It was precisely during these 
abnormal times that the two strategic partners deep-
ened and broadened relations as top Chinese leaders 
traveled to Moscow in the first few months of the 
year (China’s top diplomat Wang Yi, President Xi 
Jinping, and newly appointed Defense Minister Li 
Shangfu). Meanwhile, Beijing’s peace initiative be-
came both promising and perilous as it reached out 
to warring sides and elsewhere (Europe and the 
Middle East). It remains to be seen how this new 
round of “Western civil war” (Samuel Huntington’s 
depiction of the 1648-1991 period in his provocative 
“The Clash of Civilizations?” treatise) could be less-
ened by a non-Western power, particularly after 
drone attacks on the Kremlin in early May. 

 
JAPAN-SOUTHEAST ASIA RELATIONS 

Great Power Politics: The Indo-Pacific, Southeast 
Asia, and the Global South 

BY KEI KOGA, NANYANG TECHNOLOGICAL 
UNIVERSITY 

2023 marks the 50th Year of ASEAN-Japan Friend-
ship and Cooperation, and there are expectations that 
their relationship will be upgraded to a “comprehen-
sive strategic partnership.” Given the good diplomatic, 
security, and economic relations between Japan and 
Southeast Asian states, ties are likely to be strength-
ened. However, Japan is now taking a more competi-
tive strategy toward China, as indicated in the three 
security documents issued in December 2022, while 
Southeast Asian states generally continued the same 
strategic posture by which they have good relations 
with all great powers in the Indo-Pacific region. Also, 
while Japan issued the “New Plan for the Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific” that emphasizes the “Global 
South,” it remained silent about ASEAN centrality 
and unity in the Indo-Pacific, and it was unclear what 
roles Japan expects ASEAN to play. Although both 
Japan and Southeast Asian states need to adjust their 
roles in the Indo-Pacific region, it remains to be seen 
whether the 50th anniversary becomes an opportunity 
for clarification. 
 
 
PacNet commentaries and responses represent the 
views of the respective authors 
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