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Introduction

After 20 years, Pacific Forum’s commitment to mentoring the next generation of Indo-Pacific experts and analysts is
undimmed. Our Fellows and Young Leaders programs nurture up-and-coming thinkers and doers from around the
world. Central to this program is giving participants the opportunity to assess developments, an outlook that is shaped
as much by events themselves as the different perspectives through which younger generations view the world.
Indeed, one of the basic assumptions of the Pacific Forum’s next-generation programs is that the world has changed
in fundamental ways and the working assumptions that have shaped thinking and analysis are in need of revision.

Papers in this volume offer insight into this new thinking. They explore enduring and emerging regional security
concerns from a next-generation perspective. Angelo M'BA studied Philippine and Chinese diplomacy over their
territorial disputes, concluding that progress has only been possible when Manila compromised. He worries that the
government of Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos is less inclined to do so, which will make resolution of future
disputes, or even the reduction of tensions, more difficult.

Rupert Schulenburg examines the growing enthusiasm among US allies for the acquisition of long-range strike
capabilities, attributing it to Washington’s efforts to make those partners more capable and growing concern among
those governments about the credibility of US commitments to their defense. Matthew Fessick dissects China’s ties to
the Solomon Islands and the ways that Beijing has used law enforcement cooperation to strengthen strategic ties with
that country. He notes the depth of that assistance and highlights concerns that have emerged as a result of connections
between Chinese criminal syndicates and law enforcement authorities.

Natasha Fernando examined Sri Lanka’s foreign policy and its efforts to protect national interests amid intensifying
competition among great powers in the region. Her analysis complements that of Aparna Divya, which compares the
ways that India and Australia have pursued strategic autonomy. As she explains, that concept is being redefined and
is being promoted through selective alignment with great power projects rather than attempts to create distance from
those governments.

In his contribution, Truston Yu examines Beijing’s efforts to address its “Malacca dilemma” the vulnerability created
by China’s reliance on the Strait of Malacca for trade and energy imports. The article explores options that China has,
with emphasis on the Makassar Strait as an alternative trade route.

Finally, Dana Lee studied the politics of “saving face” in her case study of recent diplomacy surrounding the Koh-Kut
dispute between Thailand and Cambodia. Lee’s analysis is the most academic in this volume, and her conclusions
complement those of M'BA, even if their case studies don’t quite agree on the need for compromise by both sides.

These papers, with the volume on economic security curated by Akira Igata, confirm that there is important and
valuable work to be done by next-generation scholars on Indo-Pacific issues. We look forward to providing more.

Brad Glosserman
Senior Advisor & Director of Research
Pacific Forum






De-Escalation mechanisms in China-Philippine
maritime disputes in the South China Sea

By
Angelo M'BA

Abstract

The South China Sea (SCS) is a maritime flashpoint between China and the Philippines. De-escalating these
frictions is vital for bilateral and regional stability. This paper analyzes three case studies—the Scarborough
Shoal standoff (2012-2016), the Reed Bank incident (2019), and the Second Thomas Shoal standoff (2023) —to
identify conditions under which de-escalation occurred.

There is a consistent pattern: tensions have receded only when Manila exercised unilateral restraint, whether
by downplaying incidents, setting aside international rulings, or engaging Beijing on its terms. This approach
is increasingly inconceivable as the Philippines is more closely aligned with the United States and regional
partners, and able to better defend its interests.

This article advocates a more formalized crisis-management apparatus to better address recent escalations.
Three policy recommendations are proposed: (1) establish a direct coast guard hotline; (2) create an incident
management commission within the China-Philippines Bilateral Consultation Mechanism (BCM); and (3)
initiate a 2+2 ministerial dialogue between foreign and defense ministers. These proposals aim to introduce
regularity, transparency, and strategic communication in an increasingly contested space.
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Introduction

ince the mid-20th century, multiple actors—

including Brunei, China, Malaysia, the

Philippines, Taiwan, and Vietnam—have
made overlapping claims to the SCS, resulting in
enduring maritime tensions.! China-Philippines
disputes have become a particularly volatile
flashpoint, fueled by national security concerns,
control over strategic features, and competition for
marine resources.? In light of the SCS’s role in global
trade and great power rivalry,® identifying pathways
for de-escalation and cooperation has become a
matter of growing strategic importance.
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This article uses three case studies of escalating
tensions between Beijing and Manila and analyzes
the circumstances under which tensions subsided.
The applicability of these insights will then be
evaluated against the current geopolitical landscape
and policy recommendations made.

II. Case studies

A. The 2016 UNCLOS Verdict and Its Consequences

! Ted L. McDorman, “The Territorial Sovereignty Disputes in the South
China Sea,” in The Routledge Handbook of the South China Sea (Routledge,
2021), 92.

2 Christine Elizabeth Macaraig and Adam James Fenton, “Analyzing the
Causes and Effects of the South China Sea Dispute: Natural Resources and
Freedom of Navigation,” The Journal of Territorial and Maritime Studies 8, no.
2 (2021), 53; Dutton, “China and the South China Sea,” 63; Clive Schofield,
“Competing Maritime Claims and Enduring Disputes in the South China
Sea,” in Routledge Handbook of the South China Sea (Routledge, 2021), 104.

3 Ketian Zhang, “Cautious Bully: Reputation, Resolve, and Beijing’s Use of
Coercion in the South China Sea,” International Security 44, no. 1 (2019),
117-59.

4 Richard Javad Heydarian, “Tragedy of Small Power Politics: Duterte and
the Shifting Sands of Philippine Foreign Policy,” Asian Security 13, no. 3
(2017), 227.

5 Ibid.

¢ Renato Cruz De Castro, “The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy:
Unravelling the Aquino Administration’s Balancing Agenda on an

On April 8, 2012, the Philippines identified Chinese
fishermen operating in the Scarborough Shoal,
effectively within the Philippine Exclusive Economic
(EEZ).* Manila dispatched a frigate to
apprehend the fishermen. In retaliation, Beijing
deployed paramilitary vessels, issued military
threats, and imposed travel restrictions and nontariff
barriers on Philippine agricultural goods.> After
months of negotiations under mediation from the
United States, the Philippines withdrew from
Scarborough Shoal while China maintained its

Zone

military presence.

Due to insufficient military leverage and regional
backing, Manila turned to international law. In
January 2013, it filed for arbitration under the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)
to challenge the Chinese claims over certain SCS
islands.® On July 12, 2016, the Permanent Court of
Arbitration (PCA), the UNCLOS Arbitral Tribunal,
ruled against China and concurred that parts of
China’s SCS claims were illegitimate.” Beijing has yet
to accept this verdict, inflaming bilateral relations.

The start of Rodrigo Duterte’s presidency (2016 —
2022) marked a surprising shift. Instead of leveraging
the legal victory, Duterte did not address the ruling
as he pursued rapprochement with China, distancing
the Philippines from the United States.® Duterte’s
decision to sideline the PCA verdict paved the way
for de-escalation and cooperation. Before the 2018
visit of Xi Jinping to the Philippines, Xi attributed the
renewal of their friendship to “Duterte [...] returning
to the proper manner to handle the SCS issue.”? In
late 2019, an agreement to jointly drill natural gas
around the Nansha Islands was made possible only
after the Philippines agreed not to mention the PCA
ruling for another one to six years,® a commitment
that Duterte renewed on July 29, 2020." In short,

Emergent China,” Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 35, no. 3 (2016),
145.

7 Renato Cruz De Castro, “The 12 July 2016 Permanent Court of
Arbitration’s (PCA) Award: The Philippines’ Lawfare versus China’s
Realpolitik in the South China Sea Dispute,” International Journal of China
Studies 8, no. 3 (2017), 345.

8 De Castro, “Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy,” 147.

¢ Ministry of National Defense of the People’s Republic of China, “Xi
jinping zai féillibin méiti fabido shiiming wénzhang” [“Xi Jinping publishes
an article in Philippine media”], November 19,

2018, http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/gc/16176696.html.

10 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Hua
changféi gézhi ndnhdi sisong gongtong kaicai” [“Hua Chongfei sets aside
South China Sea lawsuit for joint
mining”], http://global.factiva.com/redir/default.aspx?P=sa&an=ORDNDS
0020190912ef9c0001y &cat=a&ep=ASE.

11 Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China,
“Waijiaobit: zanshing féillibin zdngtdng zai ndnhii wenti shang de bidotai”
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strategic restraint and Duterte’s conciliatory attitude
opened the door to de-escalation and cooperation—
at least temporarily.

B. The 2019 Reed Bank Incident

On June 9, 2019, the Chinese vessel Yuemaobinyu
42212 rammed and sank a Philippine fishing boat, the
F/B Gem-Ver, anchored at Reed Bank,!2 a resource-rich
area within the Philippine EEZ.1® The Chinese crew
failed to rescue the Philippine fishermen, leaving
them to be rescued by a Vietnamese vessel.'* The
incident triggered public outrage and a formal
protest from Manila,'> while Washington reaffirmed
its security commitments under the 1951 Mutual
Defense Treaty, further raising the stakes of a
potential escalation.’¢

Damaged Fishing Boat FBCA GEM-VER after the Reed
Bank Accident, Credit: Philippine Coast Guard - Maritime
Industry Authority

Nevertheless, Duterte dismissed the event as a mere
“maritime incident” in an effort not to inflame China-
Philippines relations.”” Despite increasing domestic
pressure to stand up to China, Duterte held his policy

[“Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Praises for the Philippine President’s on the
South China Sea issue”], July 29, 2020, https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-

line. On August 28, China issued a rare verbal
apology, albeit indirect, for the ramming, which was
widely seen as a calibrated gesture to defuse
tension.’® Subsequently, the BCM, joint project
discussions, and normalized relations proceeded
without diplomatic tensions, sanctions, or military
demonstrations from either side. Domestic control
and deliberate restraint prevented this incident from
spiraling into a larger security issue.

C. The 2023 Second Thomas Shoal Standoff

The Second Thomas Shoal, a feature of the Spratly
Islands occupied by the Philippines via the grounded
BRP Sierra Madre, was at the center of a series of
confrontations in 2023. Tensions started on Feb. 6,
2023, when the Philippine BRP Malapascua was
intercepted by the China Coast Guard (CCG), which
used a military-grade laser on the former.” This
prompted Manila to summon the Chinese
ambassador to the Philippines, Huang Xilian, and file
a formal diplomatic protest,? urging Huang to call
for stronger communication channels. 2!

Use of Water Cannons against a Philippine Coast Guard
Ship, Credit: Philippine Coast Guard via The Philippine
Star

This diplomatic overture did not prevent further
frictions later the same year. On Aug. 5, the

May 13, 2025, https://2017-2021 state.gov/joint-statement-from-the-8th-
philippines-united-states-bilateral-strategic-dialogue-bsd/.

07/29/content 5530839.htm.

12 Joyce Ann L. Rocamora, “PH Files Formal Protest vs. China over Pinoy
Boat Sinking in WPS,” Philippine News Agency, accessed May 13, 2025,
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1072222; Pia Ranada, “Initial Coast Guard
Report: Chinese Ship Captain Liable for Maritime Law Violations,” Rappler,
July 5, 2019, https://www.rappler.com/philippines/234670-captain-chinese-
ship-liable-maritime-law-violations-coast-guard-report-july-2019/.

3 Forum Energy PLC, “Reed Bank,” April 16, 2014,
https://web.archive.org/web/20140416192247 /http://www.forumenergyplec.
com/operations/oilandgas/reed-bank.aspx.

* Quy Nguyen and Hai Vo, “Vietnam Rescues 22 Filipinos after Chinese
Vessel Sinks Boat,” VinExpress International, accessed May 13, 2025,
https://e.vnexpress.net/news/news/vietham-rescues-22-filipinos-after-
chinese-vessel-sinks-boat-3937878.html.

15 Rocamora, “PH Files Formal Protest”; De Castro, “The Duterte
Administration Foreign Policy,” 152.

16 United States Department of State, “Joint Statement From the 8th
Philippines-United States Bilateral Strategic Dialogue (BSD),” accessed

17 Azer Parrocha, “PRRD on Reed Bank Incident: Give Other Party Right to
Be Heard,” Philippine News Agency, accessed May 13, 2025,
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1072571.

8 Ruth Abbey Gita, “China Apologizes to Pinoy Fishermen over Recto
Bank Incident”, SunStar Publishing Inc., Aug. 28, 2019,
https://www.sunstar.com.ph/manila/local-news/china-apologizes-to-
filipino-fishermen-over-recto-bank-incident.

Joyce Ann L. Rocamora, “DFA Tells China to Engage PH Based on Facts
after Laser-Use Row,” Philippine News Agency, accessed May 13, 2025,
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1195467.

2 Ibid.

2ICNN Philippines, “Chinese Envoy Cites ‘lack of Communication’ in
Ayungin Laser Incident, Pushes for Stronger Mechanisms,” Feb. 19, 2023,
https://web.archive.org/web/20230219141027/https://www.cnnphilippines.c
om/news/2023/2/17/Huang-Xilian-lack-of-communication-mechanisms-
Philippines-China-Ayungin-laser.html.
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Philippine Coast Guard (PCG) and the Philippine
Navy were heading to Second Thomas Shoal to
resupply the BRP Sierra Madre when they were
stopped by China CCG vessels, which used water
cannons to deter the supply mission from reaching
the BRP Sierra Madre. Similar events unfolded on Oct.
22, when two PCG vessels were surrounded by four
CCG and eight Chinese Maritime Militia vessels,
causing a collision with a Philippine ship.?

Despite sustained tensions and occasional skirmishes,
dialogue channels remained open and paved the way
for the 8t BCM, which convened Jan. 17, 2024, in
Shanghai. On this occasion, both sides pledged to
“calmly deal with incidents, through
diplomacy,”?* though no concrete or long-term
resolutions emerged.

if any,

Relevance of past de-escalation pathways
Past De-Escalation Dynamics

These three case studies reveal a consistent pattern in
crisis de-escalation dynamics. In all three instances,
de-escalation depended not on mutual compromise,
but entirely on the Philippines—often proactive—
restraint and accommodation. China made few, if
any, concessions beyond symbolic gestures. This
suggests a one-sided stability model, wherein
tensions subside only when Manila prioritizes
stability over its interests. By labelling this approach
as the “proper manner” to conduct China-Philippines
relations, Beijing confirms that it expects Manila to
align with China, and not the other way around.

A quick look at China-Philippines relations during
the Aquino III administration (2010 — 2016) reinforces
this observation. Benigno Aquino III sought to
improve relations with Beijing, which had suffered
during the Arroyo administration.?> Despite these
efforts, the Scarborough Shoal standoff of April 2012

% Ibid.
2 Department of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of the Philippines, “Press
Statement on the 8th PH-China Bilateral Consultation Mechanism on the
South China Sea,” accessed May 13, 2025,

.ph/dfa-news/statements-and-advisoriesupdate/33994-press-

statement-on-the-8th-ph-china-bilateral-consultation-mechanism-on-the-

south-china-sea.

» Richard J. Heydarian, “Tragedy of Small Power Politics: Duterte and the
Shifting Sands of Philippine Foreign Policy”, Asian Security, no. 13 (2017),
220-236. https://doi.org/10.1080/14799855.2017.1354569.

2 Leszek Buszynski, “SEATO: Why It Survived until 1977 and Why It Was
Abolished,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, no. 12 (1981), 287-296.
https://doi.org/10.1017/50022463400009887; Heydarian, “Tragedy of Small
Power Politics,” 226.

2 Alvin Camba, “From Aquino to Marcos: Political Survival and Philippine
Foreign Policy towards China,” Journal of Contemporary East Asia Studies,

negatively ~impacted bilateral relations, and
prompted the Philippines to seek security assistance
from the United States.?6 The confrontation at Second
Thomas Shoal in 2014 only deepened opposition to

China which was reinforced by the PCA request.

As Manila did not meet Chinese demands and
adopted a confrontational stance, this period
witnessed a notable rise in tensions between the two
countries, including economic and diplomatic
sanctions from Beijing. As the current geopolitical
moment more closely resembles the Aquino III era,
the de-escalation model observed during the Duterte

era is unlikely to be replicated.
Implications for contemporary Sino-Philippines relations

In sharp contrast to his predecessor, President
Ferdinand “Bongbong” Marcos (2022-) has pursued
a foreign policy that pursues active engagement with
Washington and other Indo-Pacific actors, which also
addresses growing domestic pressure to distance
from Beijing.”” Concurrently, the United States has
routinely signaled its strategic focus on the Indo-
Pacific and its partnerships with regional allies.?
While recent US policy documents do not explicitly
name China as a rival, they are consistent with prior
assessments that frame Beijing as a destabilizing
force in the region.? This analysis justifies stronger
U.S. involvement, despite doubts over the extent to
which the second Trump administration would
uphold commitments to the sovereignty and security
of its allies.

As a result, the Philippines increasingly occupies a
position where it neither wants nor needs to
accommodate Chinese demands. Unlike the Duterte
era, Manila now enjoys stronger backing from
regional partners and the broader international
community. While some concessions have occurred
under formal mechanisms, such as the temporary

2023, https: i/abs/10.1080/24761028.2023.2281165,
10-12.
2The White House, “The United States’ Enduring Commitment to the Indo-
Pacific Region,” Jan. 10, 2025,
5://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov g
releases/2025/01/10/the-united-states-enduring-commitment-to-the-indo-
pacific-region/.
» E.g., Jeffrey D. Wilson, “Rescaling to the Indo-Pacific: From Economic to
Security-Driven Regionalism in Asia,” East Asia 35, no. 2 (2018), 192;
Shankari Sundararaman, “Understanding the Indo-Pacific: Historical
Context and Evolving Dynamics,” in Handbook of Indo-Pacific Studies
(Routledge India, 2023), 17; Stefano Pelaggi and Lorenzo Termine,
“Understanding the Indo-Pacific: Geopolitical Context,” in Handbook of
Indo-Pacific Studies (Routledge India, 2023), 34.

riefing-room/statements-
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resolution of Second Thomas Shoal incidents during
the 8th BCM, the Philippines is increasingly
unwilling to accommodate Chinese demands and
coercion.

In short, the ad hoc political arrangements that
facilitated previous episodes of de-escalation appear
increasingly insufficient. Accordingly, this article
advocates for institutionalized mechanisms for crisis
prevention and de-escalation.

Policy recommendations

Given contemporary geopolitics and the limitations
of existing de-escalation mechanisms, this article
recommends a  shift  toward
institutionalized crisis management.

proactive,

1.  Establish a direct China-Philippines maritime hotline

Much of the tension between the Philippines and
China originates from maritime encounters between
their navies and coast guards. While a China-
Philippines presidential hotline exists, despite
sometimes being ignored or discontinued, standoffs
often before higher-level diplomatic
channels can respond. These interactions frequently
involve coercive tactics, such as using water cannons
or ramming, that heighten the risk of serious
confrontation. Establishing a direct and rapid
communication channel between the PCG and the
CCG to be used before and during maritime incidents
would not only reduce the likelihood of escalation
but also foster confidence-building and reduce
misunderstandings at the operational level.

escalate

2. Form an incident management commission
within the BCM

Since its inception in 2017, the BCM has convened on
10 occasions.*® While such high-level summits
understandably require preparation and diplomatic
bandwidth, the current convening pace does not
match the frequency or urgency of incidents
unfolding in the SCS. Forming a commission under
the BCM umbrella—meeting quarterly or semi-
annually—would help close the gap between
hostilities and de-escalation efforts. This body could

%Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “China and
the Philippines Hold the Tenth Meeting of the Bilateral Consultation
Mechanism on the South China Sea,”
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/xw/wibxw/202501/t20250117 11537079.html.

serve as a venue for regular dialogue on recent
tensions, the implementation of confidence-building
measures, and the design of risk reduction protocols.
Crucially, it would complement the proposed PCG-
CCG direct hotline by ensuring that operational-level
incidents and their management fit within a
structured, policy-level framework.

3. Institutionalize a 2 + 2 ministerial dialogue

Following the inauguration of a 2+2 ministerial
dialogue between China and Indonesia in April
20257 a structured dialogue bringing together the
foreign and defense ministers of both countries
would complete the multi-tiered framework this
article advocates. While traditionally a sign of
strategic alignment, a 2+2 mechanism could, in this
context, serve as a pragmatic tool for addressing
enduring tensions and managing frictions at the
highest political-strategic level. Institutionalizing
high-level communication would offer a space to
confront systemic issues and foster clearer signaling.
While such mechanisms are often proposed within

the ASEAN framework or with third-party
involvement, Beijing’s preference for bilateral
engagement and its anxiety vis-a-vis US-led

containment efforts make a bilateral format both
more realistic and easily enforceable.

Conclusion

Tensions between the Philippines and China in the
South China Sea reflect broader patterns of maritime
contestation across Asia, which have remained a
source of regional instability for decades. In the
context of China-Philippine relations, de-escalation
has historically occurred only when Manila
unilaterally accepted significant compromises,
frequently at the expense of its political or territorial
interests. In a geopolitical environment characterized
by intensifying great power rivalry, economic
fragmentation, and growing regional assertiveness,
this asymmetrical model of de-escalation can no
longer efficiently diffuse tensions.

Tensions will not disappear with new mechanisms;
the dispute between China and the Philippines has
no clear or easy resolution. Rather, institutionalized,

3Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “China and
Indonesia Hold the 1st Ministerial Meeting of China-Indonesia Joint
Foreign and Defense Ministerial Dialogue,”
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/gihdq 665435/2675 665437/2716 6634

36/2718 663440/202504/t20250422 11601354.html.
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multilevel communication—ranging from coast
guard hotlines to ministerial dialogues—can reduce
the risk of miscalculation and build habits of
cooperation. Promoting dialogue is the necessary
prerequisite for any meaningful development.



A new era of US capacity building:
Strengthening allied long-range strike in the
Indo-Pacific

By
Rupert Schulenburg

Abstract

The worsening security environment in the Indo-Pacific, driven by China’s military modernization and North
Korea’s expanding nuclear weapon capability, has led the United States' allies in the region to strengthen their
long-range strike capabilities over the last few years. The US has played an important enabling role by selling
high-end missile capabilities, such as the 1,600 kilometer-range RGM-109E Tomahawk Land-Attack Missile and
the 1,000 km-range AGM-158B Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile-Extended Range, to Australia and Japan.
This marks a new era of US capacity building in the Indo-Pacific, characterized by providing key allies with
upgraded and new ways of holding adversary forces at risk at standoff ranges — including arms transfers that,
in some cases, represent first-time sales either to countries in the region or to any US ally globally.

The Biden administration framed these sales as part of a strategy to support more militarily capable allies to
enhance deterrence, and the second Trump administration has signaled continuity with this approach,
emphasizing the importance it places on timely arms deliveries to its allies and the need to increase burden
sharing. But as the Trump administration asks its Indo-Pacific allies to significantly step up their defense
contributions, US allies also have lingering concerns about their partner’s reliability. President Trump’s return
to the White House has underscored the strategic utility of US allies acquiring long-range strike capabilities.
Procuring these systems helps address both pressures: they provide US allies with the ability to more
meaningfully support the US in a regional conflict, while also laying a foundation for allies to have an
independent, high-end military capability that can serve as a hedge against potentially limited US military
support in a crisis.
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Introduction

n response to the shifting military balance in

the Indo-Pacific, driven by China's military

modernization and developments in North
Korea's nuclear weapons program, key regional allies
of the United States have been working over the past
several years to improve their long-range precision-
strike capabilities.! Washington, seeking to develop
more capable allies in the region, is an important
enabler of some of these efforts, namely through
selling high-value missile systems to Australia and
Japan (see Tables 1 and 2).2 Largely ushered in by the
Biden administration, this marks a new era of US
capacity building in the Indo-Pacific, characterized
by first-time sales, either to countries in the Indo-
Pacific or to any US ally globally, that provide key
allies with upgraded and new ways of holding
adversary forces at risk at stand-off ranges. The
second Trump administration has signaled its
intention to continue these efforts, underscoring its
priority on timely arms deliveries and its aim to
strengthen allies' military capabilities to bolster
deterrence.

This paper discusses drivers of allied interest in long-
range strike, progress in US efforts to support
Australia’s and Japan’s efforts in this area, and how
the acquisition of such capabilities helps advance the
defense objectives of the US and its allies.

Threats and responses

In 2017, Chinese President Xi Jinping set out the goal
to build a "world-class" military by 2049,% and since
then, Beijing has continued to modernize its military
across all domains. According to Pentagon estimates,
China's inventory of land-based short- and medium-
range ballistic missiles increased from 1,400-1,500 in

! Veerle Nouwens, Timothy Wright, Euan Graham, and Blake Herzinger,
Long-Range Strike Capabilities in the Asia-Pacific: Implications for Regional
Stability (London, UK: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2024).
2 Zuzanna Gwadera, "Australia enters the missile age," International
Institute for Strategic Studies, Dec 18, 2024, https://www.iiss.org/online-
analysis/missile-dialogue-initiative/2024/12/australia-enters-the-missile-

age; Rupert Schulenburg, "Japan set to enhance its anti-ship missile
inventory," International Institute for Strategic Studies, Jan 17, 2025,
https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/missile-dialogue-

initiative/2025/01/japan-set-to-enhance-its-anti-ship-missile-inventory.

3 Xi Jinping, "Full text of Xi Jinping's report at 19th CPC National
Congress," Xinhua, Nov 11, 2017,
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/special/2017-11/03/c_136725942.htm.
+US Department of Defense, Military and Security Developments Involving the
People’s Republic of China 2024 (Arlington, VA: US Department of Defense,
2024), 166; US Department of Defense, Military and Security Developments
Involving the People’s Republic of China 2017 (Arlington, VA: US Department
of Defense, 2024), 57.

° Military Balance+, accessed April 29, 2025, https://milbalplus.iiss.org.

2017 to 2,200 in 2024.* Its navy has also grown,
increasing from 82 in-service principal surface
combatants in 2017 to 102 by the end of 2024,> while
also expanding its operational reach beyond East
Asia.b In the nuclear realm, China has modernized,
fielding more types and greater numbers of nuclear
weapons. Notably, between 2020 and 2021, China
began constructing three new silo fields, each
consisting of around 100 silos. The Pentagon assessed
in 2024 that China has loaded an operationally
significant number of
missiles (ICBMs) into these silos.”

intercontinental ballistic

North Korea has significantly expanded its nuclear
weapons capability, albeit with a much smaller
arsenal. In 2018, a year after conducting its most
recent nuclear test, the country was estimated to
possess approximately 10 to 20 nuclear warheads, a
number that had grown to approximately 50 in 2024.
In recent years, the state has unveiled new types of
delivery systems, including a new short-range
ballistic missile and a solid-fuel ICBM.® North Korea
has also hardened its nuclear doctrine, declaring in
2022 that a
automatically" if the leader's command and control is
endangered.’

"nuclear strike shall be launched

These changes in the regional security environment
have driven US allies to bolster their long-range
strike capabilities as part of broader military
modernization efforts to enhance deterrence. The US
has played an important (though not exclusive) role
in advancing some of these pursuits through weapon
sales.!

Japan outlined plans to acquire multiple types of
stand-off weapons in its 2022 National Security
Strategy (NSS), citing its need to conduct strikes
against enemy forces from outside the engagement

¢ US Department of Defense, China Military and Security Developments 2024,
49.

7 Hans M. Kristensen et al., "Chinese nuclear weapons, 2025," Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientists 81 (no. 2): 135-160.

8 Hans M. Kristensen et al., "North Korean nuclear weapons, 2024," Bulletin
of the Atomic Scientists 80 (no. 4): 251-271; US Department of Defense, China
Military and Security Developments 2024, 63.

¢ Kelsey Davenport, "North Korea passes nuclear law," Arms Control
Association, October 2022, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2022-

10/news/north-korea-passes-nuclear-law.

1 Japan is indigenously developing various long-range strike capabilities
as well as procuring the Joint Strike Missile (JSM) from Norway's
Kongsberg. Australia is acquiring the Naval Strike Missile and the JSM
from Kongsberg. South Korea is continuing to develop its indigenous

missile capabilities, such as the Hyunmoo series of ballistic and cruise
missiles. See: Schulenburg, "Japan to enhance anti-ship missile inventory";
Gwadera, "Australia enters the missile age"; Nouwens et al., Long-Range
Strike, 31-34.
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zone to deter attacks or limit further ones. It
highlighted that "missile forces in the region have
significantly improved”, referring to China and
North Korea, making missile attacks against Japan a
“palpable threat”.!’ Japan's interest in these
capabilities predated the NSS, but as Tokyo
perceived its security environment to be worsening,
Japan decided to develop additional types of long-
range strike capabilities and procure other US
systems.1?

Capabilities purchased from the US are expected to
enter Japan's inventory in the coming years, one of
which is the 1,600 km-range RGM-109E Tomahawk
Land-Attack Missile (TLAM) (see Table 1). This
system will provide the country with a powerful
land-attack missile capability — a strike role in which
the Japan Self-Defense Forces currently have limited
ability to conduct.

Table 1. Japan: selected US-enabled long-range strike capability developments since 2020

System (range) Actions
AGM-158B Joint Air-to-
Surface Standoff Missile-

Extended Range (JASSM-ER)

(1,000 km)

missiles for Japan.

Aug 2023: US Defense Security
Cooperation Agency (DSCA) approved
the sale of up to 80 JASSM-ERs.

Sep 2024: US Department of Defense
(DoD) awarded Lockheed Martin a
production contract that includes

Significance/upgrade

Japan is the second Indo-Pacific
country to which the US sold
this capability.

Before acquisition, Japan did
not have an air-launched land-
attack missile in service.

2027: JASSM-ER deliveries to Japan

planned to begin.
RGM-109E Tomahawk Land-
Attack Missile (TLAM)

TLAMs.
(1,600 km)

Dec 2024: DoD awarded Lockheed
Martin a contract for the delivery of the

missile to Japan.

Nov 2023: US DSCA approved the sale of
up to 200 Block IV and up to 200 Block V

Japan is the second Indo-Pacific
country to which the US sold
this capability.

Japan does not currently have a
dedicated ship-launched land-
attack missile in service.

2025-26: TLAM deliveries are planned.

Sources: Author's analysis, Military Balance+, US Department of Defense, Japanese Ministry of Defense, and

Lockheed Martin.

In its 2020 Defence Strategic Update, Australia outlined
plans to develop "capabilities to hold adversary
forces and infrastructure at risk further from
This decision was driven by an
threatening  regional security
significantly driven by China's
"introduction of advanced strike, maritime
surveillance and anti-access and area-denial
technologies" that place Australian military forces "at
greater risk over longer distances."?

Australia."
increasingly
environment,

! Japanese National Security Council, National Security Strategy of Japan
(Tokyo: National Security Council, 2022), 18-19.
12 Schulenburg, "Japan to enhance anti-ship missile inventory."
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Australia has since begun to acquire new strike
capabilities from the US (see Table 2), including the
370+ km-range AGM-158C Long-Range Anti-Ship
Missile (LRASM), which will initially be used on the
Royal Australian Air Force's F/A-18F Super Hornet
aircraft. The LRASM represents a significant upgrade
in the country's anti-ship capabilities — in both range
and payload - at a time when China has been
increasing its naval presence around Australia.

3 Australian Department of Defence, 2020 Defence Strategic Update
(Canberra: Australian Department of Defence, 2020), 13.
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Table 2. Australia: selected US-enabled long-range strike capability developments since 2020

System (range)

AGM-158B Joint Air-to-
Surface Standoff Missile-
Extended Range (JASSM-ER)

(1,000 km)

AGM-158C Long-Range Anti-
Ship Missile (LRASM)

(370+ km)

Guided Multiple Launch
Rocket System (GMLRS)

(70+ km)

RGM-109E Tomahawk Land-
Attack Missile (TLAM)

(1,600 km)

Actions

Jul 2022: US Defense Security

Cooperation Agency (DSCA) approved

the sale of up to 80 JASSM-ERs.

May 2023: Department of Defense (DoD)
awarded Lockheed Martin contract to
produce JASSM-ERs that includes

missiles for Australia.

2027: Deliveries planned to begin.
Feb 2020: US DSCA approved the sale of

up to 200 LRASMs.

Feb 2022: DoD contracted Lockheed
Martin for LRASM integration and

testing for Australia.

Mar 2025: Australia achieved initial

operating capability.

Jul 2022: US DSCA approved the sale of
up to 150 GMLRS of various types and
up to 20 M142 HIMARS launchers.

Apr 2023: DoD awarded Lockheed
Martin a contract to produce HIMARS
launchers for domestic and international

customers.

Jan 2024: Australia awarded Lockheed
Martin Australia a contract to produce
GMLRS, involving the transfer of

technical data from the US.

Mar 2025: Deliveries of HIMARS
launchers began.

2025: Production of GMLRS is planned to

begin.

Mar 2023: US DSCA approved the sale of
up to 20 Block IV and up to 200 Block V

TLAMs.

Dec 2024: US DoD awarded Lockheed

Martin a contract for delivery to
Australia.

Dec 2024: Australia conducted first

TLAM test firing.

Significance/upgrade

Australia is the first Indo-
Pacific country to which the US
sold this capability.

The longest-range air-launched
land-attack missile currently in
Australian service is the 370
km-range AGM-158 JASSM.

Australia is the first country to
acquire this capability from the
Us.

Before acquisition, the longest-
range air-launched anti-ship
missile in Australian service
was the 124 km-range AGM-84
Harpoon.

Australia is the third Indo-
Pacific country to acquire
HIMARS launchers from the
US.

Before this, Australia did not
have rocket artillery in service.

Australia is the first Indo-
Pacific country to acquire this
capability from the US.

Before acquisition, Australia
did not have a dedicated ship-
launched land-attack missile in
service.

Sources: Author's analysis, Military Balance+, US Department of Defense, Australian Department of

Defence, and Lockheed Martin.
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The Biden administration, which was in office when
most of these sales were agreed, stressed that
bolstering allies' defense capabilities is key to
supporting regional security. As then US Secretary of
Defense Lloyd Austin said at the IISS Shangri-la
Dialogue (SLD) 2023, "we're also deeply committed
to ensuring that our allies and partners have the
capabilities that they need to deter aggression,"
adding that "more capable allies and partners
magnify all of our security."'5 The 2022 National
Defense Strategqy also reflected this emphasis on
strengthening allied capabilities, declaring that "we
will support regional partners' ability to respond to
regional contingencies."16

The second Trump administration has shown
support for these efforts. In March, during a speech
delivered in Hawaii as part of Secretary of Defense
Pete Hegseth's first official visit to the Indo-Pacific, he
highlighted the importance the administration places
on timely weapon deliveries (even amid strains on
US munition stocks).” He stated that "get[ting]
systems in the hands of our allies and our partners is
a priority," adding that President Trump had
"reiterated that as a priority of his."® Hegseth has also
communicated the administration's desire to develop
more capable allies, stating at the IISS SLD in May
2025 that "we're supporting allies and partners as
they strengthen their own defense capabilities and
capacity."?

Regional adversaries have taken notice of US allies’
planned and ongoing enhancements to their long-
range strike capabilities. China has voiced strong
opposition, declaring in a joint statement with Russia
published in May 2025 that the "development,
procurement and emplacement of long-range missile
systems"” for "counterstrike” undermines regional

5 Lloyd Austin, "A shared vision for the Indo-Pacific: remarks by Secretary
of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III at the Shangri-La Dialogue," US Department
of Defense, June 2, 2023,
https://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/3415839/a-

shared-vision-for-the-indo-pacific-remarks-by-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-

au.
16 US Department of Defense, 2022 National Defense Strategy of the United
States of America (Arlington, VA: US Department of Defense, 2022), 14.

17 Justin Katz, "INDOPACOM'’s Paparo acknowledges stockpile shortages
may impact his readiness", Defense News, Nov 20, 2024,
https://breakingdefense.com/2024/11/ind opacoms-paparo-acknowledges-
stockpile-shortages-may-impact-his-readiness/.

18 Pete Hegseth, "Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth delivers remarks at
Marine Corp Base Hawaii," US Department of Defense, March 25, 2025,
Multimedia/Videos/videoid/956520.

19 Pete Hegseth, "Remarks by Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth at the 2025
Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore", US Department of Defense, May 31,
2025,
https:

https://www.defense.gov,

www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/article/4202494/remarks-

stability.  North Korea condemned Japan's
announcement of its plans to procure "counterstrike"
systems, referring to them in 2022 as "dangerous
ambitions” and warning that Japan is "creating a
serious security crisis" on the Korean Peninsula and

in East Asia more generally.?!

Cooperation and self-reliance
A objective of the second Trump
administration's foreign policy is getting its allies to
significantly step up their defense contributions.?2 At
the SLD in May 2025, Hegseth said that "we insist that
our allies and partners do their part on defense.
Sometimes, that means having uncomfortable and
tough conversations." It has made a start, urging
regional allies to significantly increase their defense
spending to counter the "formidable threat" posed by
China and the challenge posed by North Korea.
Hegseth has said that "Asian allies should look to
countries in Europe as a new-found example," where
they have pledged to spend 5% of their GDP on
defense.?? In addition to financial contributions, the
administration is also pushing its allies on
operational roles. In July, it was reported that
Undersecretary of Defense for Policy Elbridge Colby
had been pressing both Australian and Japanese
defense officials to make clear what role their
countries would play in the event of a US-China war
over Taiwan.* A Pentagon official addressed this
reporting soon after publication, stating that the
Pentagon is focused on deterring war and "our allies
must also do their part."?

core

The acquisition of long-range strike capabilities could
enable Australia and Japan to make valuable
contributions in a crisis over the island, with the

previous US administration recognizing this

2 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, "Joint statement by the People's
Republic of China and the Russian Federation on Global Strategic
Stability," May 9, 2025,
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/xw/zyxw/202505/t20250509 11617864.html
2 Shreyas Reddy, "North Korea threatens Japan over its move to acquire
counterstrike capabilities,” NK News, December 20, 2022,
https://www.nknews.org/2022/12/north-korea-threatens-japan-over-its-

move-to-acquire-counterstrike-capabilities/.

2 Hegseth, "Remarks at the 2025 Shangri-La Dialogue".

2 US Department of Defense, "Readout of Secretary of Defense Pete
Hegseth's Bilateral Meeting With Australia," June 1, 2025,
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/4202734/readout-
-of-defense-pete-hegseths-bilateral-meeting-with-australia/.

of-secretar;
% Demetri Sevastopulo, "US demands to know what allies would do in
event of war over Taiwan," The Financial Times, July 12, 2025,
https://www.ft.com/content/41e272e4-5b25-47ee-807c-2b57c1316fe4.

» Sean Parnell (@SeanParnell ATSD), "Hugh is 100% right in his assessment.
As Secretary Hegseth said, ...", X, July 12, 2025,

https://x.com/SeanParnell ATSD/status/1944040195029901458.

by-secretary-of-defense-pete-hegseth-at-the-2025-shangri-la-dialogue-in/.
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