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AUKUS and the Indo-Pacific: An Emerging Debate 

 

Executive Summary 

 

This report aims to understand the implications of AUKUS in the Indo-Pacific and what role, if 

any, Indo-Pacific states and ‘hedging’ will play in Australian and American foreign policy as 

they seek to contain growing threats to the region, including growing Chinese influence. The 

first section will examine the state of the Indo-Pacific and the contextual circumstances that 

led to the underlying reasons for AUKUS’ formation. The second section will shift focus, 

exploring hedging as it has existed in Southeast Asia and the Pacific. This section will conclude 

with a series of four case studies that analyze various states, including Singapore, Vietnam, 

Fiji, and Solomon Islands. The third section will evaluate the Indo-Pacific from a broader 

perspective, discussing the potential implications of geopolitical strategic competition and 

AUKUS for the future of the region. Finally, this report will feature two recommendations for 

the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) and the Australian government on how to move forward in 

the aftermath of the AUKUS announcement. The first recommendation advises that the RAN, 

together with the Australian government, reassess the nation’s maritime doctrine. The 

second recommendation advocates that Australia and its allies consider possible ‘AUKUS+’ 

cooperation.  
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Introduction 

With geopolitical strategic competition on the rise and increasingly tense confrontations in 

the maritime domain, the announcement of AUKUS symbolizes the most outspoken defiance 

of China’s aggressive expansion in the Indo-Pacific to date. As conflicting visions of a new 

regional order in the Indo-Pacific collide, AUKUS is creating an ideological fault line amidst a 

looming, all-out great power rivalry, heightening uncertainty as the security environment 

deteriorates and many states are progressively forced to choose which side of the line they 

will toe. Consequently, the enhanced trilateral security partnership may inadvertently 

contribute to ‘hedging’ behavior already present in many states throughout the region. Taking 

into account rising fears of declining Western influence among policymakers and security 

experts in Canberra and Washington, it will be essential to analyze the strategies of small 

states and how they will affect the way in which Australia and the United States engage in 

the region.  

 

With the battle for influence between China, the United States, Australia and their Western 

allies showing no sign of slowing down, it is of vital importance to promote a greater 

understanding of hedging as it has existed in Southeast Asia and the Pacific, acknowledging 

the role it will play in shaping Australian and American foreign policy as nations navigate the 

complex landscape of geostrategic competition. This report seeks to accomplish this by 

addressing competing definitions of hedging in alignment discourse, proposing an improved 

power acceptance/rejection spectrum that synthesizes existing alignment literature into a 

comprehensive whole. The first section of this paper will examine AUKUS and the 

circumstances within the Indo-Pacific that led to its manifestation. The second section will 

focus on Southeast Asia and the Pacific with an introduction of the improved power 



acceptance/rejection spectrum, concluding with a series of case studies that analyze various 

states including Singapore, Vietnam, Fiji, and Solomon Islands. The third section will observe 

the Indo-Pacific at the macro level, discussing the potential implications of geopolitical 

strategic competition and AUKUS for the future of the region. The final section of this paper 

closes with two policy recommendations for the RAN, advising that the RAN and the 

Australian government reassess the nation’s maritime doctrine and consider possible 

‘AUKUS+’ cooperation.  

 

AUKUS and the Indo-Pacific 

Key to understanding the manifestation of AUKUS in the Indo-Pacific is understanding what 

AUKUS is and what it is not. AUKUS is an enhanced trilateral security partnership featuring 

Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Under its first initiative, Australia’s 

current conventional submarine program will be phased out and replaced with a joint effort 

headed by the United Kingdom and the United States to aid Australia in acquiring nuclear-

powered submarine technology, establishing a Nuclear-Powered Submarine Taskforce to 

identify optimal pathways to facilitate this technology transfer.1  

 

Simultaneously, the partners are also engaging in trilateral collaboration to enhance joint 

capabilities and interoperability through specific Advanced Capability initiatives, pursuing six 

                                                
1“Joint Media Statement: Australia to Pursue Nuclear-Powered Submarines through New Trilateral Enhanced 
Security Partnership | Defence Ministers,” accessed October 16, 2022, 
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2021-09-16/joint-media-statement-australia-pursue-
nuclear-powered-submarines-through-new-trilateral-enhanced-security-partnership; “Nuclear Powered 
Submarine Taskforce | About | Defence,” Website, accessed October 17, 2022, 
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/nuclear-powered-submarine-task-force. 
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other lines of effort—artificial intelligence, advanced cyber, quantum computing, undersea 

capabilities, hypersonics and counter-hypersonics, and electronic warfare.2  

 

With the huge human, financial, and legal demands of AUKUS, the RAN is facing a culture and 

identity change, the acquisition of nuclear submarines standing to permanently reshape the 

RAN and alter its identity as a predominantly surface fleet.3 However, it is important to 

remember that AUKUS is not about advancing the status quo in any way. Rather, it is about 

maintaining it by giving Australia the capability it needs to support maritime security and 

peace in the face of coercive breaches of international law at sea, the utility of nuclear 

submarines in Australia’s maritime strategy having been a topic since the late 1950s.4 

Although AUKUS may fit into Australia’s interests, it coincides with geostrategic competition 

in the region. China has been one of the strongest voices against the deal, calling for the 

trilateral partners to abandon their ‘Cold War’ mentality.5  

 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that the formation of AUKUS was not without reason. 

The past decade has been marked by expanding Chinese influence in the Indo-Pacific. Much 

                                                
2 “Joint Leaders Statement to Mark One Year of AUKUS | Prime Minister of Australia,” accessed October 16, 
2022, https://www.pm.gov.au/media/joint-leaders-statement-mark-one-year-aukus. 
3 Richard Dunley, “Nuclear-Powered Submarines Will Change the Identity of the RAN,” The Strategist, June 2, 
2022, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/nuclear-powered-submarines-will-change-the-identity-of-the-ran/; 
Brendan Nicholson, “Australia Considering Next-Generation US and UK Designs for Nuclear Submarines,” The 
Strategist, May 9, 2022, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-considering-next-generation-us-and-uk-
designs-for-nuclear-submarines/. 
4 Royal Australian Navy, “Papers in Australian Maritime Affairs: Australian Maritime Issues 2008: SPC-A Annual,” 
accessed October 17, 2022, https://www.navy.gov.au/media-room/publications/piama-27. 
5 Helen Davidson and Gavin Blair, “China Warns US-UK-Australia Pact Could ‘Hurt Their Own Interests,’” The 
Guardian, September 16, 2021, sec. World news, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/sep/16/cold-war-
mentality-china-criticises-aukus-us-uk-australia-submarine-pact. 
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of the way China has been extending its operations within the realm can be explained by the 

legacy of Liu Huaqing, the ‘father of the modern Chinese Navy.’6 Reminiscent of Alfred Thayer 

Mayan, Liu developed the idea of an ‘offshore defense’ strategy.7 As part of this ‘offshore 

active defense,’ three phases were detailed: Phase I would see the People’s Liberation Army 

Navy (PLA Navy) establish dominance over the waters within the First Island Chain, including 

the Yellow Sea, the western East China Sea, including Taiwan, and the South China Sea; 

Phase II would extend this net to the Second Island Chain, a north-south line running from the 

Kuriles through Japan, the Bonins, the Marianas, and the Carolines; and a more distant phase 

would see the PLA Navy develop into an extensive global force capable of rivaling the U.S. 

Navy.8 Using this same island chain ideology to assess how closely China has followed this 

strategy, the region can be divided into two subregions—the ‘Indo’ and the Pacific. 

 

Chinese expansion within the First Island Chain can be broken into three elements: increasing 

defense spending, naval build-up, and island militarization. Chinese defense spending has 

increased every year for more than two decades and has nearly doubled since 2009.9 As of 

March 2022, the Chinese government announced a yearly defense budget of RMB 1.45 

trillion ($229.6 billion), a near 7.1 percent increase from the 2021 budget of RMB 1.36 trillion 

($209.2 billion).10 Unfortunately, much of this spending has been accompanied by a lack of 

                                                
6 Daniel Hartnett, “The Father of the Modern Chinese Navy—Liu Huaqing | Center for International Maritime 
Security,” accessed September 21, 2022, https://cimsec.org/father-modern-chinese-navy-liu-huaqing/. 
7 JAMES  R. HOLMES and TOSHI YOSHIHARA, “The Influence of Mahan upon China’s Maritime Strategy,” 
Comparative Strategy 24, no. 1 (January 1, 2005): 23–51, https://doi.org/10.1080/01495930590929663. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Caitlin Campbell, “China’s Military: The People’s Liberation Army (PLA),” accessed October 16, 2022, 
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/details?prodcode=R46808. 
10 “What Does China Really Spend on Its Military?,” ChinaPower Project (blog), December 28, 2015, 
https://chinapower.csis.org/military-spending/. 
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transparency and information detailing how China distributes these funds.11 However, a rise 

in military spending as a share of overall national government spending from 5.1 percent in 

2020 to 5.4 percent in 2021 and an increase in spending as a percent of the central 

government budget from 36.2 percent to 38.7 percent signal that military modernization is 

still a priority in the eyes of China’s elite.12  

 

Needless to say, much of these resources are being funneled into the PLA Navy. Currently, 

China’s shipbuilding industry is engaged in the production of numerous platforms such as the 

Renhai class CG, the Luyang III MOD class DDG, and the Jiangdao class FFL, also making 

advancements on other large ships that can support force projection operations, including 

LHAs, LPDs, large logistic support ships, and specialized blue-water auxiliary ships.13 In terms 

of total warship tonnage launched from 2016 to 2020, the PLA Navy’s 632.8 thousand 

tonnes substantially dwarfs the combined 489.1 thousand tonnes of other regional navies, 

the U.S. Pacific Fleet and the RAN accounting for more than half of that figure.14 With U.S. 

commitment to the region fluctuating every election cycle, the maritime balance of power is 

shifting in China’s favor, something it has taken swift advantage of in the South China Sea.  

 

                                                
11 Ibid. 
12 Matthew P Funaiole et al., “Understanding China’s 2021 Defense Budget,” accessed September 21, 2022, 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/understanding-chinas-2021-defense-budget. 
13 “DOD Releases 2020 Report on Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China,” 
U.S. Department of Defense, accessed October 18, 2022, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/2332126/dod-releases-2020-report-on-military-
and-security-developments-involving-the-pe/. 
14 Thomas Shugart, “Australia and the Growing Reach of China’s Military | Lowy Institute,” accessed September 
21, 2022, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/australia-and-growing-reach-china-s-military. 
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Recently, China has begun militarizing many artificially built islands in the South China Sea to 

reinforce what it insists are its “nine-dash line” claims based on historic rights despite 

international criticism and legal condemnation from the Hague’s Permanent Court of 

Arbitration after losing a case brought forward by the Philippines in 2016.15 Australia and the 

U.S. have responded by increasing their engagement in the region, which has led to several 

tense encounters.16 

 

On the other hand, a much more soft-handed approach has been taken toward expansion in 

the Second Island Chain. Since 2009, China has consistently been one of the Pacific's largest 

aid lenders, with more than 80 percent of this aid in the form of concessional loans—which 

include long–term repayment periods and typically fund infrastructure projects built by 

Chinese state-owned enterprises.17 Additionally, China’s total trade with Pacific Island 

countries has grown exponentially, having quadrupled in the past decade and made the 

nation the largest trading partner of Pacific Island Forum (PIF) countries in the region.18 This 

has also been accompanied by a slew of diplomacy, with China engaging in many high-level 

visits, expanding its presence in regional organizations, utilizing its economic leverage, and 

                                                
15 Karen Leigh, Peter Martin, and Adrian Leung, “Troubled Waters: Where the U.S. and China Could Clash in the 
South China Sea,” Bloomberg.Com, accessed October 18, 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2020-
south-china-sea-miscalculation/. 
16 “Operation Gateway - South East Asia | Sectors | Defence,” Website, accessed October 21, 2022, 
https://www.defence.gov.au/operations/gateway-south-china-sea-and-indian-ocean; Leigh, Martin, and 
Leung, “Troubled Waters: Where the U.S. and China Could Clash in the South China Sea.” 
17 Ethan Meick, Michelle Ker, and Han May Chan, “China’s Engagement in the Pacific Islands: Implications for the 
United States,” n.d., 36; “PACIFIC AID | MAP,” accessed October 18, 2022, 
https://pacificaidmap.lowyinstitute.org. 
18 Meick, Ker, and Chan, “China’s Engagement in the Pacific Islands: Implications for the United States.” 
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emphasizing state sovereignty over domestic affairs to spread its influence.19 Between 2014 

and 2020, high-ranking Chinese officials made 12 visits to the region.20 

 

Examining Indo-Pacific perceptions of AUKUS, common threads link the region. Although few 

such as Indonesia and Kiribati have spoken out on the partnership, raising concerns of the 

“...continuing arms race and power projection in the region” and of having not been consulted, 

AUKUS has been followed by a general theme of silence in the region.21 Economic leverage 

and other coercive Chinese activities may offer deeper insight into why this is. Appendix A 

lists a variety of these instances. 

 

With many countries part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and others economically 

dependent on the nation, it has become apparent that it is better to fall in line than stick out, 

numerous states standing as an example of what happens when you challenge the economic 

giant.22 Although AUKUS ‘completes the loop’ in the broader framework of partnerships in the 

                                                
19 Patrick Dupont and Taryn, “Issues & Insights Vol. 21, WP 2 – The United States’ Indo–Pacific Strategy and a 
Revisionist China: Partnering with Small and Middle Powers in the Pacific Islands Region,” February 23, 2021, 
https://pacforum.org/publication/issues-insights-vol-20-wp-2-the-united-states-indo-pacific-strategy-and-
a-revisionist-china-partnering-with-small-and-middle-powers-in-the-pacific-islands-region. 
20 “What Do Overseas Visits Reveal about China’s Foreign Policy Priorities?,” ChinaPower Project (blog), March 29, 
2021, https://chinapower.csis.org/diplomatic-visits/. 
21 Natalie Sambhi, “Australia’s Nuclear Submarines and AUKUS: The View from Jakarta,” The Strategist, 
September 20, 2021, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australias-nuclear-submarines-and-aukus-the-view-
from-jakarta/; Hai Hong Nguyen, “Australia Can Count on Vietnam to Support AUKUS,” The Strategist, October 
27, 2021, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/australia-can-count-on-vietnam-to-support-aukus/; “Kiribati 
President Says AUKUS Nuclear Submarine Deal Puts Pacific at Risk,” ABC News, September 27, 2021, 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-09-28/kiribati-president-criticises-australia-defence-submarine-
deal/100495894. 
22 Roland Rajah, Alexandre Dayant, and Jonathan Pryke, “Ocean of Debt? Belt and Road and Debt Diplomacy in 
the Pacific,” Lowy Institute, accessed October 13, 2022, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/ocean-
debt-belt-road-debt-diplomacy-pacific; Andrew Chatzky and James McBride, “China’s Massive Belt and Road 
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Indo-Pacific including ANZUS, ASEAN, Five Eyes, and the Quad, its military and technological 

nature fails to correspond to the character of the main threat that plagues most of the region 

today—China’s growing coerciveness and states’ compounding economic dependence on the 

nation.23 With Australia being one of the most targeted nations of illegal Chinese trade 

restrictions, it comes as a surprise that AUKUS for the most part neglects the importance of 

economic security.24 On top of this, it largely sidesteps central regional organizations like 

ASEAN and the PIF alongside other allies, pledging to “...deepen diplomatic, security, and 

defense cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region…” yet excluding non-Anglo-Saxon partners to 

a great extent.25  As China continues to grow and leverage its economic success to assert its 

will in the international realm, the lack of an economic response from Australia and Western 

allies will pressure many Indo-Pacific states to acquiesce in the face of a new regional order 

led by China due to having no other alternative.   

 

 

                                                

Initiative,” Council on Foreign Relations, accessed September 25, 2022, 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinas-massive-belt-and-road-initiative. 
23 Harsh V. Pant and Rahul Kamath, “AUKUS and the Indo-Pacific: Stakeholders Weigh Their Wins and Losses,” 
ORF, accessed October 17, 2022, https://www.orfonline.org/research/aukus-and-the-indo-pacific/. 
24 Ron Wickes, Mike Adams, and Nicolas Brown, “Economic Coercion by China: The Impact on Australia’s 
Merchandise Exports,” n.d., 21. 
25 “Joint Leaders Statement on AUKUS,” The White House, September 15, 2021, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/09/15/joint-leaders-statement-on-
aukus/; Laura Southgate, “AUKUS: The View from ASEAN,” accessed October 16, 2022, 
https://thediplomat.com/2021/09/aukus-the-view-from-asean/; “AUKUS as a Prelude to the Expansion of the 
Anglo-Saxon Counteroffensive in the Indo-Pacific?,” Warsaw Institute (blog), May 30, 2022, 
https://warsawinstitute.org/aukus-prelude-expansion-anglo-saxon-counteroffensive-indo-pacific/; Soli 
Middleby, Anna Powles, and Joanne Wallis, “AUKUS and Australia’s Relations in the Pacific,” East Asia Forum, 
November 3, 2021, https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/11/04/aukus-and-australias-relations-in-the-
pacific/. 
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 ‘Hedging’ in the Indo-Pacific States  

Existing alignment literature describes hedging as an insurance-seeking behavior, in which 

states under circumstances of high uncertainties and high stakes employ a multi-component 

strategy consisting of ambiguous, mutually-counteracting policies to maximize all possible 

returns and offset longer-term risks should these circumstances change.26 On the other hand, 

Lim and Cooper offer an alternative interpretation, shifting focus away from economic factors 

and emphasizing trade-offs as well as ambiguity in alignment signals.27 Synthesizing this 

information, an improved power acceptance/rejection spectrum is created (see Appendix B 

for more details). However, much of this literature still fails to address situations in which the 

risk is not a traditional security threat from a larger nation but rather an economic one. This 

section will aim to expand on this.  

 

Case Study One: Singapore 

Singapore has long been considered a ‘middle player’ in the geopolitical battle between China 

and the United States. Currently, it exercises economic-pragmatism and diversification, 

dominance-denial, indirect-balancing, and binding-engagement, falling within moderately 

West aligned on the improved power acceptance/rejection spectrum. Having always 

struggled with issues of its small size, lack of resources, and inherent vulnerabilities, 

                                                
26 Denny Roy, “Southeast Asia and China: Balancing or Bandwagoning?,” Contemporary Southeast Asia 27, no. 2 
(2005): 305–22; Kuik Cheng-Chwee, “The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to a Rising 
China,” Contemporary Southeast Asia 30, no. 2 (2008): 159–85; Cheng-Chwee Kuik, “How Do Weaker States 
Hedge? Unpacking ASEAN States’ Alignment Behavior towards China,” Journal of Contemporary China 25, no. 100 
(July 3, 2016): 500–514, https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2015.1132714. 
27 Darren J. Lim and Zack Cooper, “Reassessing Hedging: The Logic of Alignment in East Asia,” Security Studies 24, 
no. 4 (October 2, 2015): 696–727, https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2015.1103130. 
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economic growth has always been a core tenet of Singapore’s foreign policy.28 Singapore’s 

economic-pragmatism and diversification can best be seen by its active participation in APEC 

(Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation) as well as its existing free trade agreements with a 

number of countries including the United States, China, Australia, South Korea, Japan, India, 

and more.29 Singapore’s engagement policy with China can be traced back to 1975, having 

long exchanged visits between leaders that would eventually lead to the establishment of 

formal relations in 1990.30 Binding has recently been implemented with the introduction of 

Chinese cooperation in ASEAN, a China-ASEAN free trade agreement, and China’s 

participation in wider regional institutions such as the ARF and ASEAN+3.31  

 

On the other hand, Singapore has exercised dominance-denial in its vocal support for U.S. 

rebalancing in the region, having been one of the most proactive states in calling for the 

inclusion of the U.S. in the East Asian Summit (EAS) in 2010.32 This is in addition to a strategy 

of indirect-balancing, Singapore allowing the U.S. to operate out of its Changi Naval Base 

alongside an enhanced bilateral Defense Cooperation Agreement as well as having recently 

agreed to host U.S. Navy P-8 Poseidon aircraft for surveillance activities over disputed areas 

                                                
28 Michael Leifer, Singapore’s Foreign Policy: Coping with Vulnerability (London: Routledge, 2000), 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203129517. 
29 “Singapore - Trade Agreements,” accessed October 20, 2022, https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-
guides/singapore-trade-agreements. 
30 Cheng-Chwee, “The Essence of Hedging.” 
31 Evelyn Goh, “Meeting the China Challenge: The U.S. in Southeast Asian Regional Security Strategies,” East-
West Center | www.eastwestcenter.org, March 24, 2005, 
https://www.eastwestcenter.org/publications/meeting-china-challenge-us-southeast-asian-regional-
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in the South China Sea where China operates.33 However, Singapore also exhibited limited-

bandwagoning after facing strong Chinese condemnation when Prime Minister Lee Hsien 

Loong visited Taiwan in 2004, Lee walking back his actions and stating Singapore’s stance 

against Taiwanese independence at the country’s National Day Rally in fear of potential 

disruptions to regional stability and economic development.34 Although politics and domestic 

factors constrain further bandwagoning, Chinas increasing willingness to exploit its growing 

economic leverage, its status as Singapore’s largest trading partner, and its influence in ethnic 

Chinese business associations within the country create acute vulnerabilities that might 

pressure the nation to shift to a more extreme bandwagoning approach in the future.35  

 

Case Study Two: Vietnam 

Vietnam has long lived in the shadow of Chinese intimidation, sharing a land border and 

ongoing territorial disputes in the South China Sea with the East Asian nation.36 In its 

approach to geopolitical competition between China and Western allies, Vietnam employs a 

range of policy options including economic-pragmatism and diversification, dominance-

                                                
33 Evelyn Goh, “Southeast Asian Strategies toward the Great Powers: Still Hedging after All These Years?,” The 
Asan Forum (blog), February 22, 2016, https://theasanforum.org/southeast-asian-strategies-toward-the-
great-powers-still-hedging-after-all-these-years/; Andrew T H Tan, “The US and China in the Malay 
Archipelago,” Asia-Pacific Review 17, no. 2 (November 1, 2010): 26–55, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13439006.2010.531112. 
34 “PMO | National Day Rally 2004,” Prime Minister’s Office Singapore, August 21, 2019, 
https://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/prime-minister-lee-hsien-loongs-national-day-rally-2004-english; Goh, 
“Meeting the China Challenge.” 
35 “A Preliminary Survey of CCP Influence Operations in Singapore,” Jamestown, accessed October 20, 2022, 
https://jamestown.org/program/a-preliminary-survey-of-ccp-influence-operations-in-singapore/; “Singapore 
Trade | WITS Data,” accessed October 20, 2022, https://wits.worldbank.org/CountrySnapshot/en/SGP; Cheng-
Chwee, “The Essence of Hedging”; Tan, “The US and China in the Malay Archipelago.” 
36 John D. Ciociari and Jessica Chen Weiss, “The Sino-Vietnamese Standoff in the South China Sea,” Georgetown 
Journal of International Affairs 13, no. 1 (2012): 61–69. 
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denial, indirect-balancing, and binding-engagement, falling within moderately West aligned 

on the improved power acceptance/rejection spectrum. Despite relations being precluded by 

disputes in the South China Sea, Vietnam still shares favorable trade relations with the 

People’s Republic of Beijing (PRC) and various other countries, remaining economically 

pragmatic and diverse through its participation in the Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) and the Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership Agreement (RCEP).37  

 

Furthermore, Vietnam maintains intimate political and diplomatic ties to China, having 

enmeshed the nation through engagement in bilateral dialogues and regional forums like 

ASEAN, recently persuading it to sign the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South 

China Sea (DOC).38 However, this has also been accompanied by a policy of dominance-denial, 

with Vietnam using these same regional forums to broadcast its disputes with China in the 

South China Sea, inviting international partners like the U.S. to intervene.39 In terms of 

indirect-balancing, Vietnam’s shared history with the U.S. and its allies constrains potential 

security cooperation.40 Nevertheless, the nation has still opted to internally balance against 

regional threats, spending approximately $3 billion on six new Kilo-class submarines and four 
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new Gephard-class frigates to help defend its waters.41 Strong nationalist sentiment limits 

further bandwagoning, but China’s role as the country’s largest trading partner, Vietnam’s 

position in the BRI, China’s ‘gray zone’ coercion in the South China Sea, and the crisis of having 

no other alternative may push the nation to further accommodate Chinese interests in the 

future.42 

 

Case Study Three: Fiji  

Fiji offers an interesting look into what hedging appears like in the Pacific, being one of the 

few Pacific Island countries to possess a military.43 Caught between a rising China and the 

West’s re-engagement in the Pacific, Fiji utilizes economic-pragmatism and diversification, 

dominance-denial, and binding-engagement, falling within non-aligned on the improved 

power acceptance/rejection spectrum. Despite budding rumors that Fiji is shifting towards 

China, Fiji remains actively engaged with a multitude of partners in the economic realm, 

having various trade agreements, taking part in the BRI, and even signing onto the freshly 

minted Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF), the first Pacific Island country to do so.44 
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Like many other Pacific Island countries, Fiji also binds China by engaging with the East Asian 

nation via an array of dialogue mechanisms that complement the region’s central 

organization, the Pacific Islands Forum.45 This engagement has only been enhanced after its 

2006 coup, Fiji accelerating its ‘Look North’ foreign policy after facing isolation from Australia 

and Western partners.46 However, Fiji has also practiced dominance-denial in this same 

manner, involving a number of other partners through the same mechanisms it uses for 

China.47 In light of Australia recently winning the bid to fund a Blackrock military base project 

in Nadi, a recent Australia-Fiji UN peacekeeping co-deployment, and growing defense links 

between the two, deepening security cooperation signifies that Fiji is potentially moving 

toward indirect-balancing with China.48 In addition to this, with Fiji being significantly less 
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dependent on Chinese aid than other Pacific Island countries and having a sustainable debt 

situation, prospects of China using coercive economic tactics to reverse this trend are low.49 

 

Case Study Four: Solomon Islands 

On the other hand, Solomon Islands offers an opposite view of hedging in the Pacific. Much 

like Fiji, Solomon Islands uses a small range of policy options including economic-pragmatism 

and diversification, dominance-denial, and binding-engagement, falling within non-aligned on 

the improved power acceptance/rejection spectrum. Its economic-pragmatism and 

diversification can be seen through its participation in the World Trade Organization and its 

assortment of regional free trade agreements with other Pacific Island countries including 

Australia and New Zealand.50 In the same vein as the other Pacific Island countries, Solomon 

Islands both binds and engages China through regional forums and dialogue mechanisms 

while simultaneously exercising dominance-denial by interacting with other international 

partners in these same organizations.51  

 

Although Australia and Solomon Islands maintain a bilateral security treaty, it is principally 

Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) in nature, as compared to a recently 

leaked security agreement that would leave the door open for China to “carry out ship visits 

to, carry out logistical replenishment in, and have stopover and transition in Solomon 
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Islands.”52 In this, Beijing and Solomon Islands' vehement, seemingly coordinated defense of 

the deal and Solomon Islands' refusal to sign the US-Pacific Island Accord until indirect 

references to China were removed indicate that Solomon Islands might be making a shift 

toward low-level limited-bandwagoning.53 This is on top of having received nearly US$500 

million in aid from China since switching its diplomatic recognition from Taipei to Beijing in 

2019.54 With Solomon Islands’ growing economic dependence on China, the East Asian nation 

making up 46 percent of all trade and nearly 67 percent of all exports according to the latest 

trade data, the potential for a greater move toward China is plausible.55 

 

The Future of the Indo-Pacific 

The security environment in the Indo-Pacific is changing as new external actors play a greater 

role in the region, placing the United States, Australia, and the West’s influence in the region 
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at risk. The principal problem of AUKUS lies in its military and technological nature existing 

primarily in the traditional security realm whereas the dominant threat facing the region, 

outside of the South China Sea situation, exists primarily in the economic realm. Contributing 

to geopolitical strategic competition, AUKUS largely fails to mitigate states’ increasing 

economic dependence on China and the nation’s growing willingness to leverage this 

vulnerability, driving states to hedge more intensely but offering no real economic strategy for 

the underlying threat they face.56 It is for this reason that AUKUS only accomplishes half of 

the mission.  

 

The true potential of AUKUS, however, lies in how the RAN and its allies choose to use it. With 

the U.S. facing challenges in its pivot to the Indo-Pacific, Australia must rethink the way it 

views its allies and how the strategic burdens of these alliances are met, stepping up to fill 

the gaps left by their American partners.57 Long gone are the days in which Australia must 

stand in the shadow of the United States. AUKUS and its nuclear-powered submarines have 

the power to lead a new strategy of ‘integrated deterrence,’ the RAN at the helm of all-

important regional-led initiatives to increase integrated military capability and deepen 

military-to-military interoperability amidst challenges to the authority of the liberal 

international order in the maritime domain.58  
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n.d., 27. 
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Intrinsically tied to resilience, integrated deterrence and AUKUS must be understood as 

something that is complementary, possessing the potential to lay the foundation for 

collaborative efforts to reinforce regional resilience through capacity building, economic 

support, development, governance assistance, and the creation of robust institutions—

making gray zone and economic coercion that much more difficult to bring to bear by building 

cohesion among nations.59 With rising fears of nuclear armageddon as the Russia-Ukraine 

war rages on in Eastern Europe and China significantly expands its nuclear arsenal, the Indo-

Pacific is becoming a central battlefield for revisionist powers and the international rules-

based order.60 As the region calls for greater Western engagement, AUKUS cannot afford to 

be the be-all and end-all.61 

 

Policy Recommendations 

Key to Australia’s prosperity is the vision of a ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific,’ thus it must 

remain actively seized of its commitment to the international rules-based order. In doing so, it 

must be prepared to face the threat of a rising revisionist China on all fronts. Australia’s 
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traditional alliances must remain a foremost priority and it should seek to build upon new 

ones as mounting aggression from adversaries demands a greater need to pursue collective 

security in the Indo-Pacific through deterrence. AUKUS is a step in the right direction toward 

this objective. Moving forward, Australia and its allies cannot afford to ostracize Southeast 

Asian and Pacific partners. In time, Australia must acknowledge the growing connection 

between geoeconomics and traditional security, an increasingly unpredictable and dynamic 

world demanding that Australia adapts as it confronts evolving threats.  

 

Reassess Australia’s Maritime Doctrine 

In tandem with the Australian government, the RAN should reevaluate the nation’s maritime 

doctrine to reflect the addition of a new powerful deterrent in Australia’s arsenal. Sitting at 

the nexus of three of the world’s largest oceans, Australia’s national strategy requires a 

principally maritime approach.62 With the increased capability to operate at longer ranges for 

greater periods of time and the ability to field Tomahawk land-attack missiles, AUKUS 

submarines significantly enhance the RAN’s long-range strike capabilities and give Australia 

the capability to sustain a greater forward-deployed presence to project power. This will 

inevitably affect the way the RAN conducts itself at sea.63  

 

As the 2020 Defense Strategic Update notes, “The nature of current and future threats – 

including coercion in the region, more capable and active regional military forces, and 
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expanding anti-access and area denial capabilities – requires Defense to develop a different 

set of capabilities,” thus this profound upgrade in power needs to be mirrored in Australia’s 

grand strategy going forward.64 This would not only aid in assuaging regional concerns of 

Australian-operated nuclear-powered submarines in the Indo-Pacific but would also help to 

deepen broader awareness of what AUKUS entails for domestic Australians and RAN 

personnel as the navy undergoes a meaningful identity change.65  

 

Consider Possible ‘AUKUS+’ Cooperation 

Australia and its allies should consider possible avenues in which regional partners can be 

incorporated into a joint AUKUS+ cooperative arrangement in the future. Although prospects 

for British and American nuclear-powered submarine technology disseminating to other 

partners outside of Australia are unlikely, AUKUS’ six other branches of effort offer a valuable 

opportunity for collaboration in these respective scopes:  
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Figure 1: Possible avenues of AUKUS+ cooperation  

 

If integrated deterrence is at the forefront of Western nations’ strategic approach to tackling 

China and its aggressive expansion in the Indo-Pacific, investments need to be made to boost 

commitments to high-end capability integration to strengthen deterrence vis-à-vis China in 

the short to medium term.66 In the near term, much of this cooperation will in all likelihood 

include members of the QUAD grouping who are not currently participating in the AUKUS 

arrangement.  

 

                                                
66 Townshend, Santoro, and Thomas-Noone, “Revisiting Deterrence in an Era of Strategic Competition — United 
States Studies Centre.” 



In the future, however, Western allies should contemplate extending technology and 

information-sharing efforts to equip Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines, Vietnam, 

and other Southeast Asian nations with counter-A2AD capabilities in order to complicate 

China’s risk calculus in the Southeast Asian littoral.67 The real potential of AUKUS+ 

cooperation lies in its ability to blaze a trail to the formation of a coalition of like-minded 

countries that have been affected by Chinese economic coercion, developing collective 

economic security measures to push back against the nation’s unchallenged coercive 

methods in the economic sphere.68 This is paramount as Australia and its Western allies 

struggle to build regional resilience in the Indo-Pacific and offer states an alternative to 

China’s emerging economic pre-eminence.  

 

Conclusion 

Australia is in an increasingly changing world in which the advent of globalization and 

technological advancements have rendered the way we traditionally view the world obsolete. 

In this new world, threats in the traditional sense, such as military and ideological dangers, 

are rivaled by other issues, such as those that are economic. As the nature of these threats 

evolves, Australia and its allies must evolve along with them. Although AUKUS is a step in the 

right direction, Australia’s efforts cannot stop there. Peering into the future, peace and 

stability in the Indo-Pacific depend on how Australia and the United States approach the 
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region, the challenge of managing risks and balancing opportunities whilst remaining ahead of 

evolving threats becoming ever more important as the world moves forward.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix A – Detailed information on Chinese economic and diplomatic coercion 
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