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introduction

In early 2022, Global Affairs Canada announced its 

intention to develop a “comprehensive Indo-Pacific 

strategy” to guide Canada’s increased engagement 

in the region. The document will steer Canadian 

efforts to expand its diplomatic footprint in the In-

do-Pacific, contribute to Western efforts to counter 

China’s growing influence, and further key Cana-

dian objectives such as trade diversification and 

expansion, combating climate change, and inter-

national development. 

Experts have long called for the government of 

Canada to develop and implement an official, com-

prehensive strategy for the Indo-Pacific, as many of 

Canada’s allies have already done. Canada faces an 

important set of challenges in the Indo-Pacific, not 

least of which is its strained relationship with Beijing. 

Recent diplomatic tensions are pushing Canada to 

diversify its diplomatic, economic, and security ties in 

the region, and potentially reduce Canada’s reliance 

on China with regard to trade and investment. 

To contextualize Canada’s choices in the Indo-Pa-

cific, this analysis studies the Indo-Pacific strat-

egies of Japan, India, Australia, and the United 

States - the members of the Quadrilateral Secu-

rity Dialogue (QSD or commonly, “the Quad). The 

Quad is an ongoing security discussion that aims 

to promote security in the region and ensure a 

“rules based maritime order in the South and East 

China seas.” It represents one of the most import-

ant strategic and security dialogues in the In-

do-Pacific, and Canada is closely linked with each 

of the members. Canada’s Indo-Pacific strategy 

will undoubtedly be heavily informed by the poli-

cies of Quad members. 

https://www.international.gc.ca/transparency-transparence/assets/pdfs/departmental-plan-plan-ministeriel/gac-2022-23-departmental-plan.pdf
https://www.international.gc.ca/transparency-transparence/assets/pdfs/departmental-plan-plan-ministeriel/gac-2022-23-departmental-plan.pdf
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/article-trudeau-government-advised-to-spend-big-to-diversify-trade-away-from/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/article-trudeau-government-advised-to-spend-big-to-diversify-trade-away-from/
https://www.cgai.ca/canada_and_the_indo_pacific_a_need_for_a_strategic_course
https://www.ctvnews.ca/politics/it-s-going-to-get-worse-former-ambassador-predicts-more-strain-in-canada-china-relationship-1.5361133
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australia

Of the Quad members, Australia shares the great-
est similarities to Canada as a Western middle 
power. Both are English-speaking former British 
colonies with similar histories, culture, population 
sizes, and governments. The key difference, howev-
er, is Australia’s proximity to China and the wider 
Indo-Pacific as compared to Canada. 

Geography forces Australia to prioritize its In-
do-Pacific strategy and, specifically, its ties with 
China more centrally than Canada. On one hand, 
Australia enjoys deep economic ties with China, 
which are of mutual benefit to both sides. On the 
other hand, Australia’s proximity to and reliance on 
China means that the countries could face severe 
consequences as a result of bilateral tension as 
well as tensions between China and US-aligned 
countries generally. As China becomes more 
important to Canada’s geopolitical calculations 
and tensions persist between Ottawa and Beijing, 
Australia serves as an excellent case study for how 
a Western, US allied middle power navigates a 
complex and often tense relationship with China, 
and how that relationship influences Australia’s 
overall Indo-Pacific strategy. 

Australia’s current Indo-Pacific strategy rests on a 
few key pillars: (1) to resist decoupling and instead 
deepen relations with both China and the US in 

order to dilute strategic rivalries, (2) to forge strong 
bi-lateral partnerships with regional democracies, 
and (3) to promote regional multilateralism. 

Australia’s view on the Indo-Pacific region reflects 
an enduring centrality of the US to the Australian 
defence strategy. Australia, along with Japan and 
the Republic of Korea, has long been one of the 
most important partners through which the US has 
brought about its strategic vision for the Indo-Pa-
cific. However, China is Australia’s biggest trading 
partner, despite their differences. As the US-China 
rivalry unfolds, Australia, to a greater extent than 
Canada, is at risk of being caught in an ideological, 
economic, diplomatic, and security crossfire. Near-
ly ten years ago Australia-China relations were 
poised to blossom into friendship and alliance as 
Australia considered teaching Mandarin in schools 
and invited the Chinese President to address their 
parliament. Now, Australia is investing heavily in 
their military, procuring nuclear submarines os-
tensibly to counter a perceived threat from China. 

While Australia’s foreign policy closely follows the 
US they do have its own unique objectives, namely, 
to maintain regional stability in order to avoid the 
consequences of being embroiled in the US-Chi-
na conflict. Therefore, Australia seeks to promote 
multilateral agreements, primarily with regards 

https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/united-states-and-china.html
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to trade, that include both the US and China which 
they hope will help mitigate tensions. Australia’s 
uniquely high interdependence with China makes 
decoupling much more challenging, which partly 
explains their demonstrated preference for deep-
ening engagement with both superpowers to 
promote stability. Another of Australia’s Indo-Pa-
cific strategic cornerstones is its bilateral relations 
with nearby democracies, namely Japan, Indonesia, 
India, and the Republic of Korea to promote “a sta-
ble and prosperous Indo-Pacific”. Lastly, Australia 
sees ASEAN as vitally important to convening the 
region’s strategic forums such as the East Asia 
Summit (EAS) and securing its own future eco-
nomic prosperity. Therefore, Australia’s foreign 
policy is not only pulled by US interest but is aimed 
at supporting a regional order that ensures an 
increasingly prosperous, outwardly-focused, stable 
and resilient Southeast Asia.

diplomacy
2022 marks the 50 years of official Australia-China 
diplomatic ties. As with Canada, Australia’s dip-
lomatic relationship with China has had its ups 
and downs, but has seen a rapid deterioration in 
recent years. Australia has a deep and continuing 
economic relationship with China, character-
ized in particular by strong trade bonds; China is 
Australia’s largest trading partner and Australia 
is a leading source of natural resources for China. 
Decades of implicit concessions to accommodate 
each other’s economic interests and political 
discordances have left China and Australia com-
plexly intertwined. For Australia, providing many 
of the commodities vital to Chinese industry is lu-
crative, but there are growing concerns regarding 
China’s respect of human rights and increasingly 
belligerent behaviour in the Indo-Pacific - right 
on Australia’s geopolitical front door. Beijing’s es-
tablishment of an Air Defence Identification Zone 
in the East China Sea and the arrest and detain-
ment of ethnically Chinese Australian citizens, 
Cheng Lei and Yang Hengjun, in China are recent 
examples of deterioration in China-Australia rela-
tions. On the other hand, China accuses Australia 
of being anti-China and of cultivating a “cold-war 
mentality” by siding with the United Kingdom and 

the United States through the AUKUS, the Quad, 
and other initiatives. Australia’s growing implied 
support toward Taiwan has also contributed to 
antagonizing Beijing.

Thus, China-Australia relations are at their low-
est point in decades, impacting all other aspects 
of the Australia-China relationship and with no 
near-term resolution in sight. Chinese Ministers 
have been banned from meeting or calling their 
Australian counterparts since early 2020, due to 
worsening relations exacerbated by the Australian 
Government’s calls for an international investi-
gation into the origins of COVID-19 in China. Poor 
relations have spilled over into other areas of the 
bilateral relationship, most notably in the econom-
ic domain; China has introduced numerous tariffs 
on key Australian exports to China including; beef, 
barely, wine and coal, which remain in effect today. 
The introduction of diplomatic tensions into a 
traditionally robust economic relationship compli-
cates China-Australia relations considerably. 

economy
Australia first recognized the People’s Republic 
of China in 1972, following the lead of the Unit-
ed States and other Western countries in pivot-
ing from the Republic of China, despite a robust 
relationship with the latter. Since then, ties across 
many areas have increased, including trade, in-
vestment, foreign students and more. Trade be-
tween the two countries has been rising in value 
and volume for decades, peaking in 2019 when 
Australia exported over US$103 billion to China, 
accounting for close to 40% of Australia’s total 
exports that year. Not only is the trade volume mas-
sive, but it has also significantly increased over the 
previous decade, with exports almost tripling in 
value between 2009 and 2019. On the import side, 
Chinese goods and services make up the largest 
portion of Australia’s total imports, amounting 
to US$57 billion representing over 25% of total 
imports. This makes Australia’s relationship with 
China arguably its most important economically, 
putting great pressure on diplomatic relations 
due to China’s outsized ability to disrupt Austra-
lia’s economy. This happened in 2020 following a 

https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/indo-pacific.html#:~:text=We%20are%20both%20pluralist%20democracies,invest%20in%20enhanced%20naval%20capabilities.
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/indo-pacific.html#:~:text=We%20are%20both%20pluralist%20democracies,invest%20in%20enhanced%20naval%20capabilities.
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/working-southeast-asia.html 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/working-southeast-asia.html 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/working-southeast-asia.html 
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/working-southeast-asia.html
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/working-southeast-asia.html
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/working-southeast-asia.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/18/thaw-or-cold-war-will-labor-succeed-in-unfreezing-australia-china-relations
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/18/thaw-or-cold-war-will-labor-succeed-in-unfreezing-australia-china-relations
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/AUS/Year/LTST/Summary
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/AUS/Year/LTST/Summary
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/AUS/Year/LTST/Summary
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/AUS/Year/LTST/Summary
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/dec/14/china-formalises-cut-to-australias-coal-imports-state-media-reports
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diplomatic spat when the introduction of Chinese 
tariffs imposed on key export sectors negatively 
impacted many Australian industries. However, 
The effects of the tariffs were not as significant as 
anticipated since the international trade network 
gave opportunities for Australian exports to find 
other buyers. For example, coal exports to China 
fell to zero in 2021, but exports to other countries 
such as India, Japan and South Korea rose dramat-
ically, some as much as doubled, which altogether 
mitigated the blow from Chinese tariffs. According 
to the Australian Government, the Chinese-im-
posed tariffs reduced coal exports to China by 
AU$4 billion, but coal exports elsewhere increased 
simultaneously by AU$3.3 billion,  thereby reducing 
the loss to around AU$700 Million. Despite trade 
disputes, exports from Australia to China actually 
rose 72% from July 2020 to July 2021. This situation 
between China and Australia highlights the poten-
tial economic implications of the erosion of diplo-
matic relations with China, as it has clearly shown 
its readiness to use punitive economic measures in 
retaliation for what it perceives as insult or con-
frontation. This also serves as an example of what 
a potential decoupling from China could look like 
for other countries. However, Australia’s position 
with respect to China is unique in magnitude of 
economic linkage, the fact that Australia is one of 
the few countries with a trade surplus with China, 
and that it is a Western country located in the mid-
dle of the Indo-Pacific.

Chinese foreign investment in Australia used to be 
a major source of capital for Australian industries. 
However, investment relations have soured, trend-
ing downward over the past 5 years culminating 
in a  crash in 2021. A study revealed that “outward 
direct investment (ODI) from Chinese firms in 
Australia amounted to US$600 million (AU$808 
million) during the 2021 calendar year, compared 
with US$1.9 billion in 2020”, which represents a 
plunge of more than 70% of Chinese direct invest-
ments just last year.  Prior to this downturn, Hong 
Kong and mainland China respectively ranked fifth 
and sixth largest foreign investors in Australia, 
behind the United States, United Kingdom, Japan, 
and Belgium. However, the 2021 results pushed 

China to number eight. This slump coincided with 
Australia’s new laws concerning inbound foreign 
investment, which imposes more stringent regu-
lation as well as the disclosure of potential foreign 
security interests of any potential investors. While 
these laws are not explicitly targeting Chinese 
investment, Chinese investors could potentially 
face much more scrutiny than those from Western 
countries. Another potential investment avenue for 
China into Australia is the Belt and Road Initiative. 
China signed a memorandum of understanding in 
2018 with the Australian State of Victoria to en-
courage future trade and investment into the state. 
This deal was eventually cancelled by the Feder-
al Government of Australia in 2021 due to rising 
diplomatic tensions between the two countries and 
the previously mentioned trade disputes.

security
Australia is a strong US ally, often firmly siding 
with the US when it comes to disputes with Chi-
na. In 2021 Australia announced its purchase of 
nuclear submarines from the US, which was poorly 
received by China as it cemented Australian and US 
cooperation and enhanced US security interests in 
the region, which China perceives as antithetical to 
its own. This was seen as a statement of intent by 
Australia to firmly place itself in the United State’s 
corner on security in the Pacific region. 

Some Australian politicians have conveyed appre-
hension regarding China’s cybersecurity capabil-
ities and have argued for greater investment in 
Australian defences. Australia banned Huawei from 
its 5G network in 2018, and has maintained that 
position since. In 2020 there were a series of “highly 
coordinated” cyber attacks on Australian businesses 
and government agencies which were suspected to 
have originated in China. Chinese Intelligence has 
even been accused of stealing the building plans for 
the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation’s 
(ASIO) headquarters. ASIO has also investigated 
various allegations of political interference origi-
nating from Chinese operatives. Moreover, there has 
been a push in Australia to reduce Australia-China 
research collaboration. Australia also signed a letter 
condemning the Chinese detention of Uyghurs and 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/dec/14/china-formalises-cut-to-australias-coal-imports-state-media-reports
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/blogs/coal/121621-china-coal-australia-india-japan
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/blogs/coal/121621-china-coal-australia-india-japan
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/11/09/australia-china-decoupling-trade-sanctions-coronavirus-geopolitics/
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/10/28/australias-exports-to-china-are-jumping-despite-their-trade-fight.html
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/11/09/australia-china-decoupling-trade-sanctions-coronavirus-geopolitics/#:~:text=According%20to%20Australian%20Treasury%20estimates,billion)%20of%20new%20markets%20elsewhere.
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/10/28/australias-exports-to-china-are-jumping-despite-their-trade-fight.html
https://www.afr.com/world/asia/chinese-investment-in-australia-plunges-70-per-cent-20220421-p5af59
https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/resources/investment-statistics/statistics-on-who-invests-in-australia
https://www.pwc.com.au/legal/publications/new-foreign-investment-laws.html
https://www.cnn.com/2021/04/22/business/australia-china-belt-and-road-initiative-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-04-21/australia-cancels-state-s-deals-with-china-s-belt-and-road#xj4y7vzkg
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/indo-pacific.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-06/australia-to-unveil-more-nuclear-submarine-plans-within-months
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-06/australia-to-unveil-more-nuclear-submarine-plans-within-months
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-australia-cyber/australia-sees-china-as-main-suspect-in-state-based-cyberattacks-sources-say-idUSKBN23P3T5
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-australia-cyber/australia-sees-china-as-main-suspect-in-state-based-cyberattacks-sources-say-idUSKBN23P3T5
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-10637389/Peter-Dutton-Warns-unprecedented-China-onslaught-Australia-ramps-cyber-capabilities.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-10637389/Peter-Dutton-Warns-unprecedented-China-onslaught-Australia-ramps-cyber-capabilities.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-08-30/covid-origin-probe-calls-australian-government-businesses-universities-hacked
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-08-30/covid-origin-probe-calls-australian-government-businesses-universities-hacked
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-05-29/brandis-briefed-by-asio-on-china-hacking-claims/4719886
https://amp.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/11/more-than-20-ambassadors-condemn-chinas-treatment-of-uighurs-in-xinjiang
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other minority groups, and made public statements 
of complaint about Chinese ships approaching 
Australian ships to observe them during military 
exercises. Another area of potential security com-
plications is the 14 Confucius Institutes in Australia, 
which are under threat of being shuttered by the 
Australian government as part of their push to re-
duce academic collaboration between the two coun-
tries. In addition, accusations and allegations of 
China interfering with Australian politics, through 
espionage, political donations, and pressures on 
Chinese immigrants to Australia, have contributed 
to Australia’s security concerns. 

Overall, Australia illustrates what can happen 
when a country’s relationship with China sours. 
China economic sanctions for diplomatic dis-
agreements which have  pushed Australia towards 
other partnerships and opportunities. This could 
be instructive for Canada, as Australia has shown 
resilience in the face of Chinese imposed penalties 
highlighting other opportunities for diplomatic, 
economic and security partners in the Indo-Pacific 
region. While the recent election of a new majority 
Labor government has shifted the tone of commu-
nication about China in a more positive direction, 
the same issues persist and it remains to be seen if 
this change will help improve relations with China.

https://collegenews.org/australia-to-shut-down-chinese-learning-institutions-due-to-propaganda-suspicion/
https://apnews.com/article/f60823ab8cc74803bb687d25c54824bf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/18/thaw-or-cold-war-will-labor-succeed-in-unfreezing-australia-china-relations
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japan

Japan shares many core values with Canada and 
other members of the Quad partnership, includ-
ing respect for human rights and the promotion 
of democracy and an open market economy 
across the Pacific. However, given its geograph-
ical proximity to China and their longstanding 
disputes in the East China Sea, Japan has unique 
stakes and challenges that shape its diplomatic 
and defense policies. Faced with perceived repeat-
ed threats to its territorial integrity, such as the 
intrusions into Japan’s territorial waters around 
the Senkaku Islands, claimed by China under 
the name “Diaoyu Islands’’, along with Beijing’s 
extensive claims and militarization of islets in 
the South China Sea, Japan’s geopolitical stance 
in the region is driven by security concerns, and 
consequently a need to mitigate risks and address 
perceived overreach from China. Hence, its pri-
ority is to protect the rule of law and freedom of 
navigation in the Indo-Pacific region. The rise of 
China has been at the forefront of Japan’s strategy 
at least since the 2000s and remains at the core of 
its current Indo-Pacific strategy. 

Japan has a long and contentious, often painful, 
history with China. Japan-China relations are 
not only mired with security concerns, as is the 
case across the region, but are marred by histor-
ical and cultural cleavages. China and Japan are 

next-door neighbours yet have some strikingly 
oppositional interests.  China’s rapidly expanding 
military capacity and growing assertiveness on 
territorial claims have  undoubtedly influenced 
Japan’s decision to increase its security spending 
by the current Prime Minister Fumio Kishida. In 
addition, Japan now aims to maintain and expand 
its diplomatic, security, and economic options by 
promoting a favourable regional environment in 
the Indo-Pacific. Thus, Japan’s Indo-Pacific strategy 
ultimately seeks to facilitate a multilateral regional 
order which China cannot easily dominate. 

diplomacy 
Japan ranks as the third largest economy in the 
world, behind only the US and China. Historically, 
China and Japan have had a strained relationship, 
especially during the beginning and middle of the 
twentieth century. For China, the lack of “sufficient” 
acknowledgement of Japanese War Crimes during 
WWII by the Japanese Government, makes Japan 
very unpopular in China. While for Japan, the rapid 
militarization and aggressive territorial claims of 
the Chinese Government make China unpopular 
today. The biggest concern for Japan is the terri-
torial disputes over the claims of the Senkaku is-
lands, or “Diaoyu Islands” as known by the Chinese. 
The chain of uninhabited islands in the East China 
Sea is near important shipping lanes, fishing areas, 

https://www.google.com/search?q=intrusion+into+japan+water&oq=intrusion+into+japan+water&aqs=chrome..69i57j33i160l4j33i15i22i29i30.6911j1j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://warontherocks.com/2019/12/japans-indo-pacific-strategy-shaping-a-hybrid-regional-order/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southkorea-japan-idUSKBN0EY0PR20140623
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as well as large oil reserves. These factors make the 
relationship between China and Japan a compli-
cated political question. Between 2012 and 2020, 
Japan’s relationship with China improved some-
what during the Prime Ministership of Shinzo Abe, 
who cultivated a good personal relationship with 
Chinese President Xi Jinping. These improvements 
included direct communications, more face to face 
high level diplomatic talks, and increased coopera-
tion in certain areas. Although Abe made progress 
during his time in office, efforts to improve rela-
tions between the two countries have stalled since 
Fumio Kishida was elected Prime Minister.

Japan is closely tied to the United States through 
treaties that oblige the US to defend Japan. A close 
US ally,  Japan is considered one of its most im-
portant foreign policy partners in the Indo-Pacific 
region with shared security goals. Under its new 
leadership, Japan has focused on strengthening 
the Quad security dialogue as well as the Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific policy that was established by 
Japan through joint discussions with the United 
States. While there are 4 core members, discus-
sions have also been held with a broader group of 
Asian-Pacific countries about the state of security 
in the region. Most analysts and commentators 
have seen these moves as an attempt to counter 
the rise of Chinese power in the region and pres-
ent a somewhat united front as the most powerful 
democratic powers in the region. 

economy
Despite these tensions, China is Japan’s top trade 
partner, as its greatest source of imports and sec-
ond largest export destination. Japan has negotiat-
ed trade deals with China since 2012, with constant 
ongoing changes made to the various agreements 
between the two countries. Overall, in 2020 Japan 
imported just over US$150 billion worth of goods 
from China, while exporting around US$133 billion 
in goods. This illustrates how Japan’s economy, 
similar to many others around the world, is inter-
dependent with China. While Japan does have a 
trade deficit with China, it is not nearly as large as 
those of other countries. Annual investment from 
China to Japan has hovered around US$500 million 

in recent years, constituting only a small share of 
Japan’s overall incoming foreign investment. There 
are no specific laws guiding Chinese investors, 
and they must follow the same rules as any other 
foreign investors when investing in Japan. Japan 
is also not part of the BRI, but has given permis-
sion for Japanese companies to participate in BRI 
projects if they wish, after several years of being 
non-committal on the issue. In 2019 Japan added 
more sectors including, telecom, integrated circuit-
ry, and mobile phone manufacturing to the laws 
allowing the Government to block foreign invest-
ment in sensitive industries. Japan has also taken 
a strong stance against the possibility of foreign 
industrial espionage and has increased scrutiny 
of students and foreign workers and is also in the 
process of scrutinizing its 14 Confucius Institutes.

Japan’s current indo-pacific strategy leans heavily 
on economic measures to counter China. Its pri-
mary aim is to provide south east asian countries 
with infrastructure financing that constitutes a vi-
able alternative to Chinese BRI investment. On the 
economic front, Japan is trying to displace China 
as the prime regional economic partner in sectors 
such as energy, infrastructure and digital tech-
nology. These economic measures aim to provide 
smaller countries with options that may forestall 
them deepening ties with China and using Chinese 
financing, while also increasing Japans own ener-
gy independence from China and their strategic 
reserves of oil and other core energy products for 
themselves and others in the region. This comple-
ments and is included in the Partnership for Global 
Infrastructure Development, which was largely 
spearheaded by the US to counter China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative. Broadly, these measures aim to 
support Japan’s strategy to establish and maintain 
a transparent rules-based regional multilateralism, 
termed “a free and open Indo-Pacific”, that impedes 
forceful and coercive state to state engagement 
and promotes economic growth and stability. 

security
Although Japan has begun increasing military 
spending, this is not the main thrust of its Indo-Pa-
cific strategy. After WWII, Japan’s military was 

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/2163879/shinzo-abe-and-xi-jinping-pledge-japan-and-china-will-deepen
https://www.policyforum.net/diaoyusenkaku-islands-dispute-identity-versus-territory/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2017/11/14/editorials/momentum-improving-japan-china-relations/#.Wg0eS0qWaUk
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2017/11/14/editorials/momentum-improving-japan-china-relations/#.Wg0eS0qWaUk
https://japantoday.com/category/have-your-say/japan-is-a-partner-nation-of-nato-along-with-south-korea-australia-and-new-zealand.-do-you-think-this-is-a-good-idea
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2022-07-08/shinzo-abe-s-greatest-legacy-is-the-indo-pacific
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2022-07-08/shinzo-abe-s-greatest-legacy-is-the-indo-pacific
https://theconversation.com/the-quad-us-efforts-to-counter-chinas-influence-in-asia-mark-a-new-era-of-micro-alliances-183956
https://theconversation.com/the-quad-us-efforts-to-counter-chinas-influence-in-asia-mark-a-new-era-of-micro-alliances-183956
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/JPN/StartYear/2015/EndYear/2019/TradeFlow/Import/Indicator/MPRT-TRD-VL/Partner/CHN/Product/All-Groups
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/JPN/StartYear/2015/EndYear/2019/TradeFlow/Import/Indicator/MPRT-TRD-VL/Partner/CHN/Product/All-Groups
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/japan-trade-agreements
https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/chn/partner/jpn
https://www.statista.com/statistics/720360/china-outward-fdi-flows-to-japan/#:~:text=Annual%20FDI%20flows%20from%20China%20to%20Japan%202010%2D2020&text=This%20statistic%20shows%20the%20annual,million%20U.S.%20dollars%20in%202020
https://law.asia/overview-of-chinese-investment-in-japan/
https://breakbulk.com/Articles/japans-ambiguous-bri-commitment
https://breakbulk.com/Articles/japans-ambiguous-bri-commitment
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/05/28/business/japan-restrict-foreign-investment-firms/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/05/28/business/japan-restrict-foreign-investment-firms/
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dismantled and the US disallowed them from re-
building it. This, together with the horrors of WWII, 
helped to produce one of the most profoundly an-
ti-military cultures of the world in Japan. However, 
this is now rapidly changing as US ability and com-
mitment to its historic security agreement appear to 
show cracks and as China gains military power and 
regional influence. Although Japan’s constitution 
disallows the maintenance of a military force they 
do have one which they term a “self-defence force”.

Recent government white papers have focused on 
the Chinese territorial claims in the South China 
Sea and other maritime areas, which is a major 
concern to the Japanese on both diplomatic and 
military levels. Japan has massively increased its 
military spending in recent years, which was a 
campaign promise of the current Prime Minis-
ter, Fumio Kishida, during the last election. These 
funds were spent to “acquire missiles, stealth 
fighters, drones and other weapons to deter China’s 
military in the disputed East China Sea.” Ultimately, 
Japans military reaction to China and Indo-Pa-
cific security is playing catch-up compared to its 
more militarily cpaabe allies. However, as the third 
largest economy in the world, a core US ally, and 
an advanced technology industry hub they could 
quickly become a major regional military power. 

Japan-China relations have a long and complicated 
history that makes building trust and partnership 
difficult. While Japan has strong economic ties with 
China, diplomatic and security issues perturb the 
relationship, forcing Japan to hedge against any 
potential worsening in relations with a strong 
partnership with the United States, and the diversifi-
cation of its economy to lessen its reliance on China. 
Ultimately, Japan’s Indo-Pacific strategy compli-
ments, and some may argue is an extension of US 
strategy in the region. However, Japan’s objectives 
are its own: security self-reliance, territorial integ-
rity, economic security, and strong regional multi-
lateralism. Over the coming years, Japan will likely 
seek to compete with China as a provider of eco-
nomic opportunities for smaller countries, keep the 
US invested and involved in the region, and acceler-
ate the development of its own security capabilities.

https://www.cna.org/news/InDepth/2021/07/japans-defense-white-paper-security-concerns-taiwan-strait
https://www.cna.org/news/InDepth/2021/07/japans-defense-white-paper-security-concerns-taiwan-strait
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/07/01/national/election-defense-budget/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/07/01/national/election-defense-budget/
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india

Of the four members of the Quad, India is very 
much the odd one out. It is a developing nation, 
faced with a unique set of economic and social 
challenges to development. India’s population of 
1.38 billion dwarfs that of the United States, Austra-
lia, and Japan combined. Unlike the other members 
of the Quad, India is not a traditional US ally; India 
is a founding member of the Non-Aligned Move-
ment and enjoys long-standing ties with Russia. 
Moreover, India’s relationship with China is unique 
among the Quad. India is the only member of the 
Quad to share a land border with China, which the 
two powers are actively disputing, recently with 
military violence. On the other hand, India and 
China are both members of several organizations 
that do not include the US, Australia, or Japan: the 
BRICS, the G77, and the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization, to name a few.

Taken together, India’s unique position in the world 
shapes an Indo-Pacific strategy that is inextricably 
linked to, but distinct from the strategies of the rest 
of the Quad; India’s vision for the Indo-Pacific does 
not fully align with the interests of the West or with 
China. Thus, its Indo-Pacific strategy is multidimen-
sional, as India finds itself simultaneously cooper-
ating and confronting with both the West and with 
China across various issues. India’s Indo-Pacific 
strategy is also notably multilateral, stemming from 

a tradition of multilateral approaches during the 
Cold War. This can be seen in India’s “Look East” 
policy (and its subsequent evolution into “Act East” 
under Prime Minister Modi), which calls on India to 
engage with Southeast Asia and powers through-
out the Indo-Pacific to present an alternate front in 
response to China’s rise and ambition in the region. 

While China is not the sole concern of India’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy, responding to China’s rise is 
certainly one of its most important calculations. 
The core principles of India’s Indo-Pacific strategy 
are (1) a willingness to accept multidimensionality 
through simultaneous cooperation and confron-
tation, (2) the heavy use of multilateralism both 
within the Indo-Pacific and around the world, (3) 
and a clear focus on responding to China’s rise 
and ambitions to be a regional hegemon. It is a 
relationship that is shaped by deep history, but has 
evolved since the end of the Cold War. 

As two of the world’s oldest civilizations, contact 
between India and China stretches back millen-
nia: including India’s role in both the land and 
maritime routes of the Silk Road, the transmission 
of Buddhism to China, and the voyages of Zheng 
He. As these ancient civilizations became mod-
ern nation-states, however, these exchanges were 
supplanted by diplomacy, trade, and conflict. After 

https://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?handle=hein.journals/glogo17&div=30&g_sent=1&casa_token=&collection=journals
https://www-tandfonline-com.login.ezproxy.library.ualberta.ca/doi/full/10.1080/03068374.2021.1912467
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India’s independence in 1947 and the Proclamation 
of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, relations 
began somewhat optimistically with the Sino-Indi-
an Agreement in 1954. Over the next half-century, 
however, problems quickly crept into India-Chi-
na relations such as: conflicts over Tibet, India’s 
closeness with the USSR after the Sino-Soviet split, 
and border disputes that culminated in the 1962 
Sino-Indian War. This history continues to shape 
a relationship between contemporary India and 
China that is tumultuous and multifaceted. There 
are points of clear tension, most prominently in the 
military and security dimensions of the relation-
ship; the reigniting of border clashes have contrib-
uted to a significant cooling in India-China rela-
tions. Simultaneously, however, China and India 
continue to have a robust economic relationship 
and the two nations periodically find themselves in 
strategic and diplomatic alignment.

The loss of India’s traditional ally in the Soviet 
Union in 1991 marked an important shift in India’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy towards a distinct nervous-
ness about China’s rise and the consequences for 
India’s own aspirations. The “Look East” policy was 
outlined in 1991, which has become a core principle 
for India’s Indo-Pacific strategy. The rise of “Look 
East” is driven by perceptions of Chinese overreach 
into India’s geopolitical “backyard” in South Asia, 
China’s friendliness with Pakistan being of partic-
ular concern, creating significant friction between 
India and China. At the same time, however, India’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy also finds regular points of 
alignment with China, particularly when India is 
not fully aligned with the United States and its allies. 
India’s response, as outlined by “Look East” has been 
to lean heavily on multilateralism to manage the 
various dimensions of its Indo-Pacific strategy and 
its relationship with China; “Look East” emphasized 
relations with Southeast Asia and ASEAN as a way of 
bolstering India’s standing in the region and role as 
a counterweight to China. Under the Modi admin-
istration, this policy has evolved into “Act East,” ex-
panding the scope of India’s Indo-Pacific strategy to 
include enhanced ties with other nations through-
out the Indo-Pacific and fostering deeper economic 
and security cooperation with other nations.

diplomacy
The diplomatic relationship between India and 
China is a complicated one, in large part due to 
numerous historic sticking points between them. 
Some of the primary disputes include: conflict 
over Tibet and India’s continued hosting of Tibetan 
exiles; multiple border disputes, most notably In-
dia’s claim to Chinese-controlled Askai Chin in the 
Kashmir region and China’s claim to large parts of 
the Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh, which have 
led to open military conflict; and China’s support 
of insurgencies in Northeast India. The Sino-Indian 
border dispute in particular has been a diplomat-
ic sore point for both sides, leading to outright 
military conflict on multiple occasions, including 
the current series of clashes that began in 2020. 
The prospect of renewed military conflict along the 
border has significantly reshaped India’s security 
policy towards China.

The India-China relationship is also hampered by 
a third party, Pakistan. The enmity between India 
and Pakistan is well-documented, and China has 
generally favoured the latter. Beijing and Islam-
abad have deep ties dating back decades, with 
China often providing Pakistan economic and 
military aid. Pakistan is a key part of the BRI and 
serves as China’s bridge to the Islamic world. This 
friendliness has left India traditionally wary of 
relations with China.

Concurrent with these significant tensions, how-
ever, are key points of diplomatic cooperation 
between India and China. India and China are 
both members of several organizations such as 
the BRICs, the G77, and the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization. Their membership and leadership 
roles in organizations such as these offer alterna-
tives to Western-led international institutions and 
speaks to how India and China often find them-
selves diplomatically aligned, despite their ten-
sions. This was the case recently at COP26, where 
India and China cooperated to weaken language 
concerning coal reduction. 

https://asiatimes.com/2020/10/behind-chinas-threat-to-support-insurgency-in-india/
https://asiatimes.com/2020/10/behind-chinas-threat-to-support-insurgency-in-india/
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/galwan-valley-clash-timeline-india-china-disengagement-7358554/
https://www.globalvillagespace.com/pakistan-the-bridge-between-oic-and-china/
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/11/14/china-india-will-have-to-explain-themselves-on-coal-cop26-president.html
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The somewhat paradoxical nature of India-China 
diplomacy, deep tensions and open conflict con-
current with contact and cooperation, is a good 
reflection of the multidimensionality of India’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy. India has little intention of 
abandoning its position on the border with China, 
or ignoring China’s overtures to Islamabad, and so 
on. India is willing to align more closely with the 
West through the Quad to counterbalance China. 
Simultaneously, however, India’s position in the 
international order fosters common ground with 
China, and India is willing to diplomatically align 
with China in pursuit of its own self-interest.  

economy
India’s economic ties with China are both an 
important point of engagement and a place of 
increasing confrontation. India has a significant 
economic relationship with China, particularly in 
trade. However, India joins many other nations in 
grappling with the extent to which it is willing to 
allow China into its economy; concerns over trade 
balance, security, and Chinese influence have led 
many in India to call for decoupling and a scal-
ing back of economic ties. If India-China tensions 
continue to grow, these strategic concerns will take 
greater precedence in guiding India’s economic 
relationship with China. 

According to the Indian Ministry of Commerce 
and Industry, India exported US$21.3 billion worth 
of goods to China in 2021 (5% of total exports), and 
imported US$94.2 billion (17% of total imports). 
Chinese investment into India is less developed; 
in 2020, the PRC Ministry of Commerce report-
ed a modest US$205 million in FDI outflows to 
India and US$3.2 billion in total FDI stock. Thus, 
India-China economic ties seem to be primarily 
based on trade, but a significant trade imbalance 
exists in the relationship. 

India must weigh the benefits of economic link-
ages with China against other strategic concerns. 
The first of these strategic concerns is a significant 
trade deficit, which leaves India dependent on 
goods manufactured in China. There are fears that 
Beijing might weaponize exports to India during a 

conflict as blocking India-China trade would affect 
India far more than China, and the Modi adminis-
tration’s “Atmanirbhar Bharat” campaign includes 
a significant push for economic self reliance. 
While there are calls to shift away from a reliance 
on Chinese trade, no significant trade decoupling 
has occurred. On the other hand, India has taken 
direct action against Chinese investment. In April 
2020 India placed restrictions on investment from 
countries with a land border with India, a move 
clearly targeted towards China. While restrictions 
on comparatively small amounts of Chinese invest-
ment shows security concerns are becoming more 
important to policymakers, the lack of significant 
action on trade signals that the economic benefits 
of China are still at the forefront in India. 
India’s relationship with the BRI carries further 
strategic concerns. Despite its importance to the 
historical Silk Road, India is absent from the BRI 
and specifically the 21st Century Maritime Silk 
Road. Despite the economic, investment, and infra-
structure potential of taking part, India views the 
MSRI with significant suspicion. India suspects the 
BRI would violate its sovereignty, serve as a vehicle 
for Chinese interests, and is particularly concerned 
about it being a tool for China to reach into India’s 
geopolitical “backyard” in South Asia and the Indi-
an Ocean.

Although strategic fear of Chinese influence could 
prevent India from deepening economic ties with 
China, which could include joining the BRI, and de-
spite recent flares in tensions that have led to some 
economic decoupling, the country’s economic 
engagement with China continues to be at the core 
of its indo-pacific strategy.  Thus far, the heart of 
the economic relationship, trade, remains largely 
untouched by strategic considerations. 

security
Security concerns are at the forefront of India’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy and its relationship with 
China. India is a regional power in the heart of the 
Indo-Pacific, with clear aspirations to be a global 
power. India’s approach toward security issues 
must be linked to its unique geography. Thus, it is 
in security issues that the more confrontational 

https://tradestat.commerce.gov.in/eidb/default.asp#
https://tradestat.commerce.gov.in/eidb/default.asp#
http://images.mofcom.gov.cn/hzs/202110/20211014083913502.pdf
http://images.mofcom.gov.cn/hzs/202110/20211014083913502.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2022/03/in-trade-china-has-a-sharp-edge-over-india-and-sharp-things-can-be-weaponized/
https://mediaindia.eu/business/trade-deficit-atmanirbhar-bharat/
https://www.pinsentmasons.com/out-law/guides/foreign-direct-investment-india
https://www.pinsentmasons.com/out-law/guides/foreign-direct-investment-india
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09700161.2019.1607030
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09700161.2019.1607030
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elements of India’s Indo-Pacific strategy appear. 
Nonetheless, India’s Indo-Pacific security strategy 
remains multifaceted, frequently using multi-
lateralism to advance its security interests, but 
forges a unique path not fully aligned with any 
other major power. 

India joins the rest of the Quad and the West as a 
whole in being increasingly suspicious of Chinese 
companies and other interests within its territory 
and economy, particularly the high-tech sector. 
Indian authorities banned dozens of Chinese apps 
in 2020 in response to border clashes, including 
many available in the West; on the other hand, 
while India left Chinese companies out of trials for 
its 5G network, it stopped short of a outright ban of 
Chinese companies like some Western countries. 
In this regard, India has shared similar concerns, 
but has not acted fully in concert with the West 
regarding domestic security concerns aboutChina 
- sometimes being harsher, sometimes being more 
lenient when compared with the West. 

India has used its own form of multilateralism to 
counterbalance China in the Indo-Pacific. Indian 
warships are in the South China Sea, backing the 
ASEAN members traditionally favoured by the “Act 
East” policy. India has also quietly upgraded its ties 
with Taiwan, notably sending two members of the 
ruling BJP to Tsai Ing-wen’s inauguration in 2020. 

As important as multilateralism is to India’s In-
do-Pacific security strategy, the explicit military 
engagement of India in the Indo-Pacific is unique 
among the Quad and must be noted. India’s de-
fence chief has called China its “biggest security 
threat,” with China creating pressure on Indian 
security interests on both sides of India’s border. 
In the north, there are India’s borders with often 
unfriendly nuclear powers in Pakistan and China. 
India’s border issues introduce a more explicit 
military dimension to its security compared to the 
rest of the Quad; India is the only nation actively 
engaged in military conflict with China, in the 
form of the most recent border clashes that began 
in 2020. Islamabad’s friendliness with Beijing also 
means that Beijing has a stake in the perennial 

clashes between India and Pakistan. To the south, 
India is increasingly wary of Chinese ambitions in 
the Indian Ocean, which India considers its own 
“backyard.” China has spent considerable time 
courting other nations within the Indian Ocean 
such as Sri Lanka and the Maldives. 

The nature of India’s Indo-Pacific strategy and its 
stance towards China varies from sector to sector 
and by the political headwinds of the day, reflect-
ing India’s willingness to accept multidimension-
ality in its relationship with China. Nonetheless, 
common threads of multilateralism and a need 
to respond to China’s rise run throughout India’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy, whether that be managing 
diplomatic, economic, and security stances to-
wards China and the overall Indo-Pacific.

https://www.cnn.com/2020/12/10/tech/india-china-tech-tensions-intl-hnk/index.html
https://theprint.in/opinion/chinese-firms-left-out-of-5g-trials-in-india-but-modi-govt-played-fair-heres-how/664638/
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/india-deploys-warships-south-china-sea-part-act-east-policy-2021-08-04/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/bjp-mps-praise-taiwan-as-democratic-country-as-president-tsai-ing-wen-begins-new-term/article31635242.ece
https://www.bnnbloomberg.ca/india-defense-chief-says-china-is-the-biggest-security-threat-1.1680756
https://www.bnnbloomberg.ca/india-defense-chief-says-china-is-the-biggest-security-threat-1.1680756
https://www.brookings.edu/research/chinas-indian-ocean-ambitions/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/01/04/india-china-ocean-geopolitics-sri-lanka-maldives-comoros/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/01/04/india-china-ocean-geopolitics-sri-lanka-maldives-comoros/
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usa

The relationship between the US and China, the 
world’s two leading economies, is undoubtedly 
one of if not the most important bilateral relation-
ships of this century. With the emergence of China 
as a leading power in the Indo-Pacific region and 
the declining hegemony of the US, the region’s 
main geopolitical dynamics are shaped by this 
tense relationship and by the two countries’ con-
trasting  strategic objectives. In this context, the 
fear of being outcompeted by China and poten-
tially losing authority in the region appears to be 
the dominant rationale behind the US Indo-Pacific 
strategy and the justification for its “competitive” 
tone toward China.

Historically, the relationship has had complex and 
tumultuous periods, but a turning point occurred 
in the 1980s after China started to liberalize its 
economy and embraced economic ties with the US 
In the last decade, however, relations have been 
impeded by tension and conflict, including a trade 
war initiated during the Presidency of Donald 
Trump. In 2020, relations between the United States 
and China reached their lowest point since nor-
malization a little over four decades ago. Addition-
ally, ongoing disagreements over matters includ-
ing the pandemic, human rights, security, and the 
invasion of Ukraine, are fueling hostilities between 
the two powers and increasing tension in the 

Asia-Pacific region in general. Overall, Sino-Amer-
ican relations are paradoxically characterized by 
both close economic ties and hegemonic rivalry. 
In this respect, the US has expressed a high level 
of concern in the region towards China’s growing 
influence, which they claim is coercive and aggres-
sive. The new US Indo-Pacific Strategy (IPS) has 
thus been presented as a response to counter Chi-
na’s aggressive actions, and keep the Indo-Pacific 
“open, connected, prosperous, secure, and resil-
ient”. This strategy for a “free and open Indo-Pa-
cific” promises support for regional connectivity, 
more trade and investment, and deepening bilater-
al and multilateral partnerships across the region, 
from Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia, to South 
Asia and Oceania, including the Pacific Islands. 
Consequently, in order to grow and sustain Amer-
ican influence and achieve its regional objectives, 
the US strategy includes plans to open new embas-
sies and consulates, provide security assistance to 
partners, and expand the US Coast Guard presence 
in key areas. Unsurprisingly, the main challenge to 
these endeavours remains China’s influence and 
dominance in the region, which the US aims to 
counterbalance through this latest strategy.

Despite the resumption of some diplomatic activity 
between the US and China over the past year, ten-
sions between the two states remain high. While 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-china
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-china
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-china
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-relations-china
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/03/strange-case-americas-indo-pacific-strategies
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/03/strange-case-americas-indo-pacific-strategies
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/11/fact-sheet-indo-pacific-strategy-of-the-united-states/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/02/11/fact-sheet-indo-pacific-strategy-of-the-united-states/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/the-new-us-indo-pacific-strategy/
https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/the-new-us-indo-pacific-strategy/


14

the US is willing to engage diplomatically with Chi-
na on common challenges such as climate change 
and global health crises, it simultaneously aims to 
counter Beijing’s “aggressive and coercive actions” 
by standing up against violations of human rights 
and fundamental freedoms. In Biden and Xi’s vir-
tual meeting in November 2021, the only topic they 
agreed on was climate cooperation. Besides this 
relative bright spot, the summit had no positive 
outcome, and was actually followed by the diplo-
matic boycott of the Beijing Olympics, the addition 
of more Chinese companies to the US trade restric-
tion list, and Congress passing a bill countering 
forced labour abuses in Xinjiang. All in all, the two 
states stand opposed to each other on wide rang of 
issues from security, technology to values and ide-
ology. With no sign of relief of tensions in sight, the 
US currently describes its diplomatic relationship 
with China as one of “strategic competition”. 

economy
US trade with China exploded in the early 2000s 
when China joined the WTO. Commercial exchang-
es between the two countries are now crucial for 
both economies. The US imports more from China 
than from any other country, and China is the third 
largest export market for the US’ goods and ser-
vices as of 2021. Trade between China and the US 
soared by 28.7 percent and amounted to US$755.6 
billion in 2021. The US trade deficit with China re-
mains very high, with the value of US imports from 
China exceeding the exports to China by US$355.3 
billion on yearly average from 2013 to 2021. Chi-
na was the US’ largest trading partner until 2019, 
when it regressed to third place as a result of tar-
iffs and import quotas imposed under the Trump 
presidency, which significantly hindered trade 
and investment between the US and China, and 
disrupted global trade in general. Troubled trade 
relations became even more of a dilemma amidst 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine. Naturally, this ongoing trade war influ-
ences US Indo-Pacific strategy, which aims to build 
China out of the region’s economic and technology 
sectors and prevent it from expanding its influence 
and networks, including the BRI. In fact, the US tri-
lateral arrangement with Japan and Australia was 

prompted, in part, by their interest in counterbal-
ancing China’s financing of major infrastructure 
projects in Southeast Asia under the BRI banner. 
 

security
As China’s already sizable power grows, several 
states involved in the Indo-Pacific fear that it is be-
coming the regional hegemon. Reports frequently 
highlight Chinese advances in military, technology, 
space, and cyber sectors, which allegedly threaten 
US national security. Similarly, claims regarding 
Chinese developments in hypersonic missiles, 
nuclear weapons, and artificial intelligence are 
feeding American apprehension of China which 
translates to a sense of urgency to counter these 
breakthroughs. While the dynamic nature of global 
competition makes it challenging for any country 
to dominate innovation in a particular sector for 
an extended period, the US remains apprehensive 
of being outcompeted by China. 

Whether or not the “China threat” is real and 
warrants such caution from the US, the latest 
American Indo-Pacific strategy is largely based 
on the idea that China’s state-driven protectionist 
policies and practices in the Indo-Pacific directly 
threaten the US economic vitality, and thus the 
need for the US to counter it to preserve its power 
and assets in the region. Reflective of the Unit-
ed States’ continued status as the most powerful 
nation in the world, the American Indo-Pacific 
strategy is incredibly broad and is present within 
every corner of the region. The United States has 
pushed to restore and strengthen its traditional 
security ties with its allies; in particular, the United 
States has displayed its commitment to security 
issues in the region through an increased military 
presence. Beyond its traditional allies, the United 
States has looked to strengthen security collabora-
tions throughout the Indo-Pacific. One of the key 
targets for this engagement is fellow Quad mem-
ber India. As the second-largest nation within the 
Indo-Pacific, a nuclear power, the world’s largest 
democracy, and, as we noted earlier, a rising power 
that is equally nervous about China, India is an 
important piece of the United States’ Indo-Pacific 
strategy. The United States sees India’s potential 
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as a counterweight to China highlighted by the 
numerous security conflicts India and China have 
with one another. Additionally, India’s influence in 
the region can serve as an alternative to China as 
a pivot point within the Indo-Pacific, serving as a 
potential link between, for example, Australia and 
Thailand, as well as between the Middle East and 
Central Asia, and the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 
India is just one example, however, of the Unit-
ed States increasing security engagement in the 
region. Under the Biden Administration, Secretary 
Blinken and his aides have crisscrossed Asia and 
the Indo-Pacific, seeking to engage with the other 
nations of the Indo-Pacific, big or small. Security 
is certainly one of the top priorities for the United 
States during these trips, particularly as China 
grows more assertive of its security priorities 
within the Indo-Pacific. The controversy over the 
Chinese security pact with the Solomon Islands has 
underlined the almost frenetic pace in which the 
United States has worked to build cooperation with 
the other nations of the Indo-Pacific with regards 
to security and military engagement. While the 
US used to bank on a “guns and butter” strategy, 
relying on dollar diplomacy, investing massive 
economic surplus, and imposing its grandiose 
military, it seems like this approach has lost its 
potency, hence the new US Indo-Pacific strategy. 
The new policies are thus more focused on lever-
aging and coordinating the country’s “soft power”, 
such as its diplomatic, economic, information, and 
intellectual resources, to strengthen bonds with 
allies and stand firm against China. That the Quad 
reached consensus on this policy highlights that 
America’s new strategy is already embedding itself 
in the broader politics of the Indo-Pacific.

Among the various sources of US security con-
cerns, the communication sector, namely China’s 
5G expansion and questions of digital infrastruc-
ture ownership and cyber data security, is an area 
of importance in the new American Indo-Pacific 
strategy. In fact, the US perceives the integration 
of Chinese-built 5G networks across the region as 
a significant geopolitical threat, especially given 
Huawei’s close ties with the CCP. Since Chinese 
law requires Chinese companies to cooperate with 

the CCP’s intelligence apparatus as required, US 
officials contend that sensitive information shared 
through Chinese 5G networks could be compro-
mised and mined by Beijing. On that front, US 
strategy aims to “work with partners to advance 
common approaches to critical and emerging 
technologies, the internet, and cyberspace.” Essen-
tially this entails working with allies to reinforce 
communication networks, making them open, 
interoperable, reliable, and with secure internet. 
Through implementing a “framework of respon-
sible behavior in cyberspace and its associated 
norms”, the US’ hopes to ensure informational 
integrity based on consensus and technology stan-
dards shared among values-aligned countries. This 
notably aims to facilitate the productive movement 
of researchers and open access to scientific data 
among US allies. 

The disputed South China Sea is another promi-
nent issue that is emphasized in the US strategy.  
Given the US has important interests in ensuring 
freedom of navigation and securing sea lines of 
communication, as well as a longstanding defense 
treaty with Manila, among others, the US has a 
central role in preventing a military escalation of 
the territorial dispute. On that account, the strategy 
supports a multilateral agreement on a binding 
code of conduct and other confidence-building 
measures to maintain key maritime passages 
open to facilitate trade and the movement of naval 
forces. This position goes against China’s claim, 
and thus puts the US at risk of getting potentially 
involved in a China-Philippines conflict over the 
valuable natural resources at stake, such as mas-
sive natural gas deposits and fishing grounds.
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conclusion

The Indo-Pacific is one of the world’s most strategi-
cally volatile and geopolitically complex regions. As 
such, it has seen significant dynamic shifts in re-
cent years generating policy and academic debate. 
In this context, states with stakes in the region 
have been releasing or updating their Indo-Pacific 
strategies to respond to rising tensions and power 
competition. While Canada recognizes the region’s 
critical importance for its long-term economy and 
security, the country’s forthcoming strategy is still 
in the making. A special Advisory Committee has 
recently been appointed to provide recommen-
dations on this developing Canadian Indo-Pacific 
strategy. Therefore, a review of the Indo-Pacific 
strategies adopted by Australia, Japan, India, and 
the US provide valuable insights on what Canada 
might focus on. Looking at these states’ respective 
strategies reveals current geopolitical trends, in-
cluding strategies against great power competition 
and  increasingly confrontational stances against 
China within the region.

Notably, all states discussed in this report have 
seen their longstanding relationships with China 

deteriorate to various degrees in recent years. 
Although their strong trade ties with the PRC 
have mostly survived, mainly due to economic 
dependence on China, political tensions, driven by 
diplomatic and security issues, are seriously dam-
aging the relationships, and feeding these states’ 
growing desire to counter or decouple from Chi-
na. This is reflected in Australia’s, Japan’s, India’s, 
and the US’ Indo-Pacific strategies. Australia in 
particular has shown that a complete diplomatic 
falling out, followed by drastic economic sanc-
tions by China are in fact survivable and may not 
be the death knell that some fear. Overall, as allies 
in this context, their plans align and express clear 
intentions to counterbalance China’s rise in the 
Indo-Pacific regions.

Altogether, despite taking no clear position or 
official measures, Canada’s middle-power identity 
and national interests suggest that its upcoming 
strategy is likely to include multilateral coopera-
tion and agreements with partner countries that 
are member the Quad, AUKUS and NATO, and join 
the counterbalance movement to China. 
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