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Abstract: 

Aware that dynamics in the Indo-Pacific will ultimately impact global geopolitics, countries 

in the region have sought to implement a different strategic approach to address the 

challenge posed by the possibility of the Asian giant becoming the regional hegemonic 

power. An increasingly assertive China has promoted the strengthening of ties among 

allies, establishing new minilateral cooperation frameworks that link them more closely in 

defense and security, creating a turning point in the geopolitical activity of the area. 

A more dynamic geopolitics during the second Trump administration could, however, 

prompt the alliances and defense strategies developed with Japan, the Philippines, and 

Australia to undergo a complex re-evaluation, sidelining the vulnerability posed to the 

Indo-Pacific by China's diplomatic advances in the region. 
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Strategic Minilateralism: A Mechanism for Taking Action 

Geopolitical dynamics are accelerating towards a rapid transition, and while economic 

and commercial momentum defined the dynamism of the Indo-Pacific during 2022, two 

years later it was the strengthening of defense ties that marked the strategic agenda 

among allies. In 2022, the turning point in economic and commercial integration among 

Asian countries began with the entry into force of the Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership (RCEP) 1, the world's largest free trade agreement led by China. This regional 

commercial multilateralism prompted a reaction from Washington, which launched the 

Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity (IPEF)2 to counterbalance the dominant 

role that China is capable of exercising in digital and energy supply chains through the 

RCEP. With the consolidation of regional economic integration, the strategic priority 

shifted two years later to focus on fostering cooperation environments in security and 

defense. 

In recent years, China's intense diplomatic activity in the region, Beijing’s determination 

to control maritime activity driven by the Chinese Coast Guard3, and the signing of 

agreements that facilitate China's military presence in the Solomon Islands and4 the Cook 

Islands5 have been new exponents of a transitioning geopolitics that is marking the course 

of increasing tension in the Pacific. Unlike commercial multilateralism, where the benefit 

of belonging to a commercial bloc is greater than the sum of the capabilities of each part, 

minilateralism has emerged as a response to take action in defense and security 

cooperation, transforming traditional bilateral collaboration with Washington from a hub-

and-spoke approach, into privileged schemes based on shared interests among a small 

group of countries. 

                                                            
1 International Institute for Sustainable Development, RCEP Ratification Will See World’s Biggest Trade Deal Become 
Reality in January, IISD, November 2021, https://www.iisd.org/articles/rcep-ratification-trade-deal  
2 U.S. Department of Commerce, Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity, USDOC, 
https://www.commerce.gov/ipef  
3 RFA. Tracking China’s Assertiveness At Sea Over The Decades, Eurasia Review, May 2022, 
https://www.eurasiareview.com/19052022-tracking-chinas-assertiveness-at-sea-over-the-decades/  
4 KABUTAULAKA, Tarcisius, China-Solomon Islands Security Agreement and Competition for Influence in Oceania, 
Georgetown Journal of International Affairs (SFS), December 2022, https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/12/02/china-
solomon-islands-security-agreement-and-competition-for-influence-in-oceania/  
5 Reuters, Cook Islands signs partnership deal with China, February 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-
pacific/cook-islands-says-comprehensive-strategic-partnership-deal-signed-with-china-2025-02-15/  

https://www.iisd.org/articles/rcep-ratification-trade-deal
https://www.commerce.gov/ipef
https://www.eurasiareview.com/19052022-tracking-chinas-assertiveness-at-sea-over-the-decades/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/12/02/china-solomon-islands-security-agreement-and-competition-for-influence-in-oceania/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/12/02/china-solomon-islands-security-agreement-and-competition-for-influence-in-oceania/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/cook-islands-says-comprehensive-strategic-partnership-deal-signed-with-china-2025-02-15/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/cook-islands-says-comprehensive-strategic-partnership-deal-signed-with-china-2025-02-15/
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The adoption of a proactive approach to defense and security through minilateralism 

emerged as a prominent trend in the Indo-Pacific region during 2024. This strategy 

entailed the integration of capabilities and unique singularities that each partner 

contributes with their privileged geographical location. Consequently, it is about 

cooperating jointly to maintain the status quo and to develop a new security and defense 

architecture in the Indo-Pacific. 

 

Japan, the Philippines, and Australia in a Minilateral Deterrence Network 

The succession of wars in Ukraine and Gaza in a short period has once again diverted 

Washington's attention from the Indo-Pacific region. A strategic agenda forced to be 

postponed despite the signing of the AUKUS6 strategic defense alliance between three 

Anglosphere countries in September 2021, representing the acronyms of the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and Australia, further heightened geopolitical tension in the 

region. 

Since then, countries with mutual interests have fostered closer ties within a bloc strategy, 

seeking to consolidate alliances among those who share a common vision of promoting 

deterrence against China. This is primarily due to the difficulty faced by these countries 

in implementing their own strategic defense and security capabilities against the threat 

posed by China. 

AUKUS is pivotal strategic initiative for Australia. The program is set to provide the nation 

with nuclear-powered submarines, a move designed to counter the growing threat posed 

by China's increased diplomatic deployment in the South Pacific region. Nevertheless, 

the prospect that Australia will not possess greater deterrence and defense capability 

until the 2030s has resulted in a strategic advantage that favor China's geopolitical 

hegemony. In April 20227, the Asian giant signed a security agreement with the Solomon 

Islands as an immediate response to AUKUS that established the country as a significant 

                                                            
6 U.S. Department of Defense, AUKUS: The Trilateral Security Partnership Between Australia, U.K. and U.S., USDOD, 
2021, https://www.defense.gov/Spotlights/AUKUS/  
7 KABUTAULAKA, Tarcisius, China-Solomon Islands Security Agreement and Competition for Influence in Oceania, 
Georgetown Journal of International Affairs (SFS), December 2022, https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/12/02/china-
solomon-islands-security-agreement-and-competition-for-influence-in-oceania/  

https://www.defense.gov/Spotlights/AUKUS/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/12/02/china-solomon-islands-security-agreement-and-competition-for-influence-in-oceania/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/12/02/china-solomon-islands-security-agreement-and-competition-for-influence-in-oceania/
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geopolitical defense and security player throughout the South Pacific from the moment of 

signing. 

These global power balance shifts have not gone unnoticed by the major Indo-Pacific 

powers, which have positioned themselves by strengthening ties among regional partners 

through the creation of minilateral alliances during this time. The Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue, known as QUAD8, comprising the United States, India, Australia, and Japan, 

has observed the changes occurring in the region since its establishment in 2007, 

addressing a wide variety of interests, although defense cooperation was not its founding 

purpose. Consequently, Indo-Pacific allies have sought to develop new dynamics in their 

respective strategy and defense agendas with a view to strengthen cooperation in the 

region. The incorporation of new members into existing bilateral alliances not only 

reinforces the achievement of functional objectives but also brings together the specific 

capabilities that each member contributes to the group. 

Thus, the geostrategic enclave of Australia and Japan in the Pacific, with each nation 

occupying and end of a vast geopolitical chessboard, with Japan’s position at the 

beginning of a strategic entity known as the first island chain, while Australia is at the 

forefront of a unique kaleidoscope of islands that make up the South Pacific area, has led 

their respective strategy and defense agendas to address the challenges of their region. 

However, once the geopolitical chessboard is no longer divided into blocs and begins to 

be addressed from a broader perspective, particularly from the Indo-Pacific viewpoint, the 

search for new alliances that favor interaction with intermediate geostrategic enclaves 

has led to a new and intense stage of cooperation initiatives with other regional 

economies. 

The joint naval exercises9 of the United States, Japan, Australia, and the Philippines in 

areas where there are territorial disputes in the South China Sea are the result of a 

renewed strategic defense scope that has fostered new functional cooperation platforms. 

The area in question covers 3.6 million square kilometers and is rich in energy resources. 

However, it is also the scene of historical territorial disputes among several countries, 

                                                            
8 Center for Strategic and International Studies, Defining the Diamond: The Past, Present, and Future of the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, CSIS Briefs, March 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/defining-diamond-past-
present-and-future-quadrilateral-security-dialogue  
9 JOHNSON, Jesse y BENOZA, Kathleen, Philippines, U.S., Australia and Japan hold joint military drills in disputed 
South China Sea, April 2024, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2024/04/07/japan/politics/japan-australia-philippines-
us-south-china-sea-exercise/ 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/defining-diamond-past-present-and-future-quadrilateral-security-dialogue
https://www.csis.org/analysis/defining-diamond-past-present-and-future-quadrilateral-security-dialogue
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2024/04/07/japan/politics/japan-australia-philippines-us-south-china-sea-exercise/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2024/04/07/japan/politics/japan-australia-philippines-us-south-china-sea-exercise/
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including Brunei, China, Indonesia, Malaysia, Taiwan, the Philippines, and Vietnam. 

Therefore, the determination shown by the Asian giant in recent years has increased 

tension, as China is trying to assert its claims to several important strategic enclaves 

against other countries. 

The Philippines has witnessed an escalation in geopolitical tension within its physical 

boundaries in recent years, with new leadership following the arrival of Ferdinand Marcos 

Jr. to the government, bringing a more active approach to developing defense and 

security strategies with its neighbors in the Pacific. This new stage is a response to the 

intensifying association networks build by the Philippines, which, in addition to the 

cooperation it maintains with Australia through the Reciprocal Access Agreement (RAA), 

has resulted in a new and historic RAA with Japan in July 202410, thus configuring the 

best security platform to build confidence between armed forces through the development 

of joint military maneuvers and the sharing of combat strategies. 

For Japan, it represents the first defense pact with a Southeast Asian state, which implies 

incorporating the South China Sea into its cooperation scope, unlike the RAAs it 

maintains with Australia11 and the United Kingdom12 since 2022 and 2023 respectively, 

which broadly address Indo-Pacific strategic cooperation. This type of defense 

collaboration also represents a significant enhancement in bilateral relations between the 

two countries, marking a historic milestone by evolving towards deeper reconciliation, 

leaving behind a wartime history of occupation. 

With the strengthening of security ties on minilateral platforms in mind, the Philippines 

has also signed a collaboration agreement with Japan and the United States13. This 

agreement encompasses the establishment of a joint framework for cooperation in 

cyberdefense, with the aim of safeguarding their respective government agencies. 

Internally known as JAROPUS, an acronym for Japan, the Philippines, and the United 

                                                            
10 GOMEZ, Jim, Japan and Philippines agree to deepen defense ties due to their mutual alarm over Chinese 
aggression, AP News, February 2025, https://apnews.com/article/philippines-japan-defense-alliance-
3abcf01f70dbd92f29442b3dad34802a  
11 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, Japan-Australia Reciprocal Access Agreement, January 2022, 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/ocn/au/page4e_001195.html  
12 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, Signing of Japan-UK Reciprocal Access Agreement, January 2023, 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/erp/we/gb/page1e_000556.html  
13 Reuters, US, Japan, Philippines trilateral deal to change dynamic in South China Sea, Marcos says, April 2024, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-japan-philippines-trilateral-deal-change-dynamic-south-china-sea-
marcos-says-2024-04-13/ 

https://apnews.com/article/philippines-japan-defense-alliance-3abcf01f70dbd92f29442b3dad34802a
https://apnews.com/article/philippines-japan-defense-alliance-3abcf01f70dbd92f29442b3dad34802a
https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/ocn/au/page4e_001195.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/erp/we/gb/page1e_000556.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-japan-philippines-trilateral-deal-change-dynamic-south-china-sea-marcos-says-2024-04-13/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-japan-philippines-trilateral-deal-change-dynamic-south-china-sea-marcos-says-2024-04-13/
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States, following the nomenclature of the trilateral pact JAROKUS14, known for the 

agreement signed between the United States, Japan, and South Korea at Camp David in 

August 2023, this cooperation agreement was considered a "change in the dynamics 

around the South China Sea15," according to the Philippine president, precisely because 

of the interest that cyberspace is garnering in modern wars. 

Washington thus expanded the cybersecurity dialogue it already maintained 

independently with Tokyo and Manila, establishing a trilateral platform to promote joint 

military exercises. In line with Biden’s vision that "a great deal of the history of our world 

is going to be written in the Indo-Pacific over the coming years16," the trilateral agreement 

strengthen the regional defense cooperation that Washington and Manila had signed a 

year earlier17. In the agreement, the United States successfully expanded its presence in 

the archipelago to four new military bases (Figure 1), in addition to the five it already had, 

thereby positioning the new U.S. military footprint in close proximity to Taiwan. 

 

                                                            
14 U.S. Department of Defense, Japan, South Korea, U.S. Strengthen Trilateral Cooperation, USDOD, August 2023, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3498451/japan-south-korea-us-strengthen-trilateral-
cooperation/  
15 Reuters, US, Japan, Philippines trilateral deal to change dynamic in South China Sea, Marcos says, April 2023, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-japan-philippines-trilateral-deal-change-dynamic-south-china-sea-
marcos-says-2024-04-13/  
16 The White House, Remarks by President Biden at the U.S.-Pacific Island Country Summit, September 2022, 
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/09/29/remarks-by-president-biden-at-
the-u-s-pacific-island-country-summit/  
17 U.S. Department of Defense, Philippines, U.S. Announce Locations of Four New EDCA Sites, April 2023, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/article/3349257/philippines-us-announce-locations-of-four-new-
edca-sites/ 

https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3498451/japan-south-korea-us-strengthen-trilateral-cooperation/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3498451/japan-south-korea-us-strengthen-trilateral-cooperation/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-japan-philippines-trilateral-deal-change-dynamic-south-china-sea-marcos-says-2024-04-13/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-japan-philippines-trilateral-deal-change-dynamic-south-china-sea-marcos-says-2024-04-13/
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/09/29/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-u-s-pacific-island-country-summit/
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/09/29/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-u-s-pacific-island-country-summit/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/article/3349257/philippines-us-announce-locations-of-four-new-edca-sites/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/article/3349257/philippines-us-announce-locations-of-four-new-edca-sites/
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Figure 1: U.S. Military Footprint in the Philippines. Source: AFP 

 

In conclusion, the agreement resulted in the United States strengthening its position in 

the South China Sea, while the Philippines reinforced its defense and security strategy in 

the face of a potential conflict in the strait. This is due to the fact that if Taiwan were to be 

reunified with China, the Philippines would indeed become China's neighbor, which would 

mean greater pressure on the archipelago. 

 

The Impact of AUKUS on the Geopolitical Decision-Making Chessboard 

AUKUS, in its own right, represents a projection of power in the Indo-Pacific region. While 

the defense agreement with the Solomon Islands poses a threat to Australia's supply 

routes and its military interaction with allied forces, the trilateral alliance would similarly 

have an associated function. Among AUKUS multiple areas of concern is the monitoring 

of China’s energy security, given its potential to disrupt the maritime supply routes of gas 

and oil resources from the Indian Ocean that keep the Chinese economy active in case 

of a potential conflict. 
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Considering the intricate and expansive geopolitical space of the Indo-Pacific region, 

significant discussion has emerged concerning Japan's participation in the AUKUS 

alliance. The implications of this alliance encompass the unification of two pivotal strategic 

enclaves at the ends of the Pacific under a unified defensive and deterrent approach. 

Should it be incorporated, it would be as part of the so-called Pillar II18, focused on the 

joint developing of advanced defense capabilities. This would represent an extension of 

Pillar I19 which includes Australia's acquisition of nuclear-powered submarines 

incorporating British and American technology, potentially resulting in a new acronym, 

JAUKUS. However, the alliance discarded that approach, opting instead to cooperate 

with Japan from a more functional scheme, considering its participation only as part of 

improving the interoperability of maritime autonomous systems. 

Consequently, AUKUS avoided incorporating any additional red tape into decision-

making processes, instead opting for the implementation of areas of collaboration with 

other allies, albeit not as full members. In line with the outlined plan by the alliance in 

London in September 202420 — the first meeting held outside the United States since the 

security agreement was signed in September 2021— Canada, New Zealand, and South 

Korea could also have the potential to join AUKUS. 

However, skepticism21 regarding the potential failure to meet AUKUS schedule goals for 

the 2030s does not favor the projection of power, particularly in the context of an initiative 

aimed at equipping Washington's closest ally with nuclear-powered submarines at the 

crossroads of countries forging security alliances with China in the South Pacific. The 

positive aspect of this development, however, is that the scope of AUKUS is complicating 

China's geopolitical calculations. In this new scenario, Beijing would have to consider a 

higher risk of failure when AUKUS becomes active. 

                                                            
18 U.S. Department of Defense, AUKUS Partners Consider Cooperation With Japan, April 2024, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3734336/aukus-partners-consider-cooperation-with-japan/ 
19 U.S. Department of Defense, AUKUS Countries Set Measured Pace for Security Partnership, USDOD, April 2024, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3734934/aukus-countries-set-measured-pace-for-
security-partnership/  
20 Ministry of Defence GOV UK, First ever UK-hosted meeting of AUKUS Defence Ministers as UK-Australia set to 
commence defence treaty negotiations, September 2024, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/first-ever-uk-hosted-
meeting-of-aukus-defence-ministers-as-uk-australia-set-to-commence-defence-treaty-negotiations 
21 TXINIERIS, Sarah y DEWEY, Karl, AUKUS under pressure: the capacity constraints that put a dampener on delivery, 
Security & Defence Plus, January 2023, https://securityanddefenceplus.plusalliance.org/essays/aukus-under-
pressure-the-capacity-constraints-that-put-a-dampener-on-delivery/  

https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3734336/aukus-partners-consider-cooperation-with-japan/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3734934/aukus-countries-set-measured-pace-for-security-partnership/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3734934/aukus-countries-set-measured-pace-for-security-partnership/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/first-ever-uk-hosted-meeting-of-aukus-defence-ministers-as-uk-australia-set-to-commence-defence-treaty-negotiations
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/first-ever-uk-hosted-meeting-of-aukus-defence-ministers-as-uk-australia-set-to-commence-defence-treaty-negotiations
https://securityanddefenceplus.plusalliance.org/essays/aukus-under-pressure-the-capacity-constraints-that-put-a-dampener-on-delivery/
https://securityanddefenceplus.plusalliance.org/essays/aukus-under-pressure-the-capacity-constraints-that-put-a-dampener-on-delivery/
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The greatest uncertainty regarding the future of the trilateral alliance is therefore 

associated with the security and defense policies the occupants of the White House will 

implement in the time remaining until the operational deployment of the initiative. A 

prospective scheme has prompted the parties to seek to consolidate these new dynamics 

of regional minilateral cooperation to transcend presidential changes. 

In considering this evolving scenario, Japan has advanced in developing a renewed 

strategic and defense agenda with a central idea of building a free and open Indo-

Pacific22. This positioning of Japan as a global partner is a shift from its previous focus 

on its immediate geographical perimeter. Therefore, being aware of China's stated 

intention to complete the modernization of its army by 2035, Japan strengthened ties with 

the United Kingdom and Italy23 to cooperate in the manufacture of sixth-generation fighter 

jets, which are to be put into service by 2035. This will be the first time Japan is involved 

in a multilateral fighter jet program creating a joint venture under the framework of the 

Global Combat Air Program (GCAP). This represents a significant milestone in the 

development of minilateral partnerships, despite GCAP lacks the scale of AUKUS, and 

remains focused on defense technology against future threats. 

Aware of facing a decisive decade, Japan has also intensified already active cooperation 

frameworks. This is the case of the Trilateral Strategic Dialogue (TSD) 24, which brings 

together Australia, Japan, and the United States in an association primarily focused on 

the establishment of a collective commitment to regional deterrence. Whilst regarded as 

a low-profile minilateral alliance in comparison to AUKUS, TSD has been successful in 

establishing a cooperative core that has allowed expanding the capabilities and potential 

of U.S.-led alliances, generating a security framework in the Indo-Pacific. 

The TSD has been consolidating as the implementation of activities and cooperation 

areas agreed upon over the last twenty-year history, enhancing the high strategic 

complementarity of all three members. Indeed, the consolidation of the aforementioned 

entity as a strategic one, in conjunction with its commitment to maintaining security, 

                                                            
22 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, New Plan for a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)”, October 2024, 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/page25e_000278.html  
23 KINGTON, Tom, Trilateral joint venture to manage GCAP warplane work from London, Defense News, December 
2024, https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2024/12/13/trilateral-joint-venture-to-manage-gcap-warplane-
work-from-london/ 
24 U.S. Department of Defense, RELEASE: United States-Japan-Australia Trilateral Defense Ministers' Meeting 
(TDMM) 2024 Joint Statement, May 2024, https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3764063/ 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/page25e_000278.html
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2024/12/13/trilateral-joint-venture-to-manage-gcap-warplane-work-from-london/
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2024/12/13/trilateral-joint-venture-to-manage-gcap-warplane-work-from-london/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3764063/
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stability, and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific region, prompted the declaration of their 

"strong opposition to any attempt by the People's Republic of China to unilaterally change 

the status quo by force or coercion in the South and East China Seas" during its recent 

meeting held in Hawaii in May 202425. This declaration serves to reinforce the perspective 

of a decisive decade in the face of China's growing assertiveness. 

Nevertheless, defensive forces do not represent the only point of advancement within the 

scope of minilateral partnerships. The most challenging issue is that of a disruptive AI in 

the military field26, as well as the considerable challenge of incorporating civilian-use AI 

systems into the military domains. While the evolution of generative AI in the business 

processes is impacting how AI is transforming companies and professions, this vital 

technology has not yet experienced that level of development in the military field. Hence, 

collaboration between innovative nations such as the United States and Japan in this 

area can provide some scalability to the use of this technology, whilst favoring 

Australia's27 integration into a field in which its investment remains comparatively limited. 

A further advantage of minilateral platforms is that they engender greater cohesion among 

members, facilitating collaboration in other environments. Consequently, the TSD was in 

favor of Japan cooperating with AUKUS as part of Pillar II in the future, taking into 

consideration Japan's “strengths and its close defense partnerships with all three 

countries28”. Thus, the three allies would be promoting greater combat interoperability and 

the incorporation of Japan into joint training in a process that is expected to unfold over 

time. 

This agreement will enable the presence of the Australian Defence Force and the United 

States Forces in Japan, while also allowing the Japan Self-Defense Forces and the 

                                                            
25 U.S. Department of Defense, Australia-Japan-United States Trilateral Defense Ministers' Meeting November 2024 
Joint Statement, USDOD, November 2024, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3967118/australia-japan-united-states-trilateral-defense-
ministers-meeting-november-202/  
26 PARRA PÉREZ, Águeda, Diplomacia de minerales críticos, la IA desafiante y la batalla por el cambio climático: retos 
globales que marcarán décadas, Panorama Estratégico 2024, Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos (IEEE), 
https://www.defensa.gob.es/documents/2073105/2145603/Diplomacia+de+minerales+cr%C3%ADticos%2C+la+IA+d
esafiante+y+la+batalla+por+el+cambio+clim%C3%A1tico_retos+globales+que+marcar%C3%A1n+d%C3%A9cadas_
DIEEEA60_2024_AGUPAR_Minerales.pdf Date accessed 25.04.2025. 
27 WARREN, Aiden, HUNT, Charles T. y WARREN, Matt, AI Cooperation Between Australia, Japan, and the United 
States, Australian Institute of International Affairs, March 2023, 
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/ai-cooperation-between-australia-japan-and-the-united-
states/  
28 U.S. Department of Defense, AUKUS Partners Consider Cooperation With Japan, USDOD, April 2024, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3734336/aukus-partners-consider-cooperation-with-japan/  

https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3967118/australia-japan-united-states-trilateral-defense-ministers-meeting-november-202/
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https://www.defensa.gob.es/documents/2073105/2145603/Diplomacia+de+minerales+cr%C3%ADticos%2C+la+IA+desafiante+y+la+batalla+por+el+cambio+clim%C3%A1tico_retos+globales+que+marcar%C3%A1n+d%C3%A9cadas_DIEEEA60_2024_AGUPAR_Minerales.pdf
https://www.defensa.gob.es/documents/2073105/2145603/Diplomacia+de+minerales+cr%C3%ADticos%2C+la+IA+desafiante+y+la+batalla+por+el+cambio+clim%C3%A1tico_retos+globales+que+marcar%C3%A1n+d%C3%A9cadas_DIEEEA60_2024_AGUPAR_Minerales.pdf
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United States Forces to participate in cooperative activities in Australia29. Therefore, it is 

a reinforcement of the Reciprocal Access Agreement (RAA) that Japan and Australia 

have maintained since August 2023, with the aim of developing comprehensive 

deterrence relationships among allies. The revitalised defense cooperation resulted in a 

significant milestone in 202430 with joint military exercises being conducted by Western 

and Asian forces. Nevertheless, this has not deterred China from persistently increasing 

its presence in the region. 

Beyond AUKUS, functional collaboration with Japan also extended to the Five Eyes 

intelligence alliance. The United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, and New 

Zealand are the five Anglosphere countries that make up this intelligence alliance and 

have sought to establish an additional tier of operational cooperation with Japan. 

Consequently, Japan became an intelligence-collecting base in the Indo-Pacific region 

due to the need to gather more comprehensive information regarding China’s increasingly 

assertive foreign policy. Despite lacking official membership, a number of nations have 

initiated the establishment of intelligence bases within Japan. Indeed, it has even been 

the first non-member country to host31 one of the alliance's meetings, thereby highlighting 

its strategic relevance in the Indo-Pacific. 

 

The “Zelensky Effect” and Investment in Comprehensive Deterrence Among Allies 

A mere one year after Washington's intense strategic agenda led to the creation of a new 

portfolio of minilateral cooperation environments in the Pacific region, expanding the 

traditional scheme of bilateral defense relations, the “Zelensky effect” generated a 

whirlwind of confusion among Washington's allies from Europe to the Pacific. 

                                                            
29 U.S. Department of Defense, Australia-Japan-United States Trilateral Defense Ministers' Meeting November 2024 
Joint Statement, USDOD, November 2024, 
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3967118/australia-japan-united-states-trilateral-defense-
ministers-meeting-november-202/  
30 International Institute for Strategic Studies, Coming of age? European defence engagement in the Indo-Pacific, 
IISS, May 2024, https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/online-analysis/2024/05/coming-of-age-european-defence-
engagement-in-the-indo-pacific/  
31 DOMÍNGUEZ, Gabriel, Japan hosts Five Eyes group meeting for first time, Japan Times, November 2024, 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2024/11/21/japan/five-eyes-japan-meeting/ 
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The treatment meted on Zelensky during his reception at the White House unleashed a 

series of geopolitical repercussions in Europe32, but also significantly in Asia33. In addition 

to Washington's major Asian partners, who are undergoing a review of the cooperation 

dynamics that have defined the bilateral relationship to date, the smaller Allies in the 

region also strongly sympathized with Ukraine. The meeting between Trump and 

Zelensky, which was replete with awkward moments, prompted significant reflection 

among all countries in the region. The issue under consideration is whether Asian 

countries, akin to Ukraine, might undergo a “Zelensky effect”, whereby they are compelled 

to reflect on the implications of the security assistance received from Washington being 

subject to a rapid and poorly consensual review. This is due to the perception that the 

return on U.S. investment appears to dictate the level of commitment in the bilateral 

security and defense relationship. 

Despite the apparent urgency in Washington to recalibrate its strategic focus towards the 

Indo-Pacific region, the dynamics of strategic relations with the countries within this area 

are undergoing a period of significant re-evaluation. It appears that a “Zelensky effect”, 

characterized by a potential diminution in US defense commitments, may well emerge as 

the defining dynamic of the relationship. At the trilateral summit between the United 

States, Japan, and the Philippines in April 202434, President Biden asserted that the 

defense commitments between the three countries were "ironclad," and that "any attack 

on Philippine aircraft or vessels in the South China Sea will invoke our mutual defense 

treaty." However, none of the parties could foresee the turn taken by the Trump 

administration on the global geopolitical chessboard, where trade balance imbalances 

dictate the approach to defense strategy among partners. 

Geopolitics prevails, and in the era of the second Trump administration, defense 

strategies and the viability of alliances are undergoing a complex re-evaluation. The 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue security alliance was reinforced during the first Trump 

administration, and the White House declared it intention to continue the initiative after 

                                                            
32 The Economist, A disaster in the White House for Volodymyr Zelensky—and for Ukraine, February 2025, 
https://www.economist.com/europe/2025/02/28/a-disaster-in-the-white-house-for-volodymyr-zelensky-and-for-ukraine  
33 DZIEDZIC, Stephen, What the Trump and Zelenskyy fallout means for Australian foreign policy, ABC News, 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-03-04/trump-zelenskyy-fallout-repercussions-australian-foreign-policy/105004636  
34 MAHADZIR, Dzirhan, Biden Affirms ‘Ironclad’ Commitment to Japan, Philippines; China Protests Multilateral Naval 
Drills, USNI News, April 2024, https://news.usni.org/2024/04/12/biden-affirms-ironclad-commitment-to-japan-
philippines-china-protests-multilateral-naval-drills  
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the Biden administration35. Nevertheless, the future of the QUAD might also be subject 

to review in the second Trump administration. Consequently, the joint initiatives 

announced in the areas of cybersecurity, semiconductors, and maritime security agreed 

upon during the last meeting in September 2024 could be voided. 

Maintaining the AUKUS agreement36 in its current form until nuclear-powered submarines 

are available in the 2030s is another major uncertainty posed by the “Zelensky effect”. 

The stance on the Ukraine war has the potential to create tensions between Washington 

and London, while the alliance with Canberra could also face a tariff review to balance 

defense costs using Australia's role in the technological minerals supply chain as a 

counterbalance. 

In his address at the first AUKUS meeting outside the United States, British Defense 

Secretary John Healey asserted37 that the alliance "not only reflects our commitment to 

a secure Indo-Pacific region where international rules are respected, it also sends a very 

strong message that our defense alliance is one that will endure for many decades to 

come." This statement indicates an agreement of intentions that might not be fulfilled if a 

comprehensive defense commitment is not safeguarded among allies. 

In the case of AUKUS, which contemplates a mid-term defense strategy, it might be 

necessary to have a Plan B to guarantee the effectiveness of certain operations while the 

final equipment is available. It is also possible that roadmap review needs to identify new 

approaches where a reduction in Washington's commitment may be considered, once 

the United States has outlined a strategy where is no longer the primary guarantor of 

security and defense if the economic transaction in the bilateral relationship is not 

prioritized. The most significant threat to AUKUS would therefore be endogenous due to 

Trump's geopolitical volatility, thereby leaving unaddressed the vulnerability posed to the 

Indo-Pacific by China's diplomatic advances in the region. 

                                                            
35 STOLBERG, Sheryl Gay, Biden Hosts a Final ‘Quad Summit’ at His Delaware Home, The New York Times, 
September 2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/21/us/politics/biden-quad-summit.html  
36 SIOW, Maria, Will US tariffs sink Australia’s Aukus submarine delivery goals?, South China Morning Post (SCMP), 
April 2025, https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3307109/will-us-tariffs-sink-australias-aukus-submarine-
delivery-goals  
37 U.S. Department of Defense, Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III, Australian Defense Minister Richard Marles, 
and British Defense Secretary John Healey Hold a Joint Press Conference Following the AUKUS Defence Ministerial 
Meeting in London, September 2024, https://www.defense.gov/News/Transcripts/Transcript/Article/3918715/secretary-
of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii-australian-defense-minister-richard-mar/ 
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The comprehensive strategic partnership agreement signed by China with the Cook 

Islands38 in early 2025, which seeks to develop digital connectivity projects, dual-use 

infrastructure, and to provide access to strategic raw material mining on the seabed, is 

clearly aimed at strengthening China's dominance in the region. It is a new geostrategic 

enclave that the Asian giant incorporates into its sphere of influence with an Exclusive 

Economic Zone of nearly 2 million square kilometers. This deal represents a security 

agreement in addition to the one signed by China with the Solomon Islands in March 

2022, challenging and displacing the hegemony of the United States, but also that of 

Australia and New Zealand. 

The US crucial role working to uphold a free Indo-Pacific has been essential to 

maintaining the balance of power in the area. However, the new Trump era, more 

transactional and less geopolitically committed to positive-sum alliances, has led to a 

greater emphasis on the zero-sum transactional approach, not only in the context of 

competition with China but also in the Unites States’ boarder foreign policy. 

 

Conclusions 

The balance of power in the Indo-Pacific region, a complex matter in its own right, has 

been further marked by the competition for regional hegemony between Washington and 

Beijing, as China's assertiveness has grown. While trade agreements have significantly 

shaped bilateral relations for many years, a rapid geopolitics in transition, in which the 

incorporation of security and defense agendas has become decisive in bilateral 

cooperation agreements, has marked a turning point in the balance of power in the region, 

with strong global implications. 

A significant network of Washington-led minilateral agreements with major Asian powers 

during the Biden administration defined the dynamics of the region in the aftermath of the 

Washington-led AUKUS trilateral initiative and China's swift response in reaching a 

defense agreement with the Solomon Islands, becoming key players in this significant 

turning point in the region. 

                                                            
38 GRAHAM-MCLAY, Charlotte, “Cook Islands gives some detail of its China deal that has upset close partner New 
Zealand”, AP News, February 2025, https://apnews.com/article/cook-islands-china-zealand-deal-mining-diplomacy-
2b92bfd15484bdf458039ec945671a67  
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Thus, the year 2024 has witnessed a renewed regional security architecture, more robust, 

deploying a broader strategy and security agenda in comparison to the traditional hub-

and-spokes scheme, where the United States serves as the “hub” and other countries 

function as the “spokes”, within a system of US-led bilateral security alliances. Deterrence 

in the Pacific axis has intensified, becoming a priority, while defense cooperation through 

minilateral partnerships among allies has increased. 

In the context of this scheme, where the strategy and security agenda has been 

prioritized, Australia, Japan, and the Philippines engaged in new functional cooperation 

dynamics, seeking to strengthen mutual trust while conveying a robust message of 

cohesion towards China. The commitment to ensuring freedom of navigation in the region 

was also emphasized in response to China’s growing territorial claims and naval power 

projection in recent years. 

However, following the rise of minilateral cooperation platforms during the Biden 

administration, geopolitics eventually prevailed, and in the era of the second Trump 

administration, defense strategies are undergoing a complicated re-evaluation. Guided 

by Washington's stance on the Ukraine war, the “Zelensky effect” in Washington's foreign 

policy is prompting questions regarding the potential weakening of support for U.S. allies 

in conflict scenarios.  

In consequence, transatlantic and transpacific relations are undergoing the most 

significant transformation in the last eight decades, whilst the People's Republic of China 

continues to pursue its regional and global aspirations, advancing its national security 

strategy, deploying diplomacy, and strengthening its dominance on the geopolitical 

chessboard. 

Washington's geopolitical commitment appears to be waning, with Australia finding itself 

in a position where taking action may become a priority. This could involve implementing 

a Plan B that could ensure achieving AUKUS’s intermediate operational milestones while 

the final equipment is not yet available. This would entail confronting an endogenous 

threat associated with the heightened geopolitical volatility of the second Trump 

administration. 

Japan’s strategic partnership with Washington in the region does not mitigate the 

complexity of its own dilemma. Adapting the bilateral relationship, both to achieve greater 
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commercial symmetry and to define a more balanced relationship in terms of security and 

defense, are crucial areas that Tokyo must address marked by the new geopolitical reality 

of the Trump administration. This shift in dynamics is being strategically leveraged by 

China to advance its diplomatic goals amidst the geopolitical instability in the region. 

It can be concluded that, while greater strategic autonomy in defense may prove to be 

the positive turn of the Trump administration's foreign policy, the feeling that the 

partnership in the Indo-Pacific region is measured by the level of return on investment 

that Washington achieves may end up disrupting the equilibrium in the balance of power. 

Under this new geopolitical context, certain Asian countries may be inclined to identify in 

China a partner that fulfils their economic and commercial development requirement. 

However, it is noteworthy that this potential partnership may extend beyond these 

domains to encompass defense and security as well. 

 

 
 

PhD in International Relations, engineer, and analyst of China's geopolitical and tech 
landscape. Founder and editor-in-chief of ChinaGeoTech and author of "China, las rutas de 

poder." 
@agueda_parra 


	The “Zelensky Effect” and China's Deterrence Projection in Response to Minilateral Defense Agreements
	Abstract:
	How to quote:
	Japan, the Philippines, and Australia in a Minilateral Deterrence Network
	The Impact of AUKUS on the Geopolitical Decision-Making Chessboard

	Conclusions

