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Asia
Jeff Smith, Dean Cheng, Bruce Klingner, and Walter Lohman

Ever since the founding of the American 
Republic, Asia has been a key U.S. area of 

interest for both economic and security rea-
sons. One of the first ships to sail under an 
American flag was the aptly named Empress of 
China, which inaugurated America’s partici-
pation in the lucrative China trade in 1784. In 
the more than 235 years since then, the Unit-
ed States has held to the strategic assumption 
that allowing any single nation to dominate 
Asia would be inimical to American interests. 
Asia is too important a market and too great a 
source of key resources for the United States 
to be denied access. Thus, beginning with U.S. 
Secretary of State John Hay’s “Open Door” 
policy toward China in the 19th century, the 
United States has worked to prevent the rise 
of a regional hegemon in Asia, whether it was 
imperial Japan or the Soviet Union.

In the 21st century, Asia’s importance to 
the United States will continue to grow. Asia 
is a key source of vital natural resources and a 
crucial part of the global value chain in areas 
like electronic components. As of March 2021, 
seven of America’s top 15 trading partners 
were found in Asia:

 l China (third);

 l Japan (fourth);

 l South Korea (sixth);

 l Vietnam (eighth);

 l India (ninth);

 l Taiwan (11th); and

 l Malaysia (14th).1

Disruption in Asia can affect the produc-
tion of goods like cars, aircraft, and computers 
around the world as well as the global financial 
system. The COVID-19 pandemic that origi-
nated in China and swept through the world 
in 2020, for example, has wreaked havoc on 
the global economy, disrupting supply chains 
and defense budgets across the region, and has 
led to the cancellation of several series of mil-
itary exercises.

Asia is of more than just economic concern, 
however. Several of the world’s largest militar-
ies are in Asia, including those of China, India, 
North and South Korea, Pakistan, Russia, and 
Vietnam. The United States also maintains 
a network of treaty alliances and security 
partnerships, as well as a significant military 
presence, in Asia, and five Asian states (China, 
North Korea, India, Pakistan, and Russia) pos-
sess nuclear weapons.

The region is a focus of American security 
concerns both because of the presence of sub-
stantial military forces and because of its lega-
cy of conflict. Both of the two major “hot” wars 
fought by the United States during the Cold 
War (Korea and Vietnam) were fought in Asia. 
Moreover, the Asian security environment 
is unstable. For one thing, the Cold War has 
not ended in Asia. Of the four states divided 
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between Communism and democracy by the 
Cold War, three (China, Korea, and Vietnam) 
are in Asia. Neither the Korean situation nor 
the China–Taiwan situation was resolved de-
spite the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union.

The Cold War itself was an ideological 
conflict layered atop long-standing—and 
still lingering— historical animosities. Asia 
is home to several major territorial dis-
putes, among them:

 l Northern Territories/Southern Kurils 
(Japan and Russia);

 l Senkakus/Diaoyutai/Diaoyu Dao (Japan, 
China, and Taiwan);

 l Dok-do/Takeshima (Korea and Japan);

 l Paracels/Xisha Islands (Vietnam, China, 
and Taiwan);

 l Spratlys/Nansha Islands (China, Tai-
wan, Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia, and the 
Philippines);

 l Kashmir (India and Pakistan); and

 l Aksai Chin and parts of the Indian state of 
Arunachal Pradesh (India and China).

Even the various names applied to the dis-
puted territories reflect fundamental differ-
ences in point of view, as each state uses dif-
ferent names when referring to the disputed 
areas. Similarly, different names are applied 
to the various major bodies of water: for ex-
ample, “East Sea” or “Sea of Japan” and “Yel-
low Sea” or “West Sea.” China and India do 
not even agree on the length of their disputed 
border, with Chinese estimates as low as 2,000 
kilometers and Indian estimates generally in 
the mid-3,000s.

These disputes over names also reflect the 
broader tensions rooted in historical animos-
ities that still scar the region. Most notably, Ja-
pan’s actions leading up to and during World 

War II remain a major source of controversy, 
particularly in China and South Korea where 
debates over issues such as what should be 
incorporated in textbooks and governmental 
statements prevent old wounds from healing. 
Similarly, a Chinese claim that much of the 
Korean Peninsula was once Chinese territory 
aroused reactions in both Koreas. The end of 
the Cold War did little to resolve any of these 
underlying disagreements.

It is in this light and in light of the reluctance 
of many states in the region to align with great 
powers that one should consider the lack of a 
political–security architecture. There is no 
Asian equivalent of NATO despite an ultimately 
failed mid-20th century effort to forge a parallel 
multilateral security architecture through the 
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO). 
Regional security entities like the Five Power 
Defense Arrangement (involving the United 
Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia, 
and Singapore in an “arrangement” rather than 
an alliance) or discussion forums like the ASE-
AN Regional Forum (ARF) and groupings like 
the ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting-Plus 
(ADMM-Plus) have been far weaker. There also 
is no Asian equivalent of the Warsaw Pact.

Instead, Asian security has been marked 
by a combination of bilateral alliances, most-
ly centered on the United States, and indi-
vidual nations’ efforts to maintain their own 
security. In recent years, these core aspects 
of the regional security architecture have 
been supplemented by “minilateral” con-
sultations like the U.S.–Japan–Australia and 
India– Japan– Australia trilaterals and the U.S.–
Japan– Australia–India quadrilateral security 
dialogue popularly known as “the Quad.”

Nor is Asia undergirded by any significant 
economic architecture. Despite substantial 
trade and expanding value chains among the 
various Asian states, as well as with the rest 
of the world, formal economic integration is 
limited. There is no counterpart to the Euro-
pean Union or even to the European Econom-
ic Community, just as there is no parallel with 
the European Coal and Steel Community, the 
precursor to European economic integration.
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The Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) is a far looser agglomeration of dis-
parate states, although they have succeeded in 
expanding economic linkages among them-
selves over the past 50 years through a range 
of economic agreements like the ASEAN Free 
Trade Area (AFTA). Less important to regional 
stability has been the South Asia Association 
of Regional Cooperation (SAARC), which in-
cludes Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. The 
SAARC is largely ineffective, both because of 
the lack of regional economic integration and 
because of the historical rivalry between India 
and Pakistan.

With regard to Asia-wide free trade agree-
ments, the 11 countries remaining in the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) after U.S. 
withdrawal subsequently modified and signed 
it. The Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership—the ASEAN-centric agreement 
that includes China, Japan, South Korea, India, 
Australia, and New Zealand—has gone through 
25 rounds of negotiations. When fully imple-
mented, these agreements will help to remedy 
the lack of regional economic integration.

Important Alliances and 
Bilateral Relations in Asia

The keys to America’s position in the West-
ern Pacific are its alliances with Japan, the 
Republic of Korea (ROK), the Philippines, 
Thailand, and Australia, supplemented by 
very close security relationships with New 
Zealand and Singapore, an emerging strategic 
partnership with India, and evolving relation-
ships with regional partners in Southeast Asia 
like Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia. The U.S. 
also has a robust unofficial relationship with 
Taiwan. In South Asia, American relationships 
with Afghanistan and Pakistan are critical to 
regional peace and security.

The United States also benefits from the in-
teroperability gained from sharing common 
weapons and systems with many of its allies. 
Many nations, for example, have equipped 
their ground forces with M-16/M-4–based in-
fantry weapons and share the same 5.56 mm 

ammunition; they also field F-15 and F-16 
combat aircraft and employ LINK-16 data 
links among their naval forces. Australia, Ja-
pan, and South Korea are partners in produc-
tion of the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter; Australia 
and Japan have already taken delivery of air-
craft, and South Korea is due to take delivery 
soon. Partners like India and Australia operate 
American- made P-8 maritime surveillance air-
craft and C-17 transport aircraft.

Consequently, in the event of conflict, the 
region’s various air, naval, and even land forc-
es would be able to share information in such 
key areas as air defense and maritime domain 
awareness. This advantage is further expanded 
by the constant ongoing range of both bilater-
al and multilateral exercises, which acclimate 
various forces to operating together and famil-
iarize both American and local commanders 
with each other’s standard operating proce-
dures (SOPs), as well as training, tactics, and 
(in some cases) war plans. In addition, “en-
abling” military agreements allow the United 
States and several of its regional partners to 
access each other’s military facilities, share 
intelligence and encrypted communications 
and equipment, and refuel each other’s war-
ships at sea.

While it does not constitute a formal alli-
ance, in November 2017, Australia, Japan, In-
dia, and the U.S. reconstituted the Quad. Offi-
cials from the four countries agreed to meet 
in the quadrilateral format twice a year to 
discuss ways to strengthen strategic coopera-
tion and combat common threats. In 2019, the 
group held its first meeting at the ministerial 
level and added a counterterrorism tabletop 
exercise to its agenda. In 2020, officials from 
the four countries participated in a series of 
conference calls to discuss responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic that also included gov-
ernment representatives from New Zealand, 
South Korea, and Vietnam. In 2021, the lead-
ers of the four nations held a virtual summit, 
marking a new level of interaction.

Japan. The U.S.–Japan defense relation-
ship is the linchpin of America’s network of re-
lations in the Western Pacific. The U.S.–Japan 
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Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security, 
signed in 1960, provides for a deep alliance be-
tween two of the world’s largest economies and 
most sophisticated military establishments. 
Changes in Japanese defense policies are now 
enabling an even greater level of cooperation 
on security issues, both between the two allies 
and with other countries in the region.

Since the end of World War II, Japan’s de-
fense policy has been distinguished by Article 
9 of the Japanese constitution, which states 
in part that “the Japanese people forever re-
nounce war as a sovereign right of the nation 
and the threat or use of force as means of set-
tling international disputes.”2 In effect, this 
article prohibits the use of force by Japan’s 
governments as an instrument of national 
policy. It also has led to several other associ-
ated policies.

One such policy was a prohibition against 
“collective self-defense.” Japan recognized that 
nations have a right to employ their armed 
forces to help other states defend themselves 
(i.e., to engage in collective defensive oper-
ations) but rejected that policy for itself: Ja-
pan would employ its forces only in defense 
of Japan. This changed in 2015. The U.S. and 
Japan revised their defense cooperation guide-
lines, and the Japanese passed legislation that 
enables their military to exercise limited col-
lective self-defense in certain cases involving 
threats to both the U.S. and Japan, as well as in 
multilateral peacekeeping operations.

In recent years, Japan has increased its 
security cooperation with other Indo-Pacific 
democracies. This has included enhancing se-
curity agreements, participating in more mul-
tilateral military exercises, and providing ships 
to Southeast Asian coast guard forces.

Tokyo relies heavily on the United States 
for its security. In particular, it depends on 
the United States to deter both conventional 
and nuclear attacks on the home islands. The 
combination of the pacifist constitution and 
Japan’s past (the atomic bombings of Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki, which ended World War 
II in the Pacific) has forestalled much public 
interest in obtaining an independent nuclear 

deterrent. Similarly, throughout the Cold War, 
Japan relied on America’s conventional and 
nuclear commitment to deter Soviet and Chi-
nese aggression.

As part of its relationship with Japan, the 
United States maintains some 54,000 military 
personnel and another 8,000 Department of 
Defense (DOD) civilian employees in Japan 
under the rubric of U.S. Forces Japan (USFJ).3 
These forces include, among other things, a 
forward- deployed carrier battle group centered 
on the USS Ronald Reagan; an amphibious 
ready group at Sasebo centered on the LHA-6 
America, an aviation-optimized amphibious 
assault ship; and the bulk of the Third Marine 
Expeditionary Force (III MEF) on Okinawa. 
U.S. forces exercise regularly with their Japa-
nese counterparts, and this collaboration has 
expanded in recent years from air and naval 
exercises to include joint amphibious exercises.

The American presence is supported by 
a substantial American defense infrastruc-
ture throughout Japan, including Okinawa. 
These major bases provide key logistical and 
communications support for U.S. operations 
throughout the Western Pacific, cutting trav-
el time substantially compared with deploy-
ments from Hawaii or the West Coast of the 
United States. They also provide key listening 
posts with which to monitor Russian, Chinese, 
and North Korean military operations. This ca-
pability is supplemented by Japan’s growing 
array of space systems, including new recon-
naissance satellites.

The Japanese government “pays roughly $2 
billion per year to defray the cost of stationing 
U.S. military personnel in Japan.”4 These funds 
cover approximately 75 percent of the cost of 
deployed U.S. forces,5 including utility and la-
bor costs at U.S. bases, improvements to U.S. 
facilities in Japan, and the cost of relocating 
training exercises away from populated areas 
in Japan. Japan paid nearly all of the cost of 
new U.S. military facilities at Futenma and 
Iwakuni, as well as a third of the cost of new 
facilities in Guam. Japan purchases 90 percent 
of its weapons and defense systems from the 
United States.6
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During bilateral Special Measures Agree-
ment negotiations, the Trump Administration 
sought a 400 percent increase in Japanese con-
tributions for renumeration above the cost of 
stationing U.S. troops in Japan. In April 2021, 
the Biden Administration signed a one-year 
extension of the existing agreement, freezing 
Japanese contributions at the current level, to 
allow for continued negotiations.

The United States has long sought to ex-
pand Japanese participation in internation-
al security affairs. Japan’s political system, 
grounded in the country’s constitution, legal 
decisions, and popular attitudes, has gener-
ally resisted this effort. Similarly, attempts 
to expand Japan’s range of defense activities, 
especially away from the home islands, have 
often been vehemently opposed by Japan’s 
neighbors, especially China and South Korea, 
because of unresolved differences on issues 
ranging from territorial claims and boundar-
ies to historical grievances, including visits by 
Japanese leaders to the Yasukuni Shrine, a con-
troversial memorial to Japan’s war dead that 
includes some who are deemed war criminals 
for their conduct in World War II. Even with 
the incremental changes allowing for broader 
Japanese defense contributions, these issues 
will doubtless continue to constrain Japan’s 
contributions to the alliance.

These historical issues have been serious 
enough to torpedo efforts to improve defense 
cooperation between Seoul and Tokyo. South 
Korean–Japanese relations took a major down-
turn in 2018 when the South Korean Supreme 
Court ruled that Japanese companies could 
be forced to pay occupation reparations. In 
December 2018, an incident between a South 
Korean naval ship and Japanese air force plane 
further exacerbated tensions. Japan respond-
ed in July 2019 by imposing restrictions on 
exports to South Korea of three chemicals 
that are critical to the production of semicon-
ductors and smartphones.7 Seoul then threat-
ened to withdraw from the bilateral General 
Security of Military Information Agreement 
(GSOMIA), which enables the sharing of clas-
sified intelligence and military information on 

the North Korean nuclear and missile threat. 
The Moon Jae-in administration relented and 
maintained the agreement, but there was pub-
lic criticism of U.S. pressure.

Republic of Korea. The United States and 
the Republic of Korea signed their Mutual De-
fense Treaty in 1953. That treaty codified the 
relationship that had grown from the Korean 
War, when the United States dispatched troops 
to help South Korea defend itself against in-
vasion by Communist North Korea. Since 
then, the two states have forged an enduring 
alliance supplemented by a substantial trade 
and economic relationship that includes a free 
trade agreement.

The U.S. is committed to maintaining 
28,500 troops on the Korean Peninsula. This 
presence is centered mainly on the U.S. 2nd In-
fantry Division, rotating brigade combat teams, 
and a significant number of combat aircraft.

The U.S.–ROK defense relationship in-
volves one of the more integrated and complex 
command-and-control structures. A United 
Nations Command (UNC) established in 1950 
was the basis for the American intervention 
and remained in place after the armistice was 
signed in 1953. UNC has access to a number of 
bases in Japan to support U.N. forces in Korea. 
In concrete terms, however, it oversaw only 
South Korean and American forces as other 
nations’ contributions were gradually with-
drawn or reduced to token elements.

In 1978, operational control of frontline 
South Korean and American military forc-
es passed from UNC to Combined Forces 
Command (CFC). Headed by the American 
Commander of U.S. Forces Korea, who is also 
Commander, U.N. Command, CFC reflects 
an unparalleled degree of U.S.–South Kore-
an military integration. Similarly, the system 
of Korean Augmentees to the United States 
Army (KATUSA), which places South Korean 
soldiers into American units assigned to Korea, 
allows for an atypical degree of tactical-level 
integration and cooperation.

Under current command arrangements for 
the U.S. and ROK militaries, CFC would exer-
cise operational control (OPCON) of all forces 
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on the peninsula in time of war; peacetime con-
trol rests with respective national authorities, 
although the U.S. exercises peacetime OPCON 
over non-U.S., non-ROK forces located on 
the peninsula.

In 2003, South Korean President Roh 
Moo-hyun, as agreed with the U.S., began to 
transfer wartime operational control from 
CFC to South Korean commanders, thereby 
establishing the ROK military as fully inde-
pendent of the United States. This decision 
engendered significant opposition within 
South Korea and raised serious military ques-
tions about the transfer’s impact on unity of 
command. Faced with various North Kore-
an provocations, including a spate of mis-
sile tests as well as attacks on South Korean 
military forces and territory in 2010, Wash-
ington and Seoul agreed in late 2014 to post-
pone wartime OPCON transfer and adopt a 
conditions-based rather than timeline-based 
policy. President Moon Jae-in has advocated 
for an expedited OPCON transition before 
the end of his administration in 2021, but 
critical prerequisite conditions, including 
improvement in South Korean forces and a 
decrease in North Korea’s nuclear program, 
have yet to be met.8

The domestic political constraints under 
which South Korea’s military operates are 
less stringent than those that govern the op-
erations of the Japanese military. South Ko-
rea has fought alongside the United States in 
every conflict since the Korean War. Seoul 
sent 300,000 troops to the Vietnam War, and 
5,000 of its soldiers were killed. At one point, 
it fielded the third-largest troop contingent in 
Iraq after the United States and Britain. It also 
has conducted anti-piracy operations off the 
coast of Somalia and has participated in peace-
keeping operations in Afghanistan, East Timor, 
and elsewhere.

South Korean defense planning remains fo-
cused on North Korea, especially as Pyongyang 
has deployed its forces in ways that optimize a 
southward advance and has carried out several 
penetrations of ROK territory by ship, subma-
rine, commandos, and drones. The sinking of 

the South Korean frigate Cheonan and shell-
ing of Yongpyeong-do in 2010, which together 
killed 48 military personnel, wounded 16, and 
killed two civilians, have only heightened con-
cerns about North Korea.

Over the past several decades, the American 
presence on the peninsula has slowly declined. 
In the early 1970s, President Richard Nixon 
withdrew the 7th Infantry Division, leaving 
only the 2nd Infantry Division on the penin-
sula. Those forces have been positioned farther 
back so that there are now few Americans de-
ployed on the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ).

Traditionally, U.S. military forces have en-
gaged regularly in major exercises with their 
ROK counterparts, including the Key Resolve 
and Foal Eagle series, both of which involved 
the deployment of substantial numbers of forc-
es and were intended partly to deter Pyong-
yang as well as to give U.S. and ROK forces a 
chance to practice operating together. Howev-
er, after the 2018 U.S.–North Korean Summit, 
President Donald Trump announced unilater-
ally that he was cancelling major bilateral mil-
itary exercises because he thought they were 
provocative and expensive.9 This decision was 
made without consulting the DOD, U.S. Forces 
Korea, or allies South Korea and Japan. During 
the next two years, the U.S. and South Korea 
cancelled numerous exercises and imposed 
constraints on additional exercises.

North Korea did not reciprocate with any 
diplomatic gesture or military constraints 
in response to the unilateral U.S. concession. 
The outbreak of COVID-19 in South Korea in 
2020 led to additional curtailment of training 
activity, risking further degradation of allied 
deterrence and defense capabilities.

The ROK government provides substantial 
resources to defray the costs of U.S. Forces Ko-
rea. The bilateral, cost-sharing Special Mea-
sures Agreement has offset the non-personnel 
costs of stationing U.S. forces in South Korea 
since 1991 and is renegotiated every five years. 
In February 2019, South Korea agreed to in-
crease its share of the cost to $924 million, an 
increase of approximately 8 percent. Later in 
2019, President Trump demanded a fivefold 
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increase of $5 billion a year and threatened to 
reduce or remove U.S. forces from South Ko-
rea. In April 2021, the Biden Administration 
signed an agreement accepting an incremen-
tal increase in Seoul’s contribution in line with 
previous agreements, defusing tensions within 
the alliance.

South Korea spends 2.6 percent of its gross 
domestic product (GDP) on defense—more 
than is spent by any European ally. Seoul ab-
sorbs costs not covered in the cost-sharing 
agreement, including paying $10 billion, or 
93 percent, of the cost of constructing Camp 
Humphreys, the largest U.S. base on foreign 
soil. During the past four years, South Korea 
has purchased $13 billion in arms from the 
United States.10

The Philippines. America’s oldest defense 
relationship in Asia is with the Philippines. The 
United States seized the Philippines from the 
Spanish more than a century ago as a result of 
the Spanish–American War and a subsequent 
conflict with Philippine indigenous forces. Un-
like other colonial powers, however, the U.S. 
put in place a mechanism for the Philippines to 
gain its independence, transitioning through a 
period as a commonwealth until the archipela-
go received full independence in 1946. Just as 
important, substantial numbers of Filipinos 
fought alongside the United States against Ja-
pan in World War II, establishing a bond be-
tween the two peoples. Following World War 
II and after assisting the newly independent 
Filipino government against the Communist 
Hukbalahap movement in the 1940s, the Unit-
ed States and the Philippines signed a mutual 
defense treaty (MDT).

For much of the period between 1898 and 
the end of the Cold War, the largest American 
bases in the Pacific were in the Philippines, 
centered on the U.S. Navy base in Subic Bay 
and the complex of airfields that developed 
around Clark Field (later Clark Air Base). 
While the Philippines have never had the abil-
ity to provide substantial financial support for 
the American presence, the unparalleled base 
infrastructure provided replenishment and 
repair facilities and substantially extended 

deployment periods throughout the East 
Asian littoral.

These bases, being reminders of the colonial 
era, were often centers of controversy. In 1991, 
a successor to the Military Bases Agreement 
between the U.S. and the Philippines was sub-
mitted to the Philippine Senate for ratification. 
After a lengthy debate, the Philippines rejected 
the treaty, thereby compelling American with-
drawal from Philippine bases. Given the effects 
of the 1991 eruption of Mount Pinatubo, which 
devastated Clark Air Base and damaged many 
Subic Bay facilities, and the end of the Cold 
War, it was not felt that closure of the bases 
would fundamentally damage America’s pos-
ture in the region.

Moreover, despite the closing of the Amer-
ican bases and consequent slashing of Ameri-
can military assistance, U.S.–Philippine mili-
tary relations remained close, and assistance 
began to increase again after 9/11 as U.S. forces 
supported Philippine efforts to counter Islam-
ic terrorist groups, including the Abu Sayyaf 
Group (ASG), in the South of the archipelago. 
From 2002–2015, the U.S. rotated 500–600 
special operations forces regularly through 
the Philippines to assist in counterterrorism 
operations. That operation, Joint Special Op-
erations Task Force–Philippines (JSOTF–P), 
ended during the first part of 2015.

The U.S. presence in Mindanao continued 
at a reduced level until the Trump Adminis-
tration, alarmed by the terrorist threat there, 
began Operation Pacific Eagle–Philippines 
(OPE-P). The presence of 200–300 American 
advisers proved very valuable to the Philip-
pines in its 2017 battle against Islamist insur-
gents in Marawi,11 and these advisers remain 
there as part of a continuing advise-and-assist 
mission. The operation’s final quarterly report 
describes its activities:

Through ISR support, U.S. forces aim to 
facilitate AFP and Philippines National 
Police (PNP) ground operations in areas 
with high concentrations of terrorist 
targets. This included helping the AFP 
develop six target packages. Of these, 
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the AFP took action against four targets 
on Mindanao and in the Sulu archipelago. 
U.S. military personnel conducted two ad-
vise and assist missions to help clear vio-
lent extremists in western Mindanao this 
quarter, conducted four subject matter 
exchanges, and assisted two local med-
ical staffs with patient assessments and 
transfers, according to U.S. Special Oper-
ations Command–Pacific (SOCPAC).12

This on-the-ground assistance and oth-
er U.S. military activity have continued even 
though the future legal basis for the U.S. pres-
ence is uncertain. The Visiting Forces Agree-
ment (VFA) that serves to operationalize the 
alliance was extended indefinitely in July 2021 
with the retraction of the termination notice 
that President Duterte first issued in Febru-
ary 2000. It had been renewed on a six-month 
rolling basis. The VFA is now on stronger foot-
ing. It remains controversial in the Philippines, 
however, and could re-emerge as a political 
issue. The VFA is an instrument of the MDT. 
It comprises the procedures governing the de-
ployment of U.S. forces and equipment to the 
Philippines. It also governs the application 
of domestic Philippine law to U.S. personnel, 
which is the most substantive part of the VFA 
and historically its most controversial.

The VFA undergirds approximately 280 
U.S.–Philippine annual exercises. If it is ter-
minated as scheduled, the arrangements for 
each of these exercises or groups of exercises 
will have to be negotiated individually. The U.S. 
conducts exercises with militaries throughout 
Southeast Asia on this basis, but not as many 
as it does with the Philippines. The loss of the 
VFA will slow their rate, condition their com-
position, and expose each element to political 
pressures in the Philippines. It will inhibit 
plans to implement base improvement and 
sharing arrangements under the 2014 U.S.–
Philippine Enhanced Defense Cooperation 
Agreement (EDCA), and it will complicate sit-
uations in which the U.S. must respond quickly 
in collaboration with Philippine forces, as in 
the case of Marawi in 2017.

Beyond the insurgency threat, the U.S. gov-
ernment has long made it clear that any attack 
on Philippine government ships or aircraft or 
on the Philippine armed forces—for example, 
by China—would be covered under the MDT 
treaty.13 This makes it incumbent on the U.S., 
consistent with its constitutional procedures, 
to come to the defense of the Philippines. U.S. 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken has made 
this commitment explicit in two separate 
calls with the Philippine Secretary of Foreign 
Affairs.14 Termination of the VFA will make 
this more difficult at a time of increasing Chi-
nese pressure on claims and territories un-
der the jurisdiction of the Philippines in the 
South China Sea.

The history of U.S.–Philippines defense ties 
illustrates both Philippine vulnerability and 
the relationship’s resilience. In fact, the U.S. 
and the Philippines continue to work produc-
tively through political difficulties in their re-
lationship. Termination of the VFA would be a 
setback to that effort, but both the long history 
of U.S.–Philippines collaboration and the vaga-
ries of domestic politics offer hope for a solu-
tion that will continue to facilitate close mil-
itary cooperation between the two countries.

Thailand. The U.S.–Thai security relation-
ship is built on the 1954 Manila Pact, which 
established the now-defunct SEATO, and the 
1962 Thanat–Rusk agreement.15 These were 
supplemented by the 2012 Joint Vision State-
ment for the Thai–U.S. Defense Alliance.16 In 
addition, Thailand gained improved access to 
American arms sales in 2003 when it was des-
ignated a “major, non-NATO ally.”

Thailand’s central location has made it an 
important component of the network of U.S. al-
liances in Asia. During the Vietnam War, Amer-
ican aircraft based in Thailand ranged from 
fighter-bombers and B-52s to reconnaissance 
aircraft. In the first Gulf War and again in the 
Iraq War, some of those same air bases were 
essential for the rapid deployment of Ameri-
can forces to the Persian Gulf. Access to these 
bases remains critical to U.S. global operations.

U.S. and Thai forces exercise together reg-
ularly, most notably in the annual Cobra Gold 
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exercises, initiated in 1982. This builds on a 
partnership that began with the dispatch of 
Thai forces to the Korean War, during which 
more than 1,200 Thai troops died out of some 
6,000 deployed. The Cobra Gold exercise is the 
world’s longest-running international military 
exercise in the world,17 and one of its largest. 
The 39th iteration, conducted in 2020, was the 
biggest to date,18 and involved close to 10,000 
troops from seven countries, including 5,400 
U.S. troops, 64 U.S. aircraft, two U.S. ships, and 
(for the first time) the new F-35B.19

In contrast to the close relations between 
their militaries, U.S.–Thailand political rela-
tions have been strained since 2006. A coup 
that year and another in 2014 limited military- 
to-military relations for more than 10 years. 
This was due partly to standing U.S. law pro-
hibiting assistance to governments that result 
from coups against democratically elected gov-
ernments and partly to policy choices by the 
U.S. government.

The U.S. and Thailand, however, have 
managed to salvage much of their military-
to- military cooperation and now look to nor-
malize relations. This has been made possi-
ble by two developments: first, elections in 
2019 that led to a new civilian government 
and, second, Washington’s new strategic fo-
cus on great-power competition with Chi-
na. As a result, during the Trump Adminis-
tration, the U.S. accepted the flawed Thai 
electoral model as an opportunity to boost 
the relationship. After the new Thai govern-
ment was installed in July 2019, the Trump 
Administration moved forward with at least 
$575 million in new arms sales, including 60 
Stryker armored vehicles (with more to come) 
and four Black Hawk helicopters,20 as well as 
hellfire missiles and other munitions, launch-
ers, and equipment.21

In November 2019, Secretary of Defense 
Mark Esper and Thai Prime Minister/De-
fense Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha signed the 
Joint Vision Statement 2020 for the U.S.–Thai 
Defense Alliance. The new joint statement 
builds on the 2012 version. It is a messaging 
document intended to stress the relevancy of 

the military alliance, the founding documents 
of which can seem anachronistic when read 
alone. There are some indications that the 
Biden Administration may not share this pri-
ority,22 particularly in light of a re-energized 
democracy movement and the government’s 
repression of it.

Geopolitically, amid uncertainty in the U.S. 
disposition, Thailand has been drifting from 
the U.S. and toward China. This process, un-
derway since the end of the Vietnam War, has 
been accelerating partly because of expanding 
economic relations between the two states. Re-
lations, however, are also expanding because 
of the complications in U.S.–Thai relations 
arising from the political situation in Thailand 
and a general difference in threat perception 
concerning China. The U.S. considers China its 
greatest long-term security challenge. Thai-
land has no such concern.

Relations between the Thai and Chinese 
militaries have improved steadily over the 
years. Intelligence officers began formal 
meetings in 1988. Thai and Chinese military 
forces have engaged in joint naval exercises 
since 2005, joint counterterrorism exercises 
since 2007, and joint marine exercises since 
2010 and conducted their first joint air force 
exercises in 2015.23 The Thais conduct more 
bilateral exercises with the Chinese than any 
other military in Southeast Asia.24

The Thais also have been buying Chinese 
military equipment for many years. Purchases 
in recent years have included significant buys 
of battle tanks and armored personnel car-
riers.25 According to the Stockholm Interna-
tional Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), from 
2006–2020, China has been a bigger supplier 
than the U.S., behind only Sweden.26 Among 
its latest purchases, the acquisition of three 
submarines is currently stalled at just one 
by a combination of budget restraints, the 
priority of COVID-19 response, and public 
protest.27 Submarines could be particularly 
critical to Sino–Thai relations because the at-
tendant training and maintenance will require 
a greater Chinese military presence at Thai 
military facilities.
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Australia. Australia is one of America’s 
most important allies in the Asia–Pacific. U.S.– 
Australia security ties date back to World War I 
when U.S. forces fought under Australian com-
mand on the Western Front in Europe, and they 
deepened during World War II when, after Ja-
pan commenced hostilities in the Western Pa-
cific (and despite British promises), Australian 
forces committed to the North Africa campaign 
were not returned to defend the continent. As 
Japanese forces attacked the East Indies and se-
cured Singapore, Australia turned to the United 
States to bolster its defenses, and American and 
Australian forces cooperated closely in the Pa-
cific War. Those ties and America’s role as the 
main external supporter of Australian security 
were codified in the Australia–New Zealand– 
U.S. (ANZUS) pact of 1951.

The U.S. is now into its 10th deployment of 
Marine Rotational Force-Darwin, a set of an-
nual exercises carried out in northern Austra-
lia’s six-month dry season. Having reached its 
intended size of 2,500 Marines, it was scaled 
back in 2020 due to COVID-19 disruptions. 
In 2021, it was back to nearly full force. Ap-
proximately 2,200 Marines took part. Assets 
involved included “a tilt-rotor MV-22 Osprey 
squadron, a detachment of UH-1Y Venom util-
ity and AH-1Z Viper attack helicopters, and a 
detachment of RQ-21A Blackjack drones.”28 
In April 2021, the Australian government an-
nounced plans to upgrade bases and training 
areas used by the U.S. rotational forces.29

The annual Marine rotation goes hand-
in-hand with another recent alliance initia-
tive, the Enhanced Air Cooperation, which 
involves the U.S. Air Force and also operates 
out of northern Australia.30 Both take place 
in the context of a wide range of other com-
bined activity that helps to integrate U.S. and 
Australian forces. These include the massive 
biannual Talisman Sabre exercises, which in-
volved 34,000 American and Australian troops 
in 2019,31 and the presence of “approximately 
580 Defence personnel in the United States, 
spread across 31 states, and the District of Co-
lumbia,” the majority of whom “are embedded 
into the US military.”32

The two nations’ chief defense and foreign 
policy officials meet annually (most recently in 
August 2020) in the Australia–United States 
Ministerial (AUSMIN) process to address 
such issues of mutual concern as security de-
velopments in the Asia–Pacific region, global 
security and development, and bilateral secu-
rity cooperation.33 Australia also has granted 
the United States access to a number of joint 
facilities, including space surveillance facili-
ties at Pine Gap, which has been characterized 
as “arguably the most significant American 
intelligence- gathering facility outside the 
United States,”34 and naval communications 
facilities on the North West Cape of Australia.35

Australia and the United Kingdom are two 
of America’s closest partners in the defense 
industrial sector. In 2010, the United States 
approved Defense Trade Cooperation Treaties 
with Australia and the U.K. that allow for the 
expedited and simplified export or transfer of 
certain defense services and items between the 
U.S. and its two key partners without the need 
for export licenses or other approvals under 
the International Traffic in Arms Regulations. 
This also allows for much greater integration 
among the American, Australian, and British 
defense industrial establishments.36

Singapore. Singapore is America’s closest 
non-ally partner in the Western Pacific. The 
agreements that support the security rela-
tionship are the 2015 U.S.–Singapore Defense 
Cooperation Agreement (DCA), which is an 
update of a similar 2005 agreement, and the 
1990 Memorandum of Understanding Regard-
ing United States Use of Facilities in Singapore, 
which was renewed in 2019 for another 15 
years. Pursuant to these agreements and oth-
er understandings, Singapore hosts U.S. naval 
ships and aircraft as well as the principal lo-
gistics support node for the U.S. Seventh Fleet.

Singapore trains “approximately 1,000 
military personnel in the United States each 
year” on such American-produced equipment 
as F-15SG and F-16C/D fighter aircraft and CH-
47 Chinook and AH-64 Apache helicopters.37 
Along with American allies Australia, Japan, 
and South Korea, Singapore also has ordered 
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and been approved to buy the F-35.38 Like 
others of its assets, the F-35s will be housed at 
training facilities in the U.S.39 and perhaps on 
Guam under an agreement reached in 2019.40

New Zealand. For much of the Cold War, 
U.S. defense ties with New Zealand were sim-
ilar to those between America and Australia. 
In 1986, however, as a result of controversies 
over U.S. Navy employment of nuclear power 
and the possible deployment of U.S. naval ves-
sels with nuclear weapons, the U.S. suspended 
its obligations to New Zealand under the 1951 
ANZUS Treaty.

Defense relations improved in the early 21st 
century as New Zealand committed forces to 
Afghanistan and dispatched an engineering de-
tachment to Iraq. The 2010 Wellington Dec-
laration and 2012 Washington Declaration, 
while not restoring full security ties, allowed 
the two nations to resume high-level defense 
dialogues.41 As part of this warming of rela-
tions, New Zealand rejoined the multination-
al U.S.-led RIMPAC (Rim of the Pacific) naval 
exercise in 2012 and has participated in each 
iteration since then.

In 2013, U.S. Secretary of Defense Chuck 
Hagel and New Zealand Defense Minister Jon-
athan Coleman announced the resumption of 
military-to-military cooperation, and in July 
2016, the U.S. accepted an invitation from New 
Zealand to make a single port call, reportedly 
with no change in U.S. policy to confirm or deny 
the presence of nuclear weapons on the ship.42 
At the time of the visit in November 2016, both 
sides claimed to have satisfied their respec-
tive legal requirements.43 The prime minister 
expressed confidence that the vessel was not 
nuclear-powered and did not possess nuclear 
armaments, and the U.S. neither confirmed nor 
denied this.

The November 2016 visit occurred in a 
unique context, including an international na-
val review and relief response to the Kaikoura 
earthquake. Since then, there have been sever-
al other ship visits by the U.S. Coast Guard, and 
in 2017, New Zealand lent the services of one 
its naval frigates to the U.S. Seventh Fleet fol-
lowing a deadly collision between the destroyer 

USS Fitzgerald and a Philippine container ship 
that killed seven American sailors.

New Zealand is a member of the elite “five 
eyes” intelligence alliance with the U.S., Can-
ada, Australia, and the U.K.

Taiwan. When the United States shifted its 
recognition of the government of China from 
the Republic of China (on Taiwan) to the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC, the mainland), it 
also declared certain commitments concern-
ing the security of Taiwan. These commit-
ments are embodied in the Taiwan Relations 
Act (TRA) and the subsequent “Six Assurances.”

The TRA is an American law, not a treaty. 
Under the TRA, the United States maintains 
programs, transactions, and other relations 
with Taiwan through the American Institute in 
Taiwan (AIT). Except for the Sino–U.S. Mutual 
Defense Treaty, which had governed U.S. secu-
rity relations with Taiwan and was terminated 
by President Jimmy Carter following the shift 
in recognition to the PRC, all other treaties 
and international agreements made between 
the Republic of China and the United States 
remain in force.

Under the TRA, it is the policy of the United 
States “to provide Taiwan with arms of a de-
fensive character.”44 The TRA also states that 
the U.S. “will make available to Taiwan such de-
fense articles and services in such quantity as 
may be necessary to enable Taiwan to maintain 
a sufficient self-defense capability.”45 The U.S. 
has implemented these provisions of the TRA 
through sales of weapons to Taiwan.

The TRA states that it is also U.S. policy “to 
consider any effort to determine the future of 
Taiwan by other than peaceful means, includ-
ing by boycotts or embargoes, a threat to the 
peace and security of the Western Pacific area 
and of grave concern to the United States” and 

“to maintain the capacity of the United States 
to resist any resort to force or other forms of 
coercion that would jeopardize the security, or 
the social or economic system, of the people on 
Taiwan.”46 To this end:

The President is directed to inform the 
Congress promptly of any threat to the 
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security or the social or economic system 
of the people on Taiwan and any dan-
ger to the interests of the United States 
arising therefrom. The President and the 
Congress shall determine, in accordance 
with constitutional processes, appropriate 
action by the United States in response to 
any such danger.47

Supplementing the TRA are the “Six As-
surances” issued by President Ronald Rea-
gan in a secret July 1982 memo, later publicly 
released and the subject of a Senate hearing. 
These assurances were intended to moder-
ate the third Sino–American communiqué, 
itself generally seen as one of the “Three 
Communiqués” that form the foundation of 
U.S.–PRC relations. These assurances of July 
14, 1982, were that:

In negotiating the third Joint Communiqué 
with the PRC, the United States:

1. has not agreed to set a date for ending arms 
sales to Taiwan;

2. has not agreed to hold prior consultations 
with the PRC on arms sales to Taiwan;

3. will not play any mediation role between 
Taipei and Beijing;

4. has not agreed to revise the Taiwan 
Relations Act;

5. has not altered its position regarding sover-
eignty over Taiwan;

6. will not exert pressure on Taiwan to negoti-
ate with the PRC.48

Although the United States sells Taiwan a 
variety of military equipment and sends ob-
servers to its major annual exercises, it does 
not engage in joint exercises with the Taiwan 
armed forces. Some Taiwan military officers, 
however, attend professional military educa-
tion institutions in the United States. There 
also are regular high-level meetings between 

senior U.S. and Taiwan defense officials, both 
uniformed and civilian.

The United States does not maintain any 
bases in Taiwan. However, with the 2018 Tai-
wan Travel Act and successive NDAAs, Con-
gress has sent strong signals of support for 
greater military-to-military interaction. This 
could lead to a significant increase in the num-
ber and/or grade of American military officers 
visiting Taiwan in the coming years.

Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia. On a 
region-wide basis, the U.S. has two major on-
going defense-related initiatives to expand its 
relationships and diversify the geographical 
spread of its forces. The Maritime Security 
Initiative is intended to improve the security 
capacity of U.S. partners, and the Pacific Deter-
rence Initiative (PDI) bolsters America’s mili-
tary presence and makes it more accountable.

Among the most important of the bilateral 
partnerships in this effort, beyond those listed 
above, are Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia. 
None of these relationships is as extensive and 
formal as America’s relationship with Singa-
pore, India, and U.S. treaty allies, but all are of 
growing significance.

Since shortly after the normalization of dip-
lomatic relations between the two countries 
in 1995, the U.S. and Vietnam also have grad-
ually normalized their defense relationship. 
The relationship was codified in 2011 with a 
Memorandum of Understanding Advancing 
Bilateral Defense Cooperation that covers 
five areas of operations, including maritime 
security. In 2015, the MOU was updated with 
the Joint Vision Statement on Defense Coop-
eration, which includes a reference to “coop-
eration in the production of new technologies 
and equipment” and was implemented under a 
three-year 2018–2020 Plan of Action for Unit-
ed States–Viet Nam Defense Cooperation that 
was agreed upon in 2017.49

The most significant development with re-
spect to security ties over the past several years 
has been the relaxation of the ban on sales of 
arms to Vietnam. The U.S. lifted the embargo 
on maritime security–related equipment in 
the fall of 2014 and then ended the embargo 
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on arms sales completely in 2016. The embar-
go had long served as a psychological obstacle 
to Vietnamese cooperation on security issues, 
but lifting it does not necessarily change the 
nature of the articles that are likely to be sold.

Transfers to date have been to the Vietnam-
ese Coast Guard. These include provision under 
the Excess Defense Articles (EDA) program of 
two decommissioned Hamilton-class cutters 
and 24 Metal Shark patrol boats as well as infra-
structure support.50 By 2022, Vietnam is sched-
uled to take delivery of six unmanned Boeing- 
made Scan Eagle aerial vehicles (UAVs) for its 
Coast Guard.51 The U.S. is also providing T-6 tur-
boprop trainer aircraft.52 Agreement has yet to 
be reached with respect to sales of bigger-ticket 
items like refurbished P-3 maritime patrol air-
craft, although they have been discussed.

The Cooperative Humanitarian and Medi-
cal Storage Initiative (CHAMSI) is designed to 
enhance cooperation on humanitarian assis-
tance and disaster relief by, among other things, 
prepositioning related American equipment in 
Da Nang, Vietnam.53 This is a sensitive issue 
for Vietnam and is not often referenced pub-
licly, but it was emphasized during Vietnamese 
Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc’s visit to 
Washington in 2017 and again during Secretary 
of Defense James Mattis’s visit to Vietnam in 
2018. In the same year, Vietnam participated 
in RIMPAC for the first time. In 2020, it did 
not participate in a scaled-down COVID-year 
version of the exercise.54

There have been two high-profile port calls 
to Vietnam since 2018. Early that year, the USS 
Carl Vinson visited Da Nang with its escort 
ships in the first port call by a U.S. aircraft car-
rier since the Vietnam War, and another carri-
er, USS Theodore Roosevelt, visited Da Nang in 
March 2020. These are significant signals from 
Vietnam about its receptivity to partnership 
with the U.S. military—messages underscored 
very subtly in Vietnam’s 2019 Viet Nam Nation-
al Defence white paper.55

Nevertheless, significant limits on the 
U.S.–Vietnam security relationship persist, 
including a Vietnamese defense establish-
ment that is very cautious in its selection of 

defense partners, party-to-party ties between 
the Communist Parties of Vietnam and China, 
and a Vietnamese foreign policy that seeks to 
balance relationships with all major powers. 
The U.S., like others among Vietnam’s securi-
ty partners, remains officially restricted to one 
port call a year, with an additional one to two 
calls on Vietnamese bases being negotiable.

The U.S. and Malaysia, despite occasional 
political differences, “have maintained steady 
defense cooperation since the 1990s.” Exam-
ples of this cooperation include Malaysian as-
sistance in the reconstruction of Afghanistan 
and involvement in anti-piracy operations 

“near the Malacca Strait and…off the Horn of 
Africa” as well as “jungle warfare training at a 
Malaysian facility, bilateral exercises like Kris 
Strike, and multilateral exercises like Cobra 
Gold, which is held in Thailand and involves 
thousands of personnel from several Asian 
countries plus the United States.”56 The U.S. 
has occasionally flown P-3 and/or P-8 patrol 
aircraft out of Malaysian bases in Borneo.

The U.S. relationship with Malaysia was 
strengthened under President Barack Obama 
and continued on a positive trajectory un-
der the Trump Administration. In addition 
to counterterrorism cooperation, the U.S. is 
focused on helping Malaysia to ensure mari-
time domain awareness. In 2020, then-Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for South and 
Southeast Asia Reed B. Werner summarized 
recent U.S. assistance in this area:

[M]aritime domain awareness is import-
ant for Malaysia, given where it sits geo-
graphically. Since 2017, we have provided 
nearly US$200 million (RM853 million) in 
grant assistance to the Malaysian Armed 
Forces to enhance maritime domain 
awareness, and that includes ScanEagle 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV), mar-
itime surveillance upgrades, and long-
range air defence radar.57

The upgrading of its F-18 fleet is the most 
significant U.S. defense program currently un-
derway with Malaysia.58
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The U.S.–Indonesia defense relationship 
was revived in 2005 following a period of es-
trangement caused by American concerns 
about human rights. It now includes regular 
joint exercises, port calls, and sales of weapon-
ry. Because of their impact on the operating en-
vironment in and around Indonesia, as well as 
the setting of priorities in the U.S.– Indonesia 
relationship, the U.S. is also working closely 
with Indonesia’s defense establishment to 
reform Indonesia’s strategic defense plan-
ning processes.

U.S.–Indonesia military cooperation is gov-
erned by two agreements, the 2010 Framework 
Arrangement on Cooperative Activities in the 
Field of Defense and the 2015 Joint Statement 
on Comprehensive Defense Cooperation,59 as 
well as the 2010 Comprehensive Partnership. 
These agreements have encompassed “more 
than 200 bilateral military engagements a 
year” and cooperation in six areas: “maritime 
security and domain awareness; defense pro-
curement and joint research and development; 
peacekeeping operations and training; pro-
fessionalization; HA/DR [High Availability/ 
Disaster Recovery]; and countering transna-
tional threats such as terrorism and piracy.”60

The agreements also frame multiple arms 
transfers. According to the U.S. Department 
of State, “[t]he United States has $1.88 billion 
in active government-to-government sales 
cases with Indonesia under the Foreign Mili-
tary Sales (FMS) system.”61 Perhaps most sig-
nificantly, in 2018, the United States carried 
through on the transfer of 24 refurbished F-16s 
to Indonesia under its EDA program and a sale 
of eight new Apache helicopters. The U.S. gov-
ernment also remains involved in talks with 
Indonesia to fill its need for new fighter jets.62

The U.S. and Indonesia also have signed two 
of the four foundational information-sharing 
agreements that the U.S. maintains with its 
closest partners: the General Security of Mil-
itary Information Agreement (GSOMIA) and 
Communications Interoperability and Secu-
rity Memorandum of Agreement (CISMOA).

Afghanistan. On October 7, 2001, U.S. 
forces invaded Afghanistan in response to 

the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on 
the United States. This marked the beginning 
of Operation Enduring Freedom to combat 
al-Qaeda and its Taliban supporters. The U.S., 
in alliance with the U.K. and the anti-Taliban 
Afghan Northern Alliance forces, ousted the 
Taliban from power in December 2001. Most 
Taliban and al-Qaeda leaders fled across the 
border into Pakistan’s Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas where they regrouped and initiat-
ed an insurgency in Afghanistan in 2003.

In August 2003, NATO joined the war in 
Afghanistan and assumed control of the In-
ternational Security Assistance Force (ISAF). 
In 2011, at the height of the war, there were 
50 troop-contributing nations and nearly 
150,000 NATO and U.S. forces on the ground 
in Afghanistan.

On December 28, 2014, NATO formally 
ended combat operations and relinquished 
responsibility to the Afghan security forces, 
which numbered around 352,000 (includ-
ing army and police).63 After Afghan Presi-
dent Ashraf Ghani signed a bilateral security 
agreement with the U.S. and a Status of Forces 
Agreement with NATO, the international coa-
lition launched Operation Resolute Support to 
train and support Afghan security forces.

In 2018, U.S. Special Envoy Zalmay Khalil-
zad initiated talks with the Taliban in Doha, 
Qatar, in an attempt to find a political solution 
to the conflict and encourage the group to ne-
gotiate with the Afghan government. In Febru-
ary 2020, Ambassador Khalilzad and Taliban 
co-founder and chief negotiator Abdul Ghani 
Baradar signed a tentative peace agreement in 
which the Taliban agreed that it will not allow 
al-Qaeda or any other transnational terrorist 
group to use Afghan soil. It also agreed not to 
attack U.S. forces as long as they provided and 
remained committed to a withdrawal timeline, 
eventually set at May 2021. One of the main ob-
jectives of this interim agreement was to jump-
start intra-Afghan negotiations between the 
Taliban and the Afghan government.

Intra-Afghan talks did take place but were 
hampered by continued Taliban attacks on 
Afghan forces, domestic political turmoil in 



183The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military

 

Afghanistan following the 2019 presidential 
elections, disagreements between the Af-
ghan government and the Taliban regard-
ing prisoner exchanges, and the COVID-19 
global pandemic.

In April 2021, President Joseph Biden an-
nounced that the U.S. would be withdrawing 
its remaining 2,500 soldiers from Afghanistan 
by September 11, 2021, remarking that Ameri-
ca’s “reasons for remaining in Afghanistan are 
becoming increasingly unclear.”64 As the final 
contingent of U.S. forces was leaving Afghan-
istan in August 2021, the Taliban launched 
a rapid offensive across the country, seizing 
provincial capitals and eventually the nation-
al capital, Kabul, in a matter of weeks. Amid 
the Taliban offensive, President Ghani fled the 
country for the UAE and the Afghan security 
forces largely abandoned their posts.65

Having left the Air Force base at Bagram 
weeks earlier, the U.S. and other countries 
were left trying to evacuate their citizens and 
allies from the Kabul International Airport 
as the Taliban assumed control of the capital. 
Amid the chaos, a suicide bombing attack on 
the airport perimeter on August 26 killed 13 
U.S. military personnel and nearly 200 Afghans. 
The local branch of ISIS, IS-K, claimed respon-
sibility for the attack, and the Biden Adminis-
tration subsequently launched drone strikes 
on two IS-K targets.66 The Taliban formed 
a new government in early September com-
prised almost entirely of hardline elements of 
the Talban and Haqqani Network.67

Pakistan. During the early stages of the 
war in Afghanistan, the U.S. and NATO re-
lied heavily on logistical supply lines running 
through Pakistan to resupply anti-Taliban coa-
lition forces. Supplies and fuel were carried on 
transportation routes from the port at Karachi 
to Afghan–Pakistani border crossing points at 
Torkham in the Khyber Pass and Chaman in 
Baluchistan province. For roughly the first de-
cade of the war, approximately 80 percent of 
U.S. and NATO supplies traveled through Pa-
kistani territory. This amount has decreased 
progressively as the U.S. and allied troop pres-
ence has shrunk.

U.S.–Pakistan relations suffered an acrimo-
nious rupture in 2011 when U.S. special forces 
conducted a raid on Osama bin Laden’s hide-
out in Abbottabad not far from facilities run 
by the Pakistani military. In 2017, President 
Donald Trump suspended billions of dollars 
of U.S. military assistance to Pakistan and de-
clared that “[w]e can no longer be silent about 
Pakistan’s safe havens for terrorist organiza-
tions, the Taliban, and other groups that pose 
a threat to the region and beyond.”68

Between 2001 and 2016, Pakistan received 
approximately $30 billion in aid and “re-
imbursements” from the U.S. in the form of 
coalition support funds (CSF) for its mili-
tary deployments and operations along the 
border with Afghanistan. In 2016, reflecting 
a trend of growing congressional resistance 
to military assistance for Pakistan, Congress 
blocked funds for the provision of eight F-16s. 
According to the Congressional Research Ser-
vice (CRS), U.S. aid appropriations and mili-
tary reimbursements have fallen continuously 
since 2013, from $2.60 billion in that year to 
$108 million in 2018. CSF reimbursements 
fell to zero in 2017 and remained at that level 
through 2021.69

Since 2015, U.S. Administrations have re-
fused to certify that Pakistan has met require-
ments to crack down on the Haqqani Network, 
an Afghan terrorist group that resides in north-
ern Pakistan. As the CRS notes, “The NDAA for 
FY2019 revamped the CSF program, authoriz-
ing $350 million to support security enhance-
ment activities along Pakistan’s western bor-
der, subject to certification requirements that 
have not been met to date.”70

In addition to suspending aid, the Trump 
Administration supported both the addition 
of Pakistan to the Financial Action Task Force 
(FATF) “grey list” for failing to fulfill its obli-
gations to prevent the financing of terrorism 
and its designation as a “Countr[y] of Particu-
lar Concern under the International Religious 
Freedom Act of 1998 for having engaged in or 
tolerated ‘systematic, ongoing, [and] egregious 
violations of religious freedom.”71 Pakistan has 
lobbied to be taken off the FATF grey list, and 
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others have argued for moving it to the or-
ganization’s “black list.” In a February 2021 
meeting, the FATF elected to keep Pakistan 
on the grey list, noting that although Pakistan 
has made significant progress in taking action 
against money laundering and the financing of 
terrorism, “serious deficiencies” remained.72

Pakistan has made significant progress in 
combating anti-state extremist groups operat-
ing within its borders. Pakistan has long shel-
tered the Afghan Taliban, Haqqani Network, 
and other allied extremist groups, but in the 
late 2000s and early 2010s, several anti-state 
extremist groups, including the Pakistani Tal-
iban or TTP, began to target Pakistani security 
forces and civilians. As a result, according to 
the South Asia Terrorism Portal, the number 
of terrorism-related incidents within Pakistan 
surged from 150 in 2000 to 2,204 in 2010.73 The 
number of incidents peaked in 2013 at 3,923 
before Pakistan began a series of military op-
erations against these groups in 2014 and fell 
nearly every year thereafter, reaching 319 in 
2020.74 There were some signs in 2021, howev-
er, that the TTP is reconstituting itself.75

Fatalities from terrorism inside Pakistan 
have fallen as well. After peaking in 2009 at 
11,317, there were 506 fatalities from terror-
ism (including civilians, security forces, and 
terrorists) in 2020.76

Pakistan–U.S. relations improved modestly 
from 2018–2021 as Pakistan involved itself as 
a key player in bringing the Afghan Taliban to 
the negotiating table with the Afghan govern-
ment. It remains to be seen how the Biden Ad-
ministration will approach the often troubled 
U.S. relationship with Pakistan.

Pakistan’s Nuclear Weapons Stockpile. 
The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists estimates 
that Pakistan “has a nuclear weapons stockpile 
of 140 to 150 warheads” that could “realistical-
ly grow to 220 to 250 warheads by 2025, if the 
current trend continues.”77 The possibility that 
terrorists could gain effective access to Paki-
stani nuclear weapons is contingent on a com-
plex chain of circumstances. Concern about the 
safety and security of Pakistan’s nuclear weap-
ons increases when India–Pakistan tensions 

increase. If Pakistan were to move its nuclear 
assets or, worse, take steps to mate weapons 
with delivery systems, the likelihood of theft or 
infiltration by terrorists would increase.

Increased reliance on tactical nuclear weap-
ons (TNWs) is of particular concern because 
launch authorities for TNWs are typically del-
egated to lower-tier field commanders far from 
the central authority in Islamabad. Another 
concern is the possibility that miscalculations 
could lead to regional nuclear war if India’s 
leaders were to lose confidence that nuclear 
weapons in Pakistan are under government 
control or, conversely, were to assume that 
they were under Pakistani government control 
after they ceased to be.

There are additional concerns that Islamist 
extremist groups with links to the Pakistan se-
curity establishment could exploit those links 
to gain access to nuclear weapons technology, 
facilities, and/or materials. The realization 
that Osama bin Laden stayed for six years with-
in a half-mile of Pakistan’s premier defense 
academy has fueled concern that al-Qaeda can 
operate relatively freely in parts of Pakistan 
and might eventually gain access to Pakistan’s 
nuclear arsenal. Pakistan’s weapons- grade 
materials were ranked the 20th least secure 
in 2018, with only Iran’s and North Korea’s 
ranking lower.78

There is the additional (though less likely) 
scenario of extremists gaining access through 
a collapse of the state. While Pakistan remains 
unstable because of its weak economy, regu-
lar terrorist attacks, sectarian violence, civil– 
military tensions, and the growing influence of 
religious extremist groups, the Pakistani state is 
not likely to collapse altogether. The country’s 
most powerful institution, the 550,000-strong 
army that has ruled Pakistan for almost half of 
its existence, would almost certainly intervene 
and assume control once again if the political 
situation began to unravel. The potential break-
up of the Pakistani state would have to be pre-
ceded by the disintegration of the army, which 
currently is not plausible.79

Pakistan–India Conflict. India and Pa-
kistan have fought four wars since partition 
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in 1947, including conflicts in 1947, 1965, 1971, 
and 1999. Deadly border skirmishes across the 
Line of Control in Kashmir, a disputed territo-
ry claimed in full by both India and Pakistan, 
are commonplace.

The military and strategic dynamic between 
India and Pakistan has grown more volatile 
since the May 2014 election of Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party (BJP) leader Narendra Modi as India’s 
prime minister. Modi invited Pakistani Prime 
Minister Nawaz Sharif to his swearing-in 
ceremony but then later called off foreign 
secretary–level talks that were scheduled for 
August 2014 to express anger over a Pakistani 
official’s meeting with Kashmiri separatist 
leaders. During the same month, the two sides 
engaged in intense firing and shelling along 
their international border (called the working 
boundary) and across the Line of Control that 
divides Kashmir. A similar escalation in bor-
der tensions occurred again in October 2014 
when a series of firing incidents claimed more 
than a dozen casualties with several dozen 
more injured.80

On December 25, 2015, a meeting did oc-
cur when Modi made an impromptu visit to 
Lahore—the first visit to Pakistan by an In-
dian leader in 12 years—to meet with Sharif. 
The visit created enormous goodwill between 
the two countries and raised hope that official 
dialogue would soon resume. Again, however, 
violence marred the new opening. Six days af-
ter the meeting, militants attacked an Indian 
airbase at Pathankot, killing seven Indian se-
curity personnel.81

As a result, official India–Pakistan dialogue 
remains deadlocked even though the two sides 
are reportedly communicating quietly through 
their foreign secretaries and national securi-
ty advisers. With Prime Minister Modi’s BJP 
sweeping national elections in May 2019 and 
earning him a second term in office, few expect 
any major breakthroughs in the near term. As 
noted, Pakistan continues to harbor terror-
ist groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and 
Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM). The latter was re-
sponsible for a January 2, 2016, attack on the 
Indian airbase at Pathankot, a February 2018 

attack on an Indian army camp in Kashmir, 
and a February 2019 attack on Indian security 
forces in Kashmir—the deadliest single ter-
rorist attack in the disputed region since the 
eruption of an insurgency in 1989.82

Hafez Muhammed Saeed, LeT’s founder 
and the leader of its front organization Jamaat- 
ud-Dawa (JuD), has periodically been placed 
under arrest, only later to be released. He 
was arrested most recently in July 2019 and 
remains under house arrest, charged with 
financing terrorism, with his trial delayed due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.83 Previously, he 
had operated freely in Pakistan, often holding 
press conferences and inciting violence against 
India during large public rallies.

With terrorist groups operating relatively 
freely in Pakistan and maintaining links to 
its military and intelligence services, there is 
a moderate risk that the two countries might 
eventually engage in all-out conflict. Paki-
stan’s recent focus on incorporating tactical 
nuclear weapons into its warfighting doctrine 
has also raised concern that conflict now in-
volves a higher risk of nuclear exchange. In 
early 2019 Pakistan conducted several tests of 
its nuclear-capable, short-range NASR ballis-
tic missiles.84

Following a deadly attack on Indian security 
forces in Pulwama, Kashmir, in February 2019, 
India launched an even more daring cross- 
border raid. For the first time since the Third 
India– Pakistan War of 1971, the Indian air 
force crossed the Line of Control and dropped 
ordnance inside Pakistan proper (as opposed 
to disputed Kashmir), targeting several JeM 
training camps in Khyuber Pakhtunkhwa prov-
ince.85 Delhi stressed that the “non-military” 
operation was designed to avoid civilian casu-
alties and was preemptive in nature because 
it had credible intelligence that JeM was at-
tempting other suicide attacks in the country.

In response, Pakistan launched fighter jets 
to conduct their own strike on targets located 
on India’s side of the Line of Control (LoC) in 
Kashmir, prompting a dogfight that resulted 
in the downing of an Indian MiG-21. Pakistan 
released the captured MiG-21 pilot days later, 
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ending the brief but dangerous crisis. Never-
theless, both militaries continued to engage 
in artillery attacks along the disputed border 
throughout 2019. Pakistan reported more than 
45 casualties, including 14 soldiers, from Indi-
an shelling between January 2019 and Octo-
ber 2019. India reported 21 casualties and over 
2,000 cease-fire violations in the same period.86

Skirmishes at the LoC continued and even 
accelerated in 2020, with India’s Home Min-
istry registering “5,133 instances of ceasefire 
violations along the Line of Control (LoC) 
with Pakistan last year, which resulted in 46 
fatalities.”87 In early 2021, however, India 
and Pakistan experienced at least a partial 
diplomatic thaw as both countries combated 
the COVID-19 global pandemic. In February, 
both countries agreed to observe a strict cease-
fire along the LoC,88 and in March, Pakistan’s 
Chief of Army Staff, General Qamar Javed 
Bajwa, called for both sides to “bury the past 
and move forward.”89

India. During the Cold War, U.S.–Indian 
military cooperation was minimal except for 
a brief period during the Sino–Indian border 
war in 1962 when the U.S. supplied India with 
arms and ammunition. The rapprochement 
was short-lived, and the U.S. suspended aid to 
India following the Second Indo–Pakistan War 
of 1965. The Indo–U.S. relationship was again 
characterized by suspicion and mistrust, es-
pecially during the 1970s under the Nixon Ad-
ministration. The principal source of tension 
was India’s robust relationship with Moscow, 
with which it signed a major defense treaty in 
1971, and the U.S. provision of military aid to 
Pakistan. America’s ties with India hit a nadir 
during the 1971 Indo–Pakistani war when the 
U.S. deployed the aircraft carrier USS Enter-
prise toward the Bay of Bengal in a show of 
support for Pakistani forces.

Military ties between the U.S. and India 
have improved significantly over the past two 
decades as the two sides have moved toward 
establishment of a strategic partnership based 
on mutual concerns about China’s increas-
ingly belligerent behavior and converging in-
terests in countering regional terrorism and 

promoting a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific.” The 
U.S. has supplied roughly $20 billion worth of 
U.S. military equipment to India since 2008, 
including C-130J and C-17 transport aircraft, 
P-8 maritime surveillance aircraft, Chinook 
airlift helicopters, Apache attack helicopters, 
artillery batteries, and Firefinder radar. The 
two countries also have several information- 
sharing and intelligence-sharing agreements 
in place, including one that covers “white” or 
commercial shipping in the Indian Ocean.

Defense ties have advanced at an acceler-
ated rate since the election of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi in 2014. In 2015, the U.S. and 
India agreed to renew and upgrade their 10-
year Defense Framework Agreement. In 2016, 
the two governments finalized the text of the 
Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agree-
ment (LEMOA), which allows each country to 
access the other’s military supplies and refu-
eling capabilities through ports and military 
bases, and the U.S. designated India a “major 
defense partner,” a designation unique to In-
dia that is intended to facilitate its access to 
American defense technology. Since then, In-
dian and U.S. warships have begun to offer each 
other refueling and resupply services at sea.90 
In October 2020, U.S. P-8 maritime surveil-
lance aircraft were refueled for the first time 
at an Indian military base in the Andaman and 
Nicobar Islands.

America’s strategic and defense ties with In-
dia advanced in several important ways during 
the Trump Administration. In 2018, India was 
granted STA-1 status, easing controls on ex-
ports of advanced defense technology. India is 
only the third Asian country after Japan and 
South Korea to be granted STA-1 status. In 
the same year, India established a permanent 
naval attaché representative to U.S. Central 
Command in Bahrain, fulfilling a long- standing 
request from New Delhi.

In 2018, the two countries also signed the 
Communications Compatibility and Security 
Agreement (COMCASA), which will allow the 
U.S. to sell India encrypted communications 
equipment and create secure channels for 
communication between the Indian and U.S. 
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militaries. In 2020, the U.S. and India signed 
the Basic Exchange Cooperation Agreement 
(BECA), which creates a framework for sharing 
geospatial intelligence.

Beyond these “foundational” or “enabling” 
military agreements, in recent years, the two 
countries have also signed an agreement on 
Helicopter Operations from Ships Other Than 
Aircraft Carriers (HOSTAC) and an Industri-
al Security Annex (ISA) that allows the U.S. to 
share classified information with private Indi-
an defense firms. During the Trump Adminis-
tration, the two countries also initiated a new 
2+2 defense and foreign ministers dialogue 
while reviving the Quad grouping (which joins 
India and the U.S. with Australia and Japan) in 
2017.91 In 2020, the four countries held the first 
Quad naval exercise since 2007. When a dead-
ly crisis erupted at the China–India border in 
2020, the Trump Administration provided In-
dia with two advanced surveillance drones and 
cold-weather gear for Indian soldiers.

In recent years, India has made additional 
purchases of U.S. military hardware, includ-
ing C-17 transport aircraft, Apache attack he-
licopters, MH-60R Seahawk multi- mission 
helicopters, Sig Sauer assault rifles, and M777 
ultralight howitzer artillery guns. It also is 
reportedly considering the purchase of 30 
armed MQ-9 reaper drones (10 each for the 
three branches of its military) for $3 billion 
and a half-dozen highly capable P-8I maritime 
aircraft (to supplement the dozen currently in 
operation) for nearly $2 billion.

New Delhi and Washington regularly hold 
joint annual military exercises across all ser-
vices. They include the Yudh Abhyas army ex-
ercises, Red Flag air force exercises, and Mal-
abar naval exercise, which added Japan and 
Australia as permanent participants in 2012 
and 2020, respectively. In late 2019, India and 
the U.S. held their first-ever tri-service military 
exercise, nicknamed “Tiger Triumph.”

Quality of Key Allied or Partner 
Armed Forces in Asia

Because of the lack of an integrated, re-
gional security architecture along the lines of 

NATO, the United States partners with most of 
the nations in the Asian region on a bilateral 
basis. This means that there is no single stan-
dard to which all of the local militaries aspire; 
instead, the region is characterized by a wide 
range of capabilities that are influenced by lo-
cal threat perceptions, institutional interests, 
physical conditions, historical factors, and 
budgetary considerations.

Moreover, most Asian militaries have 
limited combat experience, particularly in 
high-intensity air or naval combat. Some, like 
Malaysia, have never fought an external war 
since gaining independence in the mid-20th 
century. The Indochina wars, the most recent 
high-intensity conflicts, are now more than 50 
years in the past. It is therefore unclear how 
well Asia’s militaries have trained for future 
warfare and whether their doctrine will meet 
the exigencies of wartime realities.

Based on examinations of equipment, how-
ever, we assess that several Asian allies and 
friends have substantial potential military ca-
pabilities that are supported by robust defense 
industries and significant defense spending. 
The defense budgets of Japan, South Korea, 
and Australia are estimated to be among the 
world’s 15 largest, and the three countries’ mil-
itary forces field some of the world’s most ad-
vanced weapons, including F-15s in the Japan 
Air Self Defense Force and ROK Air Force; air-
borne early warning (AEW) platforms; Aegis- 
capable surface combatants and modern die-
sel-electric submarines; and third-generation 
main battle tanks. As noted, all three nations 
are also involved in the production and pur-
chase of F-35 fighters.

At this point, both the Japanese and Korean 
militaries arguably are more capable than most 
European militaries, at least in terms of con-
ventional forces. Japan’s Self Defense Forces, 
for example, field more tanks, principal surface 
combatants, and combat-capable aircraft (617, 
51, and 546, respectively) than their British 
counterparts field (227, 20, and 222, respec-
tively).92 Similarly, South Korea fields a larger 
military of tanks, principal surface combatants, 
and combat-capable aircraft (2,321, 26, and 
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563, respectively) than their German coun-
terparts field (225, 15, and 228, respectively).93

Both the ROK and Japan are also increas-
ingly interested in developing missile defense 
capabilities, including joint development and 
coproduction in the case of Japan. After much 
negotiation and indecision, South Korea de-
ployed America’s Terminal High Altitude Area 
Defense (THAAD) missile defense system on 
the peninsula in 2017. It is also pursuing an in-
digenous missile defense capability.

As for Japan, its Aegis-class destroyers are 
equipped with SM-3 missiles, and it decided 
in 2017 to install the Aegis Ashore missile de-
fense system to supplement its Patriot missile 
batteries.94 In June 2020, Tokyo unexpectedly 
cancelled plans to build two Aegis Ashore mis-
sile defense sites, citing the potential for the 
interceptor missile’s first-stage booster to fall 
onto populated areas. Other likely factors in 
the decision include the overall cost of the pro-
gram, inept handling of the site-selection pro-
cess, and government unwillingness to press 
national objectives over local resistance.95

Australia also has very capable armed forc-
es. They are smaller than NATO militaries but 
have major operational experience, having 
deployed both to Iraq and to Afghanistan as 
well as to help the Philippines with its South-
ern insurgency. Australia’s military has sever-
al operations underway in the region from the 
Southwest Pacific islands, which are so criti-
cally important to it, to its partnership with 
Malaysia in the North Indian Ocean and South 
China Sea to the Korean Peninsula.96

Singapore’s small population and phys-
ical borders limit the size of its military, but 
in terms of equipment and training, it has 
Southeast Asia’s largest defense budget97 and 
fields some of the region’s highest-quality 
forces. Singapore’s ground forces can deploy 
third-generation Leopard II main battle tanks, 
and its fleet includes four conventional subma-
rines (to be replaced by four new, more capable 
submarines from Germany)98 and six frigates 
and eight missile-armed corvettes. Its air force 
has not only F-15E Strike Eagles and F-16s, 
but also one of Southeast Asia’s largest fleets 

of airborne early warning and control aircraft 
(G550-AEW aircraft) and a squadron of KC-
130 tankers that can help to extend range or 
time on station.99 In January 2020, Singapore 
was cleared by the U.S. Department of State to 
purchase 12 F-35 combat aircraft, with an ini-
tial order placed for four aircraft and an option 
to purchase an additional eight.

At the other extreme, the Armed Forces of 
the Philippines are among the region’s weakest 
military forces. Having long focused on waging 
counterinsurgency campaigns while relying on 
the United States for its external security, the 
Philippines spent only 1.0 percent of GDP on 
its military in 2020.100 The most modern ships 
in the Philippine navy are three former U.S. 
Hamilton-class Coast Guard cutters. In 2017, 
however, South Korea completed delivery of 12 
light attack fighter aircraft to the Philippines; 
the Philippine air force had possessed no jet 
fighter aircraft since 2005 when the last of its 
F-5s were decommissioned. The Philippines 
is in discussions with South Korea to acquire 
upgrades to its FA-50 light fighters, as well as 
other military equipment.101 It is also taking 
delivery of South Korean–built ships.102

The armed forces of American allies from 
outside the region, particularly those of France 
and the United Kingdom, should also be men-
tioned. France has overseas bases in New 
Caledonia and the South Pacific, locally based 
assets, and 2,900 personnel in the region.103 
It also conducts multiple naval deployments 
each year out of Metropolitan France. The U.K. 
is likewise very active in the region and, given 
its unparalleled integration with U.S. forces, 
can employ its capability directly in pursuit of 
shared objectives. It has a naval logistics facil-
ity in Singapore and Royal Gurkhas stationed 
in Brunei and has been an integral part of a 
U.S.-led mission to monitor seaborne evasions.

Current U.S. Presence in Asia
U.S. Indo-Pacific Command. Established 

in 1947 as U.S. Pacific Command (PACOM), 
USINDOPACOM is the oldest and largest of 
America’s unified commands. According to 
its Web site:
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USINDOPACOM protects and defends, 
in concert with other U.S. Government 
agencies, the territory of the United States, 
its people, and its interests. With allies and 
partners, USINDOPACOM is committed 
to enhancing stability in the Asia–Pacific 
region by promoting security coopera-
tion, encouraging peaceful development, 
responding to contingencies, deterring 
aggression, and, when necessary, fighting 
to win. This approach is based on partner-
ship, presence, and military readiness.104

USINDOPACOM’s area of responsibility 
(AOR) includes not only the expanses of the 
Pacific, but also Alaska and portions of the Arc-
tic, South Asia, and the Indian Ocean. Its 36 
nations represent more than 50 percent of the 
world’s population and include two of the three 
largest economies and nine of the 10 smallest; 
the most populous nation (China); the largest 
democracy (India); the largest Muslim-major-
ity nation (Indonesia); and the world’s smallest 
republic (Nauru). The region is a vital driver of 
the global economy and includes the world’s 
busiest international sea-lanes and nine of its 
10 largest ports. By any meaningful measure, the 
Indo- Pacific is also the world’s most militarized 
region, with seven of its 10 largest standing mil-
itaries and five of its declared nuclear nations.105

Under INDOPACOM are a number of com-
ponent commands, including:

 l U.S. Army Pacific. USARPAC is the 
Army’s component command in the Pa-
cific. Headquartered in Hawaii and with 
approximately 80,000 soldiers, it supplies 
Army forces as necessary for various glob-
al contingencies and “has sent peacekeep-
ing forces to the Sinai Peninsula, Haîti, 
East Timor, and Bosnia.”106 Among its 12 
subordinate commands are U.S. Army 
Japan, the 500th Military Intelligence 
Brigade, and U.S. Army Alaska.

 l U.S. Pacific Air Force. PACAF is respon-
sible for planning and conducting defen-
sive and offensive air operations in the 

Asia–Pacific region. It has three numbered 
air forces under its command: 5th Air 
Force in Japan; 7th Air Force in Korea; 
and 11th Air Force, headquartered in Alas-
ka. These air forces field two squadrons of 
F-15s, two squadrons of F-22s, five squad-
rons of F-16s, and a single squadron of 
A-10 ground attack aircraft as well as two 
squadrons of E-3 early-warning aircraft, 
tankers, and transports. Other forces that 
regularly come under PACAF command 
include B-52, B-1, and B-2 bombers. In 
2020, PACAF activated two F-35A squad-
rons at Eielson Air Force Base in Alaska. 
Eventually, the base will host a total of 54 

“combat-coded” F-35A aircraft.

 l U.S. Pacific Fleet. PACFLT normally 
controls all U.S. naval forces committed 
to the Pacific, which usually represents 
60 percent of the Navy’s fleet. It is orga-
nized into Seventh Fleet, headquartered 
in Japan, and Third Fleet, headquartered 
in California. Seventh Fleet comprises the 
forward-deployed element of PACFLT 
and includes the only American carrier 
strike group (CTF-70, ported at Yokosu-
ka, Japan) and amphibious group (CTF-
76, ported at Sasebo, Japan) that are 
home-ported abroad. The Third Fleet’s 
AOR spans the West Coast of the United 
States to the International Date Line and 
includes the Alaskan coastline and parts 
of the Arctic. In recent years, the involve-
ment of the Third Fleet’s five carrier strike 
groups in the Western Pacific has been 
eased by the blurring of this boundary 
between the two fleets’ areas of opera-
tion under a concept called “Third Fleet 
Forward.” Beginning in 2015, the conduct 
of Freedom of Navigation Operations 
(FONOPS) that challenge excessive mar-
itime claims, a part of the Navy’s mission 
since 1979, has assumed a higher profile as 
a result of several well-publicized opera-
tions in the South China Sea. Under the 
Trump Administration, the frequency of 
these operations increased significantly.
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 l U.S. Marine Forces Pacific. With its 

headquarters in Hawaii, MARFORPAC 
controls elements of the U.S. Marine 
Corps operating in the Asia–Pacific region. 
Because of its extensive responsibilities 
and physical span, MARFORPAC con-
trols two-thirds of Marine Corps forces: 
the I Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF), 
centered on the 1st Marine Division, 3rd 
Marine Air Wing, and 1st Marine Logistics 
Group, and the III Marine Expedition-
ary Force, centered on the 3rd Marine 
Division, 1st Marine Air Wing, and 3rd 
Marine Logistics Group. The I MEF is 
headquartered at Camp Pendleton, Cali-
fornia, and the III MEF is headquartered 
on Okinawa, although each has various 
subordinate elements deployed at any 
time throughout the Pacific on exercises, 
to maintain presence, or engaged in other 
activities. MARFORPAC is responsible 
for supporting three different commands: 
It is the U.S. Marine Corps component of 
USINDOPACOM, provides the Fleet Ma-
rine Forces to PACFLT, and provides Ma-
rine forces for U.S. Forces Korea (USFK).

 l U.S. Special Operations Command Pa-
cific. SOCPAC has operational control of 
various special operations forces, includ-
ing Navy SEALs; Naval Special Warfare 
units; Army Special Forces (Green Berets); 
and Special Operations Aviation units in 
the Pacific region, including elements in 
Japan and South Korea. It supports the 
Pacific Command’s Theater Security Co-
operation Program as well as other plans 
and contingency responses. SOCPAC 
forces also support various operations in 
the region other than warfighting, such 
as counterdrug operations, counterter-
rorism training, humanitarian assistance, 
and demining activities.

 l U.S. Forces Korea and U.S. Eighth 
Army. Because of the unique situation 
on the Korean Peninsula, two subcompo-
nents of USINDOPACOM—U.S. Forces 

Korea (USFK) and U.S. Eighth Army—are 
based in Korea. USFK, a joint headquar-
ters led by a four-star U.S. general, is in 
charge of the various U.S. military ele-
ments on the peninsula. U.S. Eighth Army 
operates in conjunction with USFK as 
well as with the United Nations presence 
in the form of United Nations Command.

Other forces, including space capabilities, 
cyber capabilities, air and sealift assets, and ad-
ditional combat forces, may be made available 
to USINDOPACOM depending on require-
ments and availability.

U.S. Central Command—Afghanistan. 
Unlike the U.S. forces deployed in Japan and 
South Korea, there is no permanent force 
structure committed to Afghanistan; instead, 
forces rotate through the theater under the di-
rection of U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM), 
USINDOPACOM’s counterpart in that re-
gion of the world. U.S. forces are in the pro-
cess of being fully withdrawn from Afghani-
stan by a September 11, 2021, deadline set by 
President Biden.

Key Infrastructure That Enables 
Expeditionary Warfighting Capabilities

Any planning for operations in the Pacific 
will be dominated by the “tyranny of distance.” 
Because of the extensive distances that must 
be traversed in order to deploy forces, even 
Air Force units will take one or more days to 
deploy, and ships measure steaming time in 
weeks. For instance, a ship sailing at 20 knots 
requires nearly five days to get from San Diego 
to Hawaii. From there, it takes seven more days 
to get to Guam; seven days to Yokosuka, Japan; 
and eight days to Okinawa—if ships encounter 
no interference along the journey.107

China’s growing anti-access/area denial 
(A2/AD) capabilities, ranging from an expand-
ing fleet of modern submarines to anti-ship 
ballistic and cruise missiles, increase the op-
erational risk for deployment of U.S. forces in 
the event of conflict. China’s capabilities not 
only jeopardize American combat forces that 
would flow into the theater for initial combat, 
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but also would continue to threaten the lo-
gistical support needed to sustain American 
combat power during the subsequent days, 
weeks, and months.

American basing structure in the Indo- 
Pacific region, including access to key allied 
facilities, is therefore both necessary and in-
creasingly at risk.

American Facilities
Hawaii. Much as it was in the 20th century, 

Hawaii remains the linchpin of America’s abili-
ty to support its position in the Western Pacific. 
If the United States cannot preserve its facili-
ties in Hawaii, both combat power and sustain-
ability become moot. The United States main-
tains air and naval bases, communications 
infrastructure, and logistical support on Oahu 
and elsewhere in the Hawaiian Islands. Hawaii 
is also a key site for undersea cables that carry 
much of the world’s communications and data, 
as well as for satellite ground stations.

Guam. The American territory of Guam 
is located 4,600 miles farther west. Obtained 
from Spain as a result of the Spanish– American 
War, Guam became a key coaling station for U.S. 
Navy ships. It was seized by Japan in World 
War II, was liberated by U.S. forces in 1944, 
and after the war became an unincorporated, 
organized territory of the United States. Key 
U.S. military facilities on Guam include U.S. 
Naval Base Guam, which houses several attack 
submarines and possibly a new aircraft carri-
er berth, and Andersen Air Force Base, one 
of a handful of facilities that can house B-2 
bombers. U.S. task forces can stage out of Apra 
Harbor, drawing weapons from the Ordnance 
Annex in the island’s South Central Highlands. 
There is also a communications and data relay 
facility on the island.

Guam’s facilities have improved steadily 
over the past 20 years. B-2 bombers, for exam-
ple, began to operate from Andersen Air Force 
Base in March 2005.108 These improvements 
have been accelerated and expanded even as 
China’s A2/AD capabilities have raised doubts 
about the ability of the U.S. to sustain opera-
tions in the Asian littoral. The concentration 

of air and naval assets as well as logistical in-
frastructure, however, makes the island an at-
tractive potential target in the event of conflict. 
The increasing reach of Chinese and North 
Korean ballistic missiles reflects this growing 
vulnerability.

Guam and Saipan. The U.S. military has 
noncombatant maritime prepositioning ships 
(MPS), which contain large amounts of mili-
tary equipment and supplies, in strategic loca-
tions from which they can reach areas of con-
flict relatively quickly as associated U.S. Army 
or Marine Corps units located elsewhere arrive 
in the areas. U.S. Navy units on Guam and in 
Saipan, Commonwealth of the Northern Mar-
ianas, support prepositioning ships that can 
supply Army or Marine Corps units deployed 
for contingency operations in Asia.

Allied and Other Friendly Facilities
For the United States, access to bases in 

Asia has long been a vital part of its ability to 
support military operations in the region. Even 
with the extensive aerial refueling and replen-
ishment skills of the U.S. Air Force and U.S. 
Navy, it is still essential for the United States 
to retain access to resupply and replenishment 
facilities, at least in peacetime. The ability of 
those facilities to survive and function will di-
rectly influence the course of any conflict in the 
Western Pacific region. Moreover, a variety of 
support functions, including communications, 
intelligence, and space support, cannot be ac-
complished without facilities in the region.

Today, maintaining maritime domain 
awareness or space situational awareness 
would be extraordinarily difficult without ac-
cess to facilities in the Asia–Pacific region. The 
American alliance network is therefore a mat-
ter both of political partnership and of access 
to key facilities on allied soil.

Japan. In Japan, the United States has ac-
cess to over 100 different facilities, including 
communications stations, military and de-
pendent housing, fuel and ammunition depots, 
and weapons and training ranges in addition 
to such major bases as the air bases at Misa-
wa, Yokota, and Kadena and naval facilities at 
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Yokosuka, Atsugi, and Sasebo. The naval facil-
ities support the USS Ronald Reagan carrier 
strike group (CSG), which is home-ported in 
Yokosuka, and a Marine Expeditionary Strike 
Group (ESG) centered on the USS America, 
home-ported at Sasebo. The skilled workforce 
at places like Yokosuka is needed to maintain 
American forces and repair equipment in time 
of conflict. Replacing them would take years, if 
not decades.

This combination of facilities and work-
force, in addition to physical location and polit-
ical support, makes Japan an essential part of 
any American military response to contingen-
cies in the Western Pacific. Japanese financial 
support for the American presence also makes 
these facilities some of the most cost-effective 
in the world.

The status of one critical U.S. base has been 
a matter of public debate in Japan for many 
years. The U.S. Marine Corps’ Third Marine 
Expeditionary Force, based on Okinawa, is 
the U.S. rapid reaction force in the Pacific. The 
Marine Air-Ground Task Force, comprised of 
air, ground, and logistics elements, enables 
quick and effective response to crises or hu-
manitarian disasters. To improve the political 
sustainability of U.S. forces by reducing the 
impact on the local population in that dense-
ly populated area, the Marines are relocating 
some units to Guam and less-populated areas 
of Okinawa. The latter includes moving a heli-
copter unit from Futenma to a new facility in a 
more remote location in northeastern Okina-
wa. Because of local resistance, construction 
of the Futenma Replacement Facility at Camp 
Schwab will not be complete until at least 2025, 
but the U.S. and Japanese governments have 
affirmed their support for the project.

South Korea. The United States also main-
tains an array of facilities in South Korea. The 
Army’s footprint in South Korea is larger than 
its footprint in Japan because the United 
States and South Korea remain focused on 
deterring North Korean aggression and pre-
paring for any possible North Korean contin-
gencies. The Army maintains four major facili-
ties (which in turn control a number of smaller 

sites) at Daegu, Yongsan in Seoul, and Camps 
Red Cloud/Casey and Humphreys. These fa-
cilities support the U.S. 2nd Infantry Division, 
which is based in South Korea. Other key facil-
ities include air bases at Osan and Kunsan and 
a naval facility at Chinhae near Pusan.

The Philippines. In 1992, the United 
States ended a nearly century-long presence in 
the Philippines when it withdrew from its base 
in Subic Bay as its lease ended. The eruption of 
Mount Pinatubo had already forced the closure 
of Clark Air Base; the costs of repairing the fa-
cility were deemed too high to be worthwhile. 
In 2014, however, spurred by China’s growing 
assertiveness in the South China Sea, including 
against Philippine claims such as Mischief Reef 
(seized in 1995) and Scarborough Shoal (2012), 
the U.S. and the Philippines negotiated the 
Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement, 
which allowed for the rotation of American 
forces through Philippine military bases.

In 2016, the two sides agreed on an initial 
list of five bases to be used in the Philippines. 
Geographically distributed across the coun-
try, they are Antonio Bautista Air Base in Pal-
awaan, closest to the Spratlys; Basa Air Base 
on the main island of Luzon and closest to 
the hotly contested Scarborough Shoal; Fort 
Magsaysay, also on Luzon and the only facility 
on the list that is not an air base; Lumbia Air 
Base in Mindanao, where Manila remains in 
low- intensity combat with Islamist insurgents; 
and Mactan-Benito Ebuen Air Base in the cen-
tral Philippines.109 In 2018, construction was 
completed on a humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief warehouse located at Basa Air 
Base in Pampanga, central Luzon, the main 
Philippine island.110 American F-16s based in 
South Korea deployed there for a 12-day exer-
cise with Philippine fighter jets in 2019111 and 
exercised there again in 2020.112

It remains unclear precisely which addi-
tional forces would be rotated through the 
Philippines as a part of this agreement, which 
in turn affects the kinds of facilities that would 
be most needed. The base upgrades and de-
ployments pursuant to the EDCA are part of a 
broader expansion of U.S.–Philippine defense 
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ties begun under the Aquino government 
and continued under President Duterte with 
some adjustments. At the time this book was 
being prepared, the extent of U.S.–Philippines 
military cooperation, including implementa-
tion of the EDCA, was in doubt as a result of 
Duterte’s on-again, off-again interest in termi-
nating the VFA.

Singapore. The United States does not 
have bases in Singapore, but it is allowed access 
to several key facilities that provide essential 
support for American forward presence. Since 
the closure of its facilities at Subic Bay, the 
United States has been allowed to operate the 
principal logistics command for the Seventh 
Fleet out of the Port of Singapore Authority’s 
Sembawang Terminal. The U.S. Navy also has 
access to Changi Naval Base, one of the few 
docks in the world that can handle a 100,000-
ton American aircraft carrier. A small U.S. Air 
Force contingent operates out of Paya Lebar 
Air Base to support U.S. Air Force combat units 
visiting Singapore and Southeast Asia, and Sin-
gapore hosts Littoral Combat Ships (LCS) and 
rotating P-8 aircraft.113

Australia. The most prominent element 
of the U.S. presence in Australia is the deploy-
ment of U.S. Marines to Darwin in northern 
Australia. In keeping with Australian sensi-
tivities about permanent American bases on 
Australian soil, the Marines do not constitute 
a permanent presence in Australia.114 Similarly, 
the United States jointly staffs the Joint De-
fence Facility Pine Gap and the Joint Geologi-
cal and Geophysical Research Station at Alice 
Springs and has access to the Harold E. Holt 
Naval Communication Station, including its 
space surveillance radar system, in the western 
part of the country.115

Finally, the United States is granted access 
to a number of facilities in Asian states on a 
contingency or crisis basis. Thus, U.S. Air Force 
units transited Thailand’s U-Tapao Air Base 
and Sattahip Naval Base during the first Gulf 
War and during the Iraq War, but they do not 
maintain a permanent presence there. Addi-
tionally, the U.S. Navy conducts hundreds of 
port calls throughout the region.

Diego Garcia. The American facilities on 
the British territory of Diego Garcia are vital 
to U.S. operations in the Indian Ocean and Af-
ghanistan and provide essential support for 
operations in the Middle East and East Asia. 
The island is home to the Military Sealift Com-
mand’s Maritime Prepositioning Squadron-2 
(MPSRON-2), which works with Maritime 
Prepositioning Squadron-3 (MPSRON-3) “to 
deliver a strategic power-projection capabil-
ity for the Marine Corps, Army and Air Force, 
known as the Maritime Prepositioning Force 
(MPF).” Specifically, “MPF ships deliver a 
forward presence and rapid crisis response 
capability by pre-positioning equipment and 
supplies to various locations at sea.”116 Several 
elements of the U.S. global space surveillance 
and communications infrastructure, as well as 
basing facilities for the B-2 bomber, are also 
located on the island.

Conclusion
The Asian strategic environment is ex-

tremely expansive. It includes half the globe 
and is characterized by a variety of political 
relationships among states that possess wild-
ly varying capabilities. The region includes 
long-standing American allies with relation-
ships dating back to the beginning of the Cold 
War as well as recently established states 
and some long-standing adversaries such as 
North Korea.

American conceptions of the region must 
therefore recognize the physical limitations 
imposed by the tyranny of distance. Moving 
forces within the region (never mind to it) 
will take time and require extensive strategic 
lift assets as well as sufficient infrastructure, 
such as sea and aerial ports of debarkation 
that can handle American strategic lift assets, 
and political support. At the same time, the 
complicated nature of intra-Asian relations, 
especially unresolved historical and territori-
al issues, means that the United States, unlike 
Europe, cannot necessarily count on support 
from all of its regional allies in responding to 
any given contingency.
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Scoring the Asia Operating Environment
As with the operating environments of 

Europe and the Middle East, we assessed the 
characteristics of Asia as they could be expect-
ed to facilitate or inhibit America’s ability to 
conduct military operations to defend its vital 
national interests against threats. Our assess-
ment of the operating environment utilized a 
five-point scale that ranges from “very poor” to 

“excellent” conditions and covers four region-
al characteristics of greatest relevance to the 
conduct of military operations:

1. Very Poor. Significant hurdles exist for 
military operations. Physical infrastruc-
ture is insufficient or nonexistent, and 
the region is politically unstable. The U.S. 
military is poorly placed or absent, and 
alliances are nonexistent or diffuse.

2. Unfavorable. A challenging operating 
environment for military operations is 
marked by inadequate infrastructure, 
weak alliances, and recurring political in-
stability. The U.S. military is inadequately 
placed in the region.

3. Moderate. A neutral to moderately favor-
able operating environment is character-
ized by adequate infrastructure, a mod-
erate alliance structure, and acceptable 
levels of regional political stability. The 
U.S. military is adequately placed.

4. Favorable. A favorable operating envi-
ronment includes good infrastructure, 
strong alliances, and a stable political en-
vironment. The U.S. military is well placed 
for future operations.

5. Excellent. An extremely favorable operat-
ing environment includes well-established 
and well-maintained infrastructure, strong 
and capable allies, and a stable political en-
vironment. The U.S. military is exception-
ally well placed to defend U.S. interests.

The key regional characteristics consisted of:

a. Alliances. Alliances are important for 
interoperability and collective defense, as 
allies would be more likely to lend support 
to U.S. military operations. Indicators 
that provide insight into the strength or 
health of an alliance include whether the 
U.S. trains regularly with countries in the 
region, has good interoperability with the 
forces of an ally, and shares intelligence 
with nations in the region.

b. Political Stability. Political stability 
brings predictability for military planners 
when considering such things as tran-
sit, basing, and overflight rights for U.S. 
military operations. The overall degree 
of political stability indicates whether 
U.S. military actions would be hindered or 
enabled and reflects, for example, whether 
transfers of power in the region are gener-
ally peaceful and whether there have been 
any recent instances of political instability 
in the region.

c. U.S. Military Positioning. Having 
military forces based or equipment and 
supplies staged in a region greatly facili-
tates the ability of the United States to re-
spond to crises and, presumably, achieve 
successes in critical “first battles” more 
quickly. Being routinely present also helps 
the United States to maintain familiarity 
with a region’s characteristics and the 
various actors that might act to assist or 
thwart U.S. actions. With this in mind, we 
assessed whether or not the U.S. military 
was well positioned in the region. Again, 
indicators included bases, troop presence, 
prepositioned equipment, and recent 
examples of military operations (includ-
ing training and humanitarian) launched 
from the region.
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d. Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and 
suitable infrastructure is essential to 
military operations. Airfields, ports, rail 
lines, canals, and paved roads enable the 
U.S. to stage, launch operations from, and 
logistically sustain combat operations. We 
combined expert knowledge of regions 
with publicly available information on 
critical infrastructure to arrive at our 
overall assessment of this metric.117

For Asia, we arrived at these average scores 
(rounded to the nearest whole number):

 l Alliances: 4—Favorable

 l Political Stability: 3—Moderate

 l U.S. Military Positioning: 4—Favorable

 l Infrastructure: 4—Favorable

Aggregating to a regional score of: Favorable

VERY POOR UNFAVORABLE MODERATE FAVORABLE EXCELLENT

Alliances %

Political Stability %

U.S. Military Posture %

Infrastructure %

OVERALL %

Operating Environment: Asia
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