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Abstract

The geostrategic environment of Asia‐Paciﬁc region has
changed from the US' dominance to now also China's
increasing existence. The US strategists think that their
country must have a military capability of countering and
defea ng an emerging compe tor, which in this case is
China. The US' response to China's emergence in the
Paciﬁc region has also been full of confusion. For example,
in 2012, Hillary Clinton (the then Secretary of State) said,
“Paciﬁc is big enough for all of us”. However, on the other
hand, the US has been taking steps, militarily and
otherwise, to counter China. The US has already
established a military base in Darwin, Australia. Recently,
the biggest trade deal, the Trans‐Paciﬁc Partnership
(TPP), was reached between 12 Paciﬁc Rim countries,
including the US and Japan as the key players. China was
inten onally le out of the TPP agreement. This paper
focuses on the constantly changing nature of compe on
between the US and China in the Asia‐Paciﬁc and its
impact on the overall geostrategic environment in the
region.
Key Words: Trans‐Paciﬁc Partnership, Gwadar Port, Southeast Asian
Na ons, Asia‐Paciﬁc East Asia Summit, One Belt‐One Road.
Introduc on

In order to be er understand the origins of geo‐economics one has to
look at the colonial history from 17 century onwards. Since then, it has
evolved but had mainly started oﬀ with European colonial powers using
military strengths in quest of resources and markets for their goods
around the world.
*The writer is an Alfred Deakin Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Alfred Deakin
Institute for Citizenship and Globalization, Deakin University, Australia.
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There are many countries that have been following or had followed
“mercan list” policies and a prominent example is that of China. The
understanding of geo‐economics and its applica on has evolved over
me. In the post‐Cold War era, “geopoli cs was driven by ideological
rather than purely economic factors”.¹ According to Leonard, due to
globaliza on and increasing compe on among economies, “the
pursuit of power is as important as the pursuit of proﬁt, with increasing
state presence in economies”.² The emerging economies like India and
China are ac vely seeking new networks for trade – both for security
energy, and selling their goods – at regional levels. As it looks, it is not
purely geo‐economics but also involves geopoli cs, as both countries
use trade connec vity as tools to strengthen inﬂuence in their
neighborhoods that overlap too.³
There is a predominant point of view in Pakistan that China's
investment for trade corridor from the Gwadar Port is going to upscale
geostrategic rela ons through geo‐economic coopera on.⁴ Similarly,
according to Kalim, the construc on of Gwadar Port is crucial for
Pakistan's mari me security in the Indian Ocean and Arabian Sea.⁵
Although the idea of China‐Pakistan Economic Corridor was the
brainchild of Beijing, Pakistan had to make that happen, especially a er
2001.⁶ For Islamabad, China's investment in Gwadar is more than geo‐
economics – more about gaining economic and poli cal fortunes of
partnership with China for counterbalancing India's rising inﬂuence.
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Thus, Chaziza talked about the possibility of geo‐economic and geo‐
strategic implica ons of China's economic investment following
opera onaliza on of the Gwadar Port.⁷
O en scholars claim that China's foreign policy, especially with
reference to rela ons with developing countries, is en rely diﬀerent
from that of the West because of being non‐manipula ve. For instance,
China has opted for an approach that emphasizes on crea ng a diﬀerent
kind of empire – diﬀerent from that of the colonial powers of the past by
focusing on development in least developed and developing countries.
According to Lee, China has invested billions of dollars towards
infrastructural development in countries around the world, such as
Pakistan. Beijing's aid policy is also the opposite of Western countries,
but has been eﬀec ve in promo ng China's economic and poli cal
ambi ons.⁸ It is mainly through aid to countries in Asia, Africa and South
America that China has been able to achieve diploma c successes vis‐à‐
vis global poli cs. For example, Beijing asked its allies to refrain from
a ending the Nobel Peace Prize awards ceremony for dissident Liu
Xiaobo. The response was very posi ve for China because over 19
countries, including US allies Colombia and Egypt, joined the protest.⁹
This is troublesome for the US and its allies who s ll are domina ng the
development or donors' world.
South China Sea Dispute
There are divergent claims, some ac ve and some passive, over ﬁve
countries' jurisdic on of South China Sea. Five Southeast Asian
countries, namely the Philippines, Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia
and Taiwan, are in dispute with China over the South China Sea. Five out
of six, excluding Taiwan, are members of the Associa on of Southeast
Asian Na ons (ASEAN) and have mari me claims that overlap with each
other over the issue of South China Sea.
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There are conten ous claims over the Spratly Islands, Paracel
Islands, Pratas Islands, Macclesﬁeld Bank and Scarborough Shoal. China
claims almost all of the area extending closer to Indonesia. Beijing's
claim is based on historical records of the Han (110AD) and Ming (1403‐
1433AD) Dynas es. During the Ming Dynasty in the 15 century,
Chinese Navy dominated South China Sea all the way through the Indian
Ocean to East Africa. Taiwan contests these claims but passively.
Vietnam claims the islands of Paracel (seized by China from Vietnam in
1974) and Spratly. The Philippines, Malaysia and Brunei par ally claim
jurisdic on of other islands. Out of all the stakeholders, only Vietnam
and the Philippines have openly been challenging China's stance on
South China Sea.¹⁰
South China Sea is crucial due to its signiﬁcance in sea trade. It
roughly covers an area of 1.4 million square miles in the Paciﬁc Ocean
from Singapore to Malacca Straits to the Straits of Taiwan, west of the
Philippines, north of Indonesia and east of Vietnam. The Straits of
Malacca link the Indian Ocean to the South China Sea and the Paciﬁc
Ocean. According to an es mate, $5.3 trillion worth of trade, including
$1.2 trillion of the US, passes through the South China Sea on annual
basis.¹¹ This includes roughly half of the world's merchant ﬂeet through
the Malacca, Sunda and Lombok Straits with the majority via the South
China Sea.¹² In addi on, Japan and South Korea are heavily reliant on
energy imports through this trade corridor. Roughly 15 million barrels of
oil are transported daily through the Malacca Straits and South China Sea
to East Asia and this volume is more than three mes that of Suez Canal.¹³
Any disrup on in trade via the South China Sea is going to have economic
and poli cal implica ons for the US and its key partners in the region,
mainly Japan, South Korea and the Philippines.
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On the issue of disputes between China and several countries
claiming rights over South China Sea, there are countries which are
interested in India's involvement. As far as diploma c rela ons with the
Philippines are concerned, New Delhi has been backing Manila's
posi on over its dispute with China on the South China Sea. Therefore,
New Delhi had supported Manila's decision for approaching Permanent
Court of Arbitra on against Beijing in 2013.¹⁴ China had boyco ed the
proceedings in The Hague and rejected the decision. So far, New Delhi's
approach has been cau ous. Although India seems interested in
expor ng weapons, such as Brahmos (cruise missile), to the Philippines,
it has not threatened China's interests in South China Sea by sending any
ship.¹⁵ Nonetheless, India is the only other Asian country that is
anywhere closer to China in terms of parity and also the country that has
its own territorial dispute with China and serious concerns of Beijing's
increasing support for Pakistan – India's tradi onal rival. Other than the
Philippines, India has closer es with Vietnam that began in Indira
Gandhi's me. “Many in India regard Vietnam as an ally against China”,
and it shows that weaker claimants of the South China Sea are exploited
by strong players, such as the US and India, for their own compe on
with China.¹⁶ While President of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte, has
already given clear signals of how he wants to handle his country's
internal challenges, such as war against drugs, it is important to no ce a
shi in policy in South China Sea.¹⁷ Duterte has agreed with his Chinese
counterpart Xi Jinping to open talks on South China Sea. This of course
signals a shi from the Philippines' previous policy of seeking support
from external actors like the US and India on the issue.
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It is also important to no ce that indirect stakeholders in the
conﬂicts, like the US and Japan, want India's par cipa on in Asia‐Paciﬁc
rebalancing. There is a realiza on in Washington and Tokyo that without
India the new mari me alliance will remain incomplete. Therefore, there
has been joint naval exercise among India, Japan, and the US. Australia,
another key player in the Asia‐Paciﬁc security and a US ally, has shown
interest in par cipa ng in the joint naval exercises. Currently, India is
involved in trilateral frameworks as the US‐India‐Japan Ministerial
Trilateral and India‐Japan‐Australia Trilateral at the oﬃcial levels.¹⁸
The intensity of the dispute con nues to grow, not merely because
it is at the heart of the Asia‐Paciﬁc region, but also because it has
signiﬁcance beyond mari me security due to being a prominent trade
corridor and energy rich. It is es mated that the South China Sea has
proven oil reserves of seven billion barrels and es mated 900 trillion
cubic feet of natural gas.¹⁹ Therefore, for an energy deﬁcient region, its
signiﬁcance has grown considerably with me. Fish is a major source of
protein for countries in conﬂict over the South China Sea. As of 2013,
one‐tenth of the world's global ﬁsheries catch was in this region and ﬁsh
protein accounts for 22 percent of Asian diet. In the view of Buszynski,
“had the issue remained strictly a territorial one, it could have been
resolved through Chinese eﬀorts to reach out to ASEAN and forge
stronger es with the region.”²⁰ In addi on, US‐China rivalry has
intensiﬁed tensions at regional and interna onal levels between China
and other stakeholders of the South China Sea dispute.
The US Factor
Beyond the o en‐publicized version of the US foreign policy that they
are interested in South China Sea out of their concern for freedom of
naviga on, interna onal norms and law, there are also geostrategic
reasons due to which the US is engaged in direct confronta on with
China.
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For understanding the US' interest in South China Sea, we need to
look into the US‐China rivalry in the contemporary context of Asia‐
Paciﬁc. As it appears from recent moves made by both Washington and
Beijing, this part of the world will con nue to give boost to the
compe on between the US and China. The US along with its partners in
the Asia‐Paciﬁc and elsewhere, mainly through coopera on in security
and trade, has been trying to decrease China's inﬂuence in the Asia‐
Paciﬁc.
Much to Beijing's displeasure, the Obama Administra on has
intensiﬁed its role in the Asia‐Paciﬁc. This can also be a response to
withdrawal of troops from Iraq and drawdown in Afghanistan. This new
strategy is called Obama Administra on's “rebalance” towards Asia for
protec ng its strategic interests. While addressing the Australian
Parliament in 2011, Barack Obama said that, “the United States will play
a larger and long‐term role in shaping this region [Asia‐Paciﬁc] and its
future, by upholding core principles and in close partnership with our
allies and friends”.²¹ The following are the key features of the Obama
Administra on's “rebalance” policy towards Asia:²²
1.
2.
3.
4.

Troop deployment to Australia and naval deployments to
Singapore, and military coopera on with the Philippines
Strengthening of US' military presence in East Asia
Membership of the East Asia Summit
Trans‐Paciﬁc Partnership (TPP)

The above‐men oned facets of the US' policy are assurances that
were much needed and mely for the US' key allies in the region who,
during the previous Bush's Administra on, had felt being ignored by
Washington. Other than establishing a naval base in Darwin (Australia),
the US has strengthened its military es with the Philippines and
Singapore. Membership of the East Asia Summit will oﬀer just another
forum for the US to gang up with local players against the rise of China.
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It is important to men on that the Bush administra on had a
completely diﬀerent point of mul lateral ini a ves in the Asia‐Paciﬁc;
therefore, par cipa on on such forums was ignored. For example,
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice had missed two of the annual
mee ngs of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), which is central to the
work of ASEAN on regional security.²³ In contrast, the Obama
administra on decided on greater engagement and meaningful
coopera on with organiza ons like ASEAN and APEC.
Although the Obama Administra on claims this “rebalance” or
“Paciﬁc Pivot” to be a new angle in the US' policy towards the Asia‐
Paciﬁc, this is just an extension or transforma on of the United States'
long‐term policy. For example, a couple of other dimensions, like
partnerships with India and TPP, are products of ini a ves taken by the
previous government of President George W. Bush.²⁴ The term “pivot”
was changed by “rebalance” but that seems to have not changed the
direc on of the approach in Washington. Bader labels the Bush
administra on's policies towards most of the Asian countries as
“generally sound”, for instance rela ons with India moved ahead
through a civil nuclear energy deal.²⁵
The Obama Administra on's “rebalance” policy is not merely a
policy because many concrete steps have been taken and achievements
have been made by the US since its implementa on. During her ﬁrst
three years in oﬃce as Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton made 36 oﬃcial
visits to East Asia and Paciﬁc – double than her predecessor.²⁶
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This perhaps shows new vigor rather than a mere change of
direc on in any policy. During one of her visits to the Asia‐Paciﬁc, Clinton
said that, “Paciﬁc is big enough for all of us” (The Telegraph, 15
November 2012) – perhaps a direct message to Beijing for avoiding any
direct confronta ons.
There is no doubt that several US allies who have claims over the
South China Sea surround China. Simultaneously, China is facing an
increasing US military presence in the region. There have been several
occasions of diploma c hiccups between China and the US over the
issue of what Beijing views as viola on of its sovereignty by the US
through its ships in the South China Sea. A recent example is that of when
China declared illegal the movement of USS Lassen near disputed
Spratly archipelago in October 2015.²⁷ In the present scenario, China
aims for increasing economic dependence of claimant countries on
China, keeping them out of any development in the disputed region, and
avoiding open confronta on with the US.²⁸
In the Asia‐Paciﬁc region, there are countries that are seen as blind
followers of the US, for example Japan and Australia. These two
countries are labeled as not having independent foreign policies. Many
others, especially the ones having grievances against China, can be put in
the same category. There is a strong defense coopera on among Japan,
the US and Australia, and the issue of dispute over South China Sea is
o en under discussion (for example, it was discussed during Japan‐US‐
Australia Defense Ministers Mee ng in May 2015). At the mee ng, the
representa ves of the three countries expressed serious concerns vis‐à‐
vis China's dominance of the South China Sea, as reﬂected in the
following statement:
They also expressed their strong opposi on against coercive ac on
to unilaterally alter the status quo in the East China and South China
Seas as well as their serious concern over Chinese land reclama on
ac vi es in the South China Sea.²⁹
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The South China Sea is a major reason behind the military buildup
in Asia. All claimants, including China, are constantly increasing their
military strengths. In this arms race, the weaker par es are buying
weapons from the US and other countries. For example, Indonesia is
buying 20 frigates from the Netherlands.³⁰ Beijing has several facets of
its mari me defence system for protec ng its mari me security and
economic development, and South China Sea holds a central place in
that defense system. Major goals are to deter the US' naval deployment
in the area and to protect crucial mari me trade routes for China. It is
important to men on that an es mated 80 percent of China's oil imports
pass through the Indian Ocean and the Straits of Malacca.³¹ At the same
me, China is building its naval capabili es to match that of the US. It has
a naval aircra carrier, the Shi Lang, and it is construc ng a 50,000‐
60,000 ton carrier and working on a nuclear powered carrier.³²
With increasing military capabili es in relevant countries, the
growing na onalism in some countries is increasing support for tougher
solu ons to the dispute. This would only make agreement on solu ons
diﬃcult for all stakeholders. As far as solu ons are concerned, Beijing has
no interest whatsoever in going for any other op on than bilateral talks.
On the other hand, o en Vietnam and the Philippines have approached
the US and ASEAN for interven ons. Indonesia, a leading player in
ASEAN, has also rejected China's stance that the US should not become
part of this dispute.³³ However, as far as bilateral talks are concerned, no
progress has been made on the issue. There seems to be some hope
regarding China‐Taiwan rela ons with talks between Chinese President
Xi Jinping and Taiwanese President Ma Ying‐jeou in Singapore in
November 2015 (News Week, 3 November 2015). In 1993, Singapore
had hosted ﬁrst direct talks between China and Taiwan.
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The US has strong geo‐strategic interests in Asia and therefore
con nues to push for the solu on of the dispute over South China Sea.
With reference to the Philippines case at an Interna onal Tribunal in The
Hague, the Chinese government for the ﬁrst me appeared before the
interna onal jus ce system. The Tribunal overruled China's claim over
most of the South China Sea. It is said that this ruling may ignite the US‐
China rivalry while also inﬂuencing other countries, such as Brunei,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Taiwan and Vietnam, having mari me disputes
with China. Beijing's response was an expected and read: “China does
not accept or recognize it (judgment)”.³⁴ As far as the judgment of the
Tribunal is concerned, China was not the only one on the losing side, as
Taiwan's claim over the Spratly Islands was also rejected.³⁵ Beijing claims
that the Tribunal judgment is because of the US pressure, the country
that has not signed the UN Conven on on the Law of the Sea.³⁶ However,
there is no doubt that the US has geo‐economic and geo‐poli cal
interests in Asia due to which it is going to keep suppor ng its key allies
having claims over the South China Sea.
It seems that the US' so‐called transformed approach towards
Asia‐Paciﬁc is full of contradic ons because whatever it has been doing is
with the purpose of countering China. TPP is just another example, from
which China has been inten onally le out. TPP is supposedly the
biggest trade deal that has been reached a er a decade of intensive
nego a ons among the US, Canada, and ten countries of the Asia‐
Paciﬁc region.³⁷ This is considered a “giant” agreement because TPP
countries are responsible for 40 percent of the world's GDP and 26
percent of the world's trade. In addi on, 40 percent of US' imports and
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exports will be governed under TPP.³⁸ Nonetheless, there is a view that
Australia should try to bring Indonesia and China into TPP. So far, it
seems that Beijing is not disturbed by TPP because China already has
bilateral trade agreements with almost all of the TPP countries;
therefore, it is likely that TPP would not harm China's economic growth.
While, the US is pushing for its geo‐economic and geo‐poli cal
objec ves through TPP in the Asia Paciﬁc, China con nues to give reality
to its “One Belt‐One Road (OBOR)” project in Asia. According to Mendis,
“since China is excluded from the TPP, one would expect antagonism
rather than symbiosis between the Washington‐advocated trade
package and Beijing's [OBOR] strategy”.³⁹ Due to China's ongoing South
China Sea dispute, OBOR may lead to suspicions that Beijing is using its
geopoli cal inﬂuence.⁴⁰ This is not diﬀerent from the US geopoli cal
inﬂuence in China's neighborhood.
Conclusion
In the Asia‐Paciﬁc, South China Sea has become a conﬂict hotspot due to
overlapping claims among China, Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia,
Brunei, Indonesia and Taiwan. Due to energy reserves and ﬁsheries, the
conﬂict is more than a territorial dispute and, thus, claims of all
stakeholders have been intensiﬁed over the years. Due to its rivalry with
China and rela ons with other par es in the dispute, the US has become
a party to the complex South China Sea dispute. Washington's role has
further increased following the Obama Administra on's “rebalance”
towards the Asia‐Paciﬁc policy because some stakeholders wanted to
seek the US' support for countering China's inﬂuence. In the rebalancing
act, there is a desire in Washington and Tokyo to involve India in the Asia‐
Paciﬁc. Thus, India is part of trilateral US‐Japan‐India naval exercises. As
of now, it appears that Washington's policy is that of countering China's
rise in the Asia‐Paciﬁc and beyond, and not that of co‐existence. This is
clear from geo‐economic and geo‐poli cal policies and projects, such as
TPP, promoted by the US and its allies in Asia.
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