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The Emerging Balance of Power in Asia:

Conflict or Cooperation?

Introduction

Whether Asia’s future is characterised by conflict or cooperation will have
an impact on future security concerns — both global and Indian. All the
major powers in the world today are Asian powers, as a majority of them
are on the continent except the United States, and all of them have vital
interests and a direct impact on the politics of this region.! While there is a
general acknowledgement that the 21 century is an Asian century, there is
no guarantee that the framework that emerges in the region will be stable
and peaceful. In fact, Asia, for the first time in centuries, is witnessing the
simultaneous rise of four major powers — China, Japan, India and Russia.
Whether this will cement a stable order or foment a period of instability
will depend on the military and geo-political strategies that these countries
pursue.

This paper will analyse the emerging balance of power in Asia, viewed
through the lenses of military strategies, geo-strategies and geo-political
relations as well as through economic interactions that have altered
strategic equations between various countries in Asia. The central
argument of the paper is that increased focus on the securitisation of
politics is likely to intensify the probability of conflicts in Asia. The paper is
divided into four broad sections. The first section will provide a context to
the developments taking place in Asia, wherein there is a major emphasis
on military power. This, in particular, will deal with the changing security
environment that is feeding into military strategies and the changing nature
of warfare that is a decisive factor as to the kind of military power a nation
would want to be. The second section will analyse the trend in defence
expenditures of the major powers in Asia. The third section will examine
the military strategies of four major powers in Asia — China, US, Russia

and Japan, in addition to analysing the impact of these strategies on the
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defence procurement patterns of these countries. The fourth and final
section will attempt to derive possible conclusions of these developments

for the region.

Context of the Asian Strategic Framework
There was a general optimism at the end of the Cold War that the world
was moving towards democracy and a more stable and peaceful world order.
Contrary to such expectations, it led to the unleashing of virulent nationalistic
and religious passions. Paradoxically, it is the replacement of authoritarian
regimes by democracies that allowed free expression of demands that lead to
such explosive ethnic turbulence. In fact, regional militaries are increasingly
faced with challenges from non-state actors, terrorists and radical extremists.
Identity politics along with resource-based politics are increasingly becoming
a predominant feature in/of Asian countries. For instance, India, China and
Japan have become some of the largest regional and even global energy
consumers, which in turn, have reflected increasing focus on aspects like
safety of the sea lanes of communication (SLOC) and so on. Additionally,
the varied responses to these issues by these powers have resulted in a
heightened sense of insecurity. The fact that there are four major powers
rising simultaneously in Asia has produced major insecurities, due to certain
issues inherent in Asia. The region is a victim of several major boundary
and territorial disputes, baggage of history and trust deficit among these
powers. Given this background, there has been an increasing focus, at least
in Asia, on increasing security, in terms of strengthening of conventional,
non-conventional and strategic forces.

A second contextualising factor may relate to the unilateral policies of the
US in the post-Cold War era, particularly under the Bush administration. The
unilateral intervention of the US in Iraq and elsewhere created uncertainties
about the US power and its manifestations. Simultaneously, the gradual
decline of US power, or at least the perception of a decline, has created
wortries in several countries in Asia. For instance, Japan, which depends on
the US for its security cover, is seriously concerned about a possible decline
in US power, as it will adversely affect its security and thereby increase its
security burden. Therefore, US unilateralism as well as the (perception of)

decline of the US power has increased insecurities in the region.
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The thirdfactor relates to the rise of an economically powerful and militarily
strong China. There has been a growing suspicion as to what kind of power
would China make as it grows even stronger and becomes a force to reckon
with in Asian and international affairs. The Chinese military modernisation,
along with factors of non-transparency of its programmes and objectives, has
heightened insecurities in Asia. Much of the military modernisation by India,
Japan, and Russia has been triggered by Chinese actions.

The fourth factor deals with the increasing insecurity in Russia and the
resulting geopolitical implications emerging in Asia and elsewhere. Russia,
having suffered an economic reversal at the end of the Cold War, is slowly
limping back to major power status. However, given its overall weakness
in terms of conventional military, strategic forces and economic factors
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and thereby its low standing in the global scheme of power, there has been
an increased emphasis on resource-based geo-politics and military power,
conventional and otherwise.

Lastly, the changing nature of warfare has had a significant impact on
the way countries are trying to shape the regional and global geo-politics.
Anthony Cordesman, while analysing military balance in the Middle East,
categorised three ‘Ts’ — technology, tactics, training — as responsible for the
changing nature of warfare and these appear even more relevant in Asia.
The wider application of technology and its impact on mechanisation and
communication have altered future warfare patterns, which are going to be
fought more through computer and similar mediums than simply conventional
ones. Similarly, the importance of air power has reached great heights and will
become a critical factor in affecting the outcome of future wars. In essence,
net-centric warfare and air power have significantly changed the way wars
will be fought in the future.

While there has been a general acknowledgement that there will not
be any major conventional or even nuclear wars in the future, escalation
of limited conflicts into minor regional conflicts, and the possible use of
tactical nuclear weapons cannot be ruled out.® Asia, in fact, appears ripe
for limited conflicts, even under a nuclear umbrella, due to factors such as
unsettled boundary and territorial issues and mutual distrust among major
powers. Limited conflicts may be limited by two factors — geography and the

employment of tools used in a particular conflict. For instance, an India-China
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conflict may be fought essentially around the border region and will likely be
dominated by land forces, but the use of air power as a supplementary force
will alter the outcome of the conflict.

To sum up, while resource- and identity-based issues may be the triggers
for a number of conflicts in the future, these will be fought predominantly
through information and electronic warfare and asymmetric means.
Disruption of command and control systems, jamming and sending false data
into the intelligence divisions of adversaries, attack on logistics, access denial

and so on, will be features of warfare in the future.

Defence Spending of Major Asian Powers

Defence spending continues to remain an important aspect in the Asian
balance of power. It reflects the acquisition patterns and, in turn, the military
strategies that countries pursue. Asia has clearly witnessed a sharp increase
in defence spending in the last few years. While the US continues to be the
largest military spending power in the world, China has increased its share
of defence spending significantly, overtaking Japan in Asia. Increased defence
spending by China is a demonstration of two facts: greater commitment to
the Chinese military in the overall government spending and priorities; and
an expanding Chinese economy that allows greater spending on defence
matters.

In 2008, the combined world military spending amounted to $1,226
billion (See Appendix | on the major military spenders for 2008). The US
contributed a major share at 45 percent, followed by the UK, China, France
and Japan, at four to five percent each. The total US defence budget is “more
than the next 14 countries combined.” It stood at $607.26 billion in 2008.°
While its 2007 military budget was the highest since the end of World War
Il, its share as a percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and total
government expenditure remained low, as compared to previous peak
periods. This has been so principally due to the overall growth maintained
by the US economy.

The higher military spending is reflected in the US lead across spheres
— from military to technology, space and even in the nuclear arena. This
lead and superiority is not likely to be overtaken by any power, including

Russia, anytime soon. The US has managed to maintain such a position
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primarily by strengthening its strategic weapons programme, along with a
corresponding decline of the Russian strategic weapons programme and a
slow development of Chinese programmes. While one cannot predict with
certainty how this equation will remain in the future, it should be noted that
Moscow and Beijing have been strengthening their programmes. Even while
the US is rooted in a number of arms control measures, it has undertaken
measures that have enhanced the counterforce capabilities and the lethality
of some of its programmes such as the Submarine-launched Ballistic Missile
(SLBM) and Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM).¢

China, on the other hand, has been emerging as the fastest growing
military spender in Asia and globally, with greater emphasis on the military
aspects of their national power. China has become the world’s fourth largest
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military spending power after the US, UK, and France, but in Purchasing
Power Parity (PPP) terms, Beijing has overtaken Tokyo and has assumed the
second position in the world at $188.2 billion after the US at $528.7 billion.
According to Chinese official sources, its military budget for 2007 was 350.92
billion yuan or roughly US $44.94 billion, which is a 17.8 percent increase
over the previous year (see Appendix 2 on Chinese Defence Expenditure
from 1991-2007). China reiterates that the growth has been primarily caused
by a sharp increase in the wages, living expenses and pensions of 2.3 million
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) officers, civilian personnel, soldiers and army
retirees and it is true that there was a pay hike in the latter half of 2006. In
the meantime, as the Chinese economy grows, so will its military spending
capacity. Therefore, one can expect higher per capita military spending as
well in the future. China’s accelerated development and procurement of
newer and updated weapon systems is a clear demonstration of its increased
focussed military spending. Advancement in critical areas such as submarine
systems along with air defence and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) are a
few examples.

Despite major discrepancies in the estimates, it still remains an important
indicator of its national defence priorities and strategies. The discrepancies
have varied from the current Chinese official estimates of $45 bn to the
Defence Intelligence Agency (DIA) estimate of $115 bn. The disparity is due
to the fact that several critical heads are not included in the defence budget.

These include: military-related research & development (R&D) costs, arms
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imports, expenses for the People’s Armed Police and reserve forces, as well
as the financial support for China’s military-industrial complex that comes
from the State under a different head. In the Chinese usage, there are two
classifications: military research and defence research. Military research,
covered under the official defence budget, covers research in military science,
including medical research for military purposes, testing and evaluation of
weapons and equipment currently used by the PLA. This research is done
exclusively in PLA research institutes. However, defence research, covering
various kinds of defence-related research, carried out by research institutes
belonging to other government agencies, is not covered by the official defence
budget. Allocation for military R&D is sometimes under “money earmarked”
for the Commission on Science, Technology and Industry for National
Defence (COSTIND), which is the main body responsible for co-ordinating
military R&D as well as production of weapons. COSTIND is responsible to
the Ministry of Finance for budget preparation on military R&D.”

Other powers, like Russia, are not too far behind in their military
spending. According to Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
(SIPRI), Russia’s defence expenditure since 1998, when it began to increase,
has gone up by 160 percent, although the increase from 2005 over the
previous years has been 19 percent in 2005, 12 percent in 2006 and 13
percent in 2007.2 The SIPRI figures point to a Russian defence expenditure
of 1,458 billion roubles or an equivalent of $58.60 billion in 2008.° In terms
of the biggest military spending powers, Russia stands seventh, after the
US, the UK, China, France, Japan, Germany, and third, in PPP terms, after
the US and China. Despite the hike in military spending, the expenditure in
terms of percentage of GDP has come down from 4.3 percent in 2003 to 3.6
percent in 2006.'° This has been so due to the overall growth in the Russian
economy. However, Russia’s military budget can be expected to go up in the
next few years, given the regional developments, including the China factor
and the US missile defence in Europe.'" Russia, as has been brought out
through various official statements, plans to spend a large amount of money
on military modernisation, prioritising areas such as air superiority, precision
strikes at land and sea targets, large-scale production of warships, primarily
nuclear submarines with cruise missiles and capability for rapid deployment

of forces. However, it is likely to lay greater emphasis on nuclear weapons
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and their delivery mechanisms, given the lacunae in its conventional military
strength.

Japan, having followed a pacifist military posture after the World War
Il, has the smallest budget of the four major Asian powers discussed here.
Japan has placed an unofficial limit on its defence expenditure, limiting it
to less than one percent of its GDP. In 2008, Japan spent about 4.7 trillion
yen ($49.29 billion) on defence, which was again under one percent of its
GDP.'? Nevertheless, Japan is one of the largest military spending powers,
ranking fifth in the world (eighth in PPP terms), given the size of its economy.
This may, however, undergo a change in the coming years, with increasingly
insecure and potentially destabilising regional developments, including threats
from North Korea, and a rising Chinese military power in its neighbourhood.
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Japan has been seeking additional budgetary increases to allay these threats,
essentially by strengthening its missile defence programme.

Similarly, India, which has adopted a defensive approach, particularly in the
military strategic arena, spends $30 billion in terms of military expenditure,
which went up by 5 percent in 2008. It is estimated that India and China, two
of the fastest growing economies, will end up spending huge amounts on
their militaries in the next coming years, which is commensurate with their

economic growth.

Defence Expenditure of the
Major Asian Powers, 2008
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In conclusion, defence spending trends demonstrate that while the US
continues to be the biggest military spending power with significant lead
across spheres and thereby the most powerful nation in the world, China
is gaining prominence with a sustained increase in military spending which
demonstrates large and continuing growth.

The next section will identify the key characteristics of the emerging
military strategies of the major powers. To the question as to whether
military modernisation in general triggers instability, the answer is ‘No’. It is
the nature of weapon systems and the manner in which they are employed
that will determine the nature of regional security dynamics. Hence, it is not
only important to understand the character of these weapon systems and
their capabilities, but also the nature of their strategies through which they

are employed.

Military Strategies of Major Asian Powers

While military strategies are a direct result of the grand strategic design of
each power, they also reflect its economic power and overall standing in
the scheme of international power. If one is to make an assessment of the
current power structure, the US still remains the strongest nation, while
China is competing and inching towards the status of a major power, Russia
is limping back to major power status and Japan is in an indeterminate state

as far as security matters are concerned.

China

The Chinese military strategy is one that has been watched with great
attention not only in Asia but around the world. The country’s military
strategy today is essentially driven by its fast-paced economic growth that
is able to allocate greater economic and other resources along with greater
ambitions that has led to even greater insecurity. China, for one, believes that
modernisation in the military, science and technology arena is what will take
it to greater heights, including being treated as a great power. As it views the
emerging world order, China sees itself as a politico-economic and military
powerhouse, which is able to shape the world significantly according to its
terms.'® Thus, the military modernisation is clearly in tune with its ambitions

to become a major power in the world in a few decades. While this is one
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objective, the other complimentary objective that it has pursued relates to
its competition with other regional powers such as Japan, India, and perhaps
Russia. A China-watcher has pointed out that Beijing looks at the US as “its
principal threat,”'* followed by Japan, Russia and India, in terms of priority.
While Japan is considered to have an advanced military, Russia has been a
superpower previously and India has its own strengths, particularly in the
aerial and naval arenas. Beijing clearly wants to reduce the military gap with
all of these powers as it grows stronger.

What China has done in terms of military modernisation is something
remarkable and has sparked concerns across the region resulting in newer
uncertainties. It has not only acquired weapons and technologies to better
its capabilities, but has also indigenised several of the critical and advanced
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technologies into its technological kitty by reverse engineering them over a

period of time. China has systematically indigenised programmes originally
acquired from Russian, Western and Israeli defence firms. Additionally,
it has adapted itself well by creating a sufficient base to integrate these
technologies into their services, by establishing an adequate number of well-
trained, motivated personnel, effective logistics, re-worked and updated
doctrines, effective inter-departmental operational cooperation and so on.
For instance, after the first Gulf War, the PLA, according a great deal of
attention to the kind of wars they would be engaged in the future, undertook
major doctrinal, organisational and logistical changes in tune with the evolving
changes worldwide.'®

Looking at the Chinese military strategy, it has come a long way from
Mao’s People’s War directive, to Deng Xiaoping’s People’s War under
modern conditions in the late 1970s, to local/limited war in 1985, to fighting
modern war under hi-tech conditions after the first Gulf War in 1991, to
fighting informationalised war today. Technology-driven war and limited
war hypotheses have introduced new concepts like active defence, forward-
positioning, pre-emptive strikes, in-depth strikes, victory through elite troops
and so on. These concepts and the introduction of new weapon systems
have increased insecurity and competition in the region.

It would be pertinent to outline a few specific strategies that China
has evolved over the years, which would impact future warfare patterns.

For one, China has mastered an area denial strategy that would essentially
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restrain the ability of other countries to use a particular space or facility.
This will allow China to establish a buffer zone around its land and maritime
periphery, which, in turn, will make it increasingly difficult for other states to
operate close to Chinese mainland.'® Despite the air force being its weakest
link, China appears to have developed significant air space denial capability."”
Similarly, China has also improved its sea denial capability.'® In addition to its
potent submarine warfare capabilities, Beijing has a large number of different
anti-ship missiles that can be launched from submarines, surface ships and
airplanes and even shore-based launchers, such as the SS-N-22 Sunburn and
SS-N-27 Sizzler systems procured from Russia.'” The US Navy is yet to have
an effective way of defending their aircraft carriers against these missiles.” In a
potential conflict on the Taiwan Straits, the PLA Navy could possibly destroy
some ships of the US carrier battle groups, including US aircraft carriers.
China also has alternate means at its disposal through which it exercises its
area denial strategy.?'

Second, asymmetric warfare and anti-access strategy are becoming key
features of Chinese military strategy. Beijing’s anti-access strategies have
expanded to all spheres of warfare including space, cyberspace, terrestrial,
aerial and naval. China watchers note that while this strategy may not have
fully evolved to defeat a superior military, it may employ “a number of tactics
that are clearly anti-access in intention or effect.”? Such tactics can be
expected to be in wide use in a potential conflict in the Taiwan Straits, where
the US and Japanese forces would be involved and would rely on information
systems heavily. Logistics of the adversary is another aspect that the PLA
plans to attack.

Third, amphibious warfare is now a major feature in the evolving Chinese
military strategy. China has improved its amphibious capabilities in the recent
years, with Beijing conducting more than a dozen such exercises in the last
decade or so. One of the two exercises conducted in 2004 dealt purely with
a Taiwan scenario.”

Keeping with these strategies, China has beefed up capabilities on a few
key areas. For instance, tremendous progress has been made in the naval and
aerial arenas. China, traditionally being a land-based power, lacked any power
projection capabilities. It did not have an aircraft carrier, lacked amphibious

operations capabilities, air-borne warning and mid-air refuelling capabilities.
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But all this is changing in China’s favour. Its ability to project sea power
has also increased.? As a rising superpower, it can be expected eventually
to seek significant maritime power capabilities. The continued significance
of an aircraft carrier in the PLA’s strategic thinking comes out essentially
from its objectives of sea control and sea denial as also the recognition that
air superiority is essential in future combat, besides for power projection
purposes. The increased indigenous production of submarine capability is
aimed at restraining other major naval powers, including Japan and the US.
Chinese expertise in the area of air defense has gone up significantly as well.
Recognising the backwardness of its air defence systems in the early 1990s,
the PLA managed to acquire a reasonably sound capability in the last few

years. After nearly two decades in development, the Chinese air defence
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system is now considered more dangerous than the Russian systems.”

UAVs and unmanned combat air vehicles (UCAVs) are other areas
that China has made significant investments in. China has built or reverse-
engineered several such systems, as in the case of US and Russian UAVs.%
Its emphasis on UAVs came about with the intent to strengthen its airborne
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) programme. The extent
to which China has indigenised both the UAVs and the combat versions
of UAVs was evident at an air show in Zhuhai in November 20087 They
have also developed dual-use versions, such as the W-50 UAVs that can be
employed for missions such as reconnaissance, radio-relay, and electronic
jamming. With the testing of the “Blade” UAV, China is believed to have
reached global standards in this aspect of military technology.

Likewise, an enhanced hunger for energy resources in China has
necessitated serious debates on maritime security that, in turn, has led to
massive procurement of aerial and naval systems along with systems that are
critical force multipliers.”® China, additionally, has managed to integrate them
along with improved jointness, including logistics for the three services.”

Despite such a rising profile and innovative strategies, China continues to
argue that its strategy is defensive. It is partially true that a nation’s history
influences its strategic and military culture. On that count, China has continued
to argue that having suffered from war and imperialism, it values freedom and
it will not be a threat to any nation. It also reiterates that its strategic culture

is essentially Confucian.®® However, there are analysts who argue that there
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exist clear strands of realpolitik in Chinese strategic thinking.?' Additionally,
a careful reading of the seven Chinese military classics suggests that the
Chinese strategic culture is that of a revisionist and expansionist power.*?
In fact, of the three grand strategies that Alastair Johnston categorised —
accommodationist, defensive, offensive/expansionist — China exhibits a clear
preference for offensive and violent grand strategies.*

United States

The US military strategy, on the other hand, has been status quoist and
thus, defensive. However, the US being the sole superpower remains the
most powerful nation on earth, with global interests. Its military presence
in Asia has been essentially driven by its commitments to its allies — Japan,
South Korea and Taiwan — to defend and defeat adversaries.>* Thus, even
while adopting a defensive posture, the US believes that its military presence
abroad is essential for maintaining stability and balance of power in a region,
as is the case regarding its presence in the Asia-Pacific.

However, the US, which based its presence in the Asia-Pacific on the
US-Japan and US-South Korea security alliance, is undertaking realignment of
forces that could be detrimental to regional security as well as the security
of its key allies in the region. The US military presence has assured a certain
degree of regional stability and acted as a deterrent and also a guarantee
against a nuclearised Japan or South Korea. Yet, beyond constraining the
rise of regional hegemons, it has had some negative consequences as well.
States which have traditionally perceived the US as a threat do not look
upon its military presence favourably and have shaped strategies that are
more offensive in nature, which, in turn, could result in regional instabilities.
A regional arms race, including nuclear competition, is a direct consequence.
Thus, the US military deployment and the resultant force posturing by other
major regional players have consequences for the region, the emerging Asian
security order and India’s long-term security.®®

The US has, for a while, been debating the revision of a few strategies in
relation to some of its grand strategic objectives.? The next few paragraphs will
deal with those debates and analyse as to which way the US is likely to go.

The US has to deal with multiple and varied challenges such as weapons

of mass destruction (WMD) proliferation, terrorism, failed and failing states.
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It has, in this regard, debated new strategies including pre-emption vs.
prevention, deterrence vs. dissuasion and so on. It is not clear yet as to
how these strategies would apply in the Asia-Pacific, where it could come
into possible conflict with other major military powers and their strategies.
Whether it would adopt a pre-emption strategy vis-a-vis North Korea is still
debatable. This debate becomes even more relevant under the US’ extended
deterrence commitment to its allies — South Korea and Japan. With the
continuing nuclear and missile-related activities in its neighbourhood, Japan,
for instance, has considered options involving pre-emptive strikes. This is in
the backdrop of an uncertain US response to different crises starting from
the 1994 crisis.”

Similarly, how does the strategy of dissuasion®® work in the Asia-Pacific?
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It is important to see how dissuasion strategy can be applied to complex

security threats such as North Korea. However, when these strategies are
directed against China and Russia in the military-security arena, it could
possibly result in tensions. Among the major powers, China and Russia fit
into such a scheme in which the US may like to channel their military policy
in a particular direction. Scholars like Brad Roberts believe that the US may
pursue such a policy with China.® China’'s WTO membership is a case in
point. On the other hand, while dissuasion may work in the economic and
trade arena with China (as it is beneficial to China’s own development) it
may not work in the security and strategic arena. How the strategy would
work vis-a-vis Russia is entirely different. The US has, for a decade, tried
pushing Moscow in a particular direction (democracy and reforms), although
the results are not clear. It is a difficult proposition to use dissuasion and
affect the behaviour of a particular country in a manner favourable to the
US. For instance, how does the US implement this strategy vis-a-vis Iran,
North Korea, or terrorist entities? For that matter, there are doubts as to
how this strategy will work even among its allies like Pakistan. While certain
activities of Pakistan may need to be altered and Pakistan dissuaded, it comes
into conflict with the US objective in the ‘war on terror’ and other national
security objectives as was evident during the Cold War era.* There is another
important factor as to why dissuasion may not be an effective strategy: states
by their inherent nature seek more power and power comes from a range of

factors including military expansion and/or acquisition of WMD.
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Lastly, given the reality or the perception of a gradual decline in American
power with the rise of newer powers, US analysts have been contemplating
two policy alternatives — preponderance vs. offshore balancer role. There
have been studies to suggest that preponderance strategy, if continued, will
result in a huge drain on the US economy, which will eventually reduce its
economic might and thereby its overall geo-political standing.*' This implies
two effects on the geo-politics and militaries of Asia. The US, opting for an
offshore balancer role, will not maintain large military commitments in Asia
and Europe and will not be active in exporting democracy or even be engaged
in humanitarian crises.”? Christopher Layne argues that an offshore balancer
should have “robust nuclear deterrence, air power and overwhelming naval
power.” An effective offshore balancer strategy, then, would necessitate
significant “sea-based ballistic missile defence, sea-based precision and stand-
off weapon systems.”*

How does this impact the region? The US, opting for an offshore balancer
strategy, could have ripple effects in the Asia-Pacific region. States like Japan
and South Korea that rely on the US security cover could begin to feel insecure
against a range of regional threats. In the face of a relative decline in power,
whether the US would be able to maintain a robust nuclear deterrence, air
power and sea power is a serious issue. In any future conflicts in this region,
China and the US are bound to come face to face and the US could be faced
with serious difficulties if Washington does not alter its policies.* In such a
scenario, regional powers that traditionally relied on the US may be forced
to go independent.

Japan

Japan, on the other hand, has tended to adopt a pacifist approach to its
problems of security, although this appears to be undergoing a change. The
change in the name from Defence ‘Agency’ to ‘Ministry’ is indicative of the
shift taking place in Japan. This change is partially in response to the perception
of a dilution in the US’ extended deterrence commitment. The situation is
somewhat similar to the post-Cold War situation, when Japan felt that it was
no longer a relevant power in the global and more specifically in the Asian
matrix. In fact, Obama’s policies are less than reassuring to Tokyo.* The

Obama administration’s approach to China is also a cause for worry to Japan,
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given the kind of symbiotic relationship between Beijing and Washington.
The uncertainty of the US as a reliable and credible partner, along with the
variable of new nationalism among the younger generation in Japan and the
changing regional military-security dynamics, is triggering serious changes in
Japanese military strategy. But the shift towards change is not going to be
easy, given various domestic factors including the larger public sentiment
against nuclearisation and the influence of the left parties.* While there is
strong public support for nuclear disarmament, this is not necessarily in tune
with the views of the Japanese government, which is more uncertain about
nuclear issues.¥

In fact, Japanese security analysts have argued that although Article 9 of the
Japanese Constitution restricts Japan’s nuclear policy, it does not “prohibit
these weapons as such.”*® Mike Mochizuki cites debates in the Diet as far back
as May 1957 when Prime Minister Kishi Nobusuke argued that “possession
of minimally necessary nuclear weapons for self-defence purposes” do not
necessarily violate the constitution, as the possession of minimal number of
weapons will be seen as necessary for self-defence. There has been a similar
debate about the possession of nuclear weapons even recently.* However,
Japan’s non-pursuit of the nuclear option is linked to two issues. One, it is
linked to the US’ extended deterrence strategy. Second, the policy is linked
to its domestic opposition (the public sentiment as well as the three non-
nuclear principles, which are more policy statements than legally binding
commitments).*® This anti-nuclear weapons policy could change if Tokyo
senses that the US is not able to provide a credible extended deterrence.
The policy could also undergo change if North Korean missile and nuclear
activities are not brought under control through the existing international
arms control agreements. Japan could opt for an independent nuclear
option under such a scenario. The very fact that there is a greater open and
public debate about the possession of nuclear weapons is a significant step.
Japan is likely to go nuclear sometime in the near future, if Chinese military
modernisation and the North Korean missile and nuclear activities continue
at the same pace.

However, what is more feasible in the meantime for Tokyo is to
strengthen its missile defence capabilities as well as its conventional military

capabilities to a greater level, while continuing its reliance on the US as a
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credible partner.’' However, adoption of such postures by Japan in the wake
of increasing regional threats could have negative effects in the region and

beyond.?

Russia

Russia is faced with a unique set of problems. First, there is a continuing
debate about whether it looks upon itself as an Asian or European power.
The debate becomes further complicated, with the US’ pursuance of its geo-
political goals right into Russia’s backyard and the deployment of missile
defence components in East Europe, close to Russian borders. The current
Russian military strategy is a strange mix of weakness on the conventional
front along with an enhanced role for strategic weapons. While the
current weakness of the conventional military is a result of the decade-long
economic downturn that Russia went through, the changed security scenario
in its neighbourhood and the rest of Asia has pushed Moscow towards an
aggressive military strategy, including a greater role for nuclear weapons.
Russia is caught in a bind, with the US pushing it to the wall. On account of
US policies and the varied threats that Moscow faces, it has taken recourse
to aggressive military and diplomatic measures.*?

In the backdrop of varied threats challenging the Russian state, Moscow
is focusing on strengthening its conventional forces, with the creation of
high-alert units in the army, air force, navy and airborne force, manned
only by professional soldiers, which will essentially become the core of
deployable task forces. Similarly, it is also making improvements in the areas
of communications, reconnaissance, and targeting systems. The Russian
armed forces are to receive three UAVs in the next three years that will
enhance the reconnaissance and precision-strike capabilities of ground units.
Development of combat training is the third objective. Russia has moved fast
in this area, with joint tactical and theatre-level exercises being conducted on
a regular basis in the Russian Far East, Central Asia, China and India, which
has enabled the Russian military to interact with foreign militaries, especially
in simulating counterterrorist and other peacetime operations.

The modernisation programmes announced by Russia in August 2008 are
expected to result in a more combat-ready and efficient force by 2020, with

more contract personnel and a new organisational structure. This will mean
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moving away from the traditional division-regimental structure of the Russian
ground troops to a brigade-based organisation. The process of switching the
Russian forces thus is expected to be concluded by 2012. However, due to
the economic crisis, the modernisation of the military will be done only by
2016. Modernisation, in terms of weaponry and weapon systems, includes
955 Borey-type submarines armed with the Bulava sea-launched ballistic
missile; ground-based modernised Topol-M ballistic missiles totally replacing
the conventional Topols; modern tanks for the army (for instance, the T-80
Chernyy Orel [Black Eagle]); air defense systems (the S-400 surface-to-air
missile system); and fifth-generation Russian fighters (series deliveries of the
state-of-the-art, multi-purpose Su-35 fighters) are due to begin in 2011.>

Faced with the ramifications of the current global financial crisis and
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sliding energy prices, Russia is planning to optimise its spending by identifying
priority areas such as communications, reconnaissance, targeting systems and
also by significantly increasing arms sales, thereby improving the efficiency of
the domestic defence industry, which should also be considered as part of
military diplomacy to achieve larger geo-political goals.

Given these issues and challenges, it might be important for the US, Russia,
Japan and India to join together and give shape to a cooperative security
environment in Asia. There is some commonality to the challenges that these
countries face in terms of WMD proliferation, terrorism and a rising China,
although the responses have been significantly different. Russia has come to
believe that any challenge to the state and its territorial integrity needs to be
dealt with, not only through conventional means, but a nuclear option as well.
This has been reiterated time and again through various official doctrines
and White Papers, particularly after the Georgian crisis in August 2008. The
Georgian War in August 2008 confirmed that Russia will not lie dormant
against the “powerful” West, which seems to be trying to isolate Russia in its
own backyard.> India and Japan have followed a softer approach of dialogue
and negotiations whereas the US has used a ‘carrot and stick’ approach to
achieve its objectives.

Next, what is the role of nuclear weapons in the emerging Asian strategic
landscape! As of today, the US remains the only country that is capable
enough to “disarm the long-range nuclear arsenals of Russia or China with

a nuclear first strike”.*® Scholars argue that a preemptive strike by the US
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on Russia during a “peacetime alert”

and on China even during a “crisis
time alert” can be reasonably successful.*® It should, however, be noted
that despite a major technological gap, Russia and China have been forced
to improve their capabilities in the last few years.* China has also been
expanding its nuclear capabilities, helped by the fact that it is not limited
by any international arms control agreements, unlike the US and Russia.
This could lead to a nuclear arms race, potentially reducing US security and
increasing regional insecurities.®® It is also believed that China could move
away from its current nuclear posture of minimum deterrence to developing
a “robust second-strike capability, perhaps with Japan as a primary target”.®'
However, the more worrying aspect for Japan is that the US nuclear primacy
could be eroding, with a projected reduction in the US nuclear capability and
an increase in the Chinese capabilities. In such a scenario, the US might enter
into a bilateral arms control agreement with China that “endorses protection
of a Chinese limited nuclear strike capability against the United States, with a
decoupling effect that would be devastating for Japan.”¢?

Finally, what is the kind of interaction between major geo-political and
economic vectors and how is it shaping the emerging security scenario? In
the age of globalisation, there is an increasing interaction and merging of geo-
politics and geo-economics. The interdependence between the two is widely
prevalentin Asiawhere states have pursued geo-political strategies necessitated
by economic factors. In fact, the latest National Intelligence Strategy of the
US categorises China as a challenge in the years to come, essentially due to
its resource-based diplomacy and military modernisation.®®

As mentioned earlier, China has tailored its military strategy, particularly
the maritime aspects, in recognition of economic necessities. For instance,
the entire Southeast Asian region is of critical importance to Beijing due to
the fact that almost all of China’s energy shipping routes — from the Middle
East, Africa and Latin America — pass through this region. Additionally,
the region is the fourth largest producer of liquid natural gas, which is an
important determining factor in China’s geo-politics in Southeast Asia. The
Straits of Malacca, being an important corridor for economic and energy
transport have come under threat — piracy, terrorist attacks — in the last
few years. Accordingly, China has been trying to build alternate routes and

options so that it is not held ransom and as Xuegang Zhang argues, such a
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strategy will also “help reduce political and economic pressure by any other
major power’s attempt to contain China’s energy lifelines.”**

Similarly, Japan is most concerned about Malacca Straits, one of the
busiest maritime trade routes. The 1,000 km-long Malacca Straits remain a
major artery between East Asia and the Middle East. China, Japan and South
Korea rely on these Straits for the transport of their energy resources as
well as trade. Eighty percent of Japan’s oil is transported through the Malacca
Straits each year.®

Therefore, the increasing hunger for resources and markets is shaping
the geo-politics in Asia and elsewhere. China’s increasing footprint in Africa,
Latin America and Central Asia is an example of economics driving geo-
politics. While this may increasingly lead to tensions between major powers
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and some of the regional players, there has also been a positive outcome

of these developments. For instance, the economic traction between the
two sides has diluted the idea of Taiwanese independence and a conflict on
the Taiwan Straits looks highly unlikely. The impact of such interactions on
the emerging geopolitics is significant. Increasing Chinese interactions, and
thereafter, the interdependency that is established will gradually diminish the
US influence in these countries as well as the region. As China becomes even
stronger with a powerful military and economic might, small- and middle-
sized nations will look towards increasing accommodation with Beijing than
relying on a power like the US that could possibly be on a downward swing.

Conclusion

Geo-politics in Asia, particularly Northeast Asia, are fast changing and
becoming more complex today, with an important feature being the interplay
between the US-led alliance structure and China’s reinvigorated multilateral
engagement in East Asia. China, after a long period of resistance to multilateral
engagement, has recognised the importance of it in the last decade or so. It
has come to recognise that multilateralism can be to its benefit, with a direct
consequence on US geo-politics in Asia. Beijing has been of the view that
its increasing interaction with the region will gradually reduce the role of
the US and influence in East Asia and that the new regional framework that
emerges out of China’s interactions will become a competitor to the US.

Second, as China sees it, the ‘China threat’ theory may gradually diminish,
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with increasing regional cooperation between China and the small- and
medium-sized powers, and thereby, reduce their dependence on the US as a
security guarantor.® Lastly, Chinese analysts argue that increased multilateral
interactions between the US and China in East Asia should gradually seek
to establish a linkage mechanism between the two multilateral approaches,
that would further erode US bilateral ties with several nations in East Asia.
It remains unclear whether such interactions between the US and China,
creating a diarchy, will be seen as beneficial by some of the other major Asian
powers, including India, Japan and Russia.

Is nuclear North Korea in the interests of China!? Does China see
Pyongyang as an effective buffer on its borders that would keep other powers
at a distance! If Beijing had been more forthcoming on Pyongyang in terms
of sanctions and other punitive measures, a nuclear North Korea could have
been avoided.

Another development that could potentially impact on the emerging geo-
politics in Asia relates to the Korean reunification. Though a distant possibility
(not likely for the next two decades at least), the impact of reunification will
be significant for Asia. The Korean reunification will have a major impact on
force structures, mainly the US forces in the Republic of Korea and Japan, as
they are essentially for deterrence purposes and if deterrence fails, to defeat
any external armed attacks. In the wake of the two Koreas unifying, one of
the key imperatives for US military presence in the region is over, although
the security alliance with Japan will see some minimal presence. In such a
scenario, with a minimal military presence, the US forces will have to be more
expeditionary and consist of quick-response capable forces to take care of
potential crises in the region. The US should also maintain systems that can
undertake long-distance missions without refuelling, in the absence of major
bases in South Korea or even in Japan.” Therefore, there is an urgent need
for the US to invest in the development of long-range, high-speed strike
aircrafts so as to minimise the loss of bases in Korea or Japan.®® The role of
an aircraft carrier in this regard, to respond to potential crises, including a
major flare-up with China, will be highly significant. Additionally, the need
to project air, land and naval superiority in the region would necessitate
continued operational reach and Guam may be the next large basing facility

that the US may have in the region.®” The US has to look at the maritime
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capabilities and critical technological breakthroughs in terms of quick sea-lift
capability that will have to be created for rapid response to crises. Lastly,
the US will need to have a significant military presence if it ever wants to
contain or restrict China’s rise. How effective it may be is a different issue,
but it will at least delay the rise of a regional/ global hegemon as well as have
the capability to bring it under a cooperative multilateral forum. Other major
powers are also seeking ways to bring China under a multilateral fold. A case
in point is that of BRIC (Brazil. Russia, India and China). Despite the Russian
wariness, Moscow is actually seeking to bring Beijing under its fold through
BRIC and other mechanisms than let Beijing grow into an unmanageable
hegemon.

The second impact will be more geopolitical in nature. The united Korea
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will not be a strong dynamic power like China or Japan and will be forced
to take sides. While Japan-ROK relations have been balanced due to the US
factor, the absence of the US as a critical player could possibly rekindle some
of the wartime memories that are not very happy for Seoul. Besides, having
established strong economic ties with China and having common historical
memories vis-a-vis Japan, Seoul may find much comfort in strengthening its
ties with Beijing. This development could have geo-political ramifications
for the region as well as the US standing in and beyond the region. This
will significantly increase Beijing’s manoeuvring space while reducing the US
strategic space. Therefore, it appears that a US presence might be in the
interest of the region, including India, as it will continue to be a factor for
stability and also prevent regional hegemony by China. While the US also
may like to continue with such a presence, it is not clear whether China
would like to lose such an opportunity in seeking to diminish the role of the
US and increase its own.

While the US continues to be the most powerful nation in the world, China
is fast emerging as the greatest security challenge, not just in Asia but globally
too, given the fact it has the fastest growing economy as well as military. What
could, however, become more challenging would be the differential way in
which it is handled by Tokyo and Washington. The Obama Administration
appears to be following their traditional democratic pro-China approach,
and this could have implications for regional powers as well as the US’ own

standing in the region in the long term. If Washington becomes insensitive
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to Japanese concerns about the regional challenges including China, Tokyo
may go independent in its security policies. At various crisis points, Japan has
contemplated adopting hardline postures, including preemptive strike and
nuclear options. However, these options have consequences that go beyond
their borders. First, such changes in military postures will be seen as a return
to a “militaristic” Japan. Second, Japan’s development of such capabilities
could spur North Korea into testing more advanced weapon systems, which
will force Japan to respond further. This will lead to a regional arms race,
with several spin-off effects.

Given the fact that there is a gradual decline in American power (or at
least the perception of it), countries that have traditionally relied on the
US security cover could begin to feel threatened with the growing Chinese
might and may accordingly change their postures to suit Chinese ambitions.
One will witness an increasing trend wherein other countries might want to
follow China and jump in its bandwagon. Also, as of now, the US maintains
nuclear primacy, although this equation could change in the next decade or
so. China and Russia are already believed to be improving their capabilities to
match the US. Such upgradation on the part of Russia and China could spiral
into a regional and even global nuclear arms race. However, what is more
worrying for countries like Japan and South Korea is that US nuclear primacy
could erode, with simultaneous strengthened capabilities in China and Russia.
Concerns exist in Japan and South Korea about a possible arms control
agreement between Pyongyang and Washington. Such scenarios could drive
both the countries towards more independent security options.

Increasing Chinese military power and the general opaqueness with regard
to their programmes and strategies are issues of concern. China’s military
modernisation has a direct impact on the general military build-up in the
region, particularly in countries like India, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. If
India modernises its forces, there would be almost simultaneous enhancement
of defence capabilities by Pakistan. China’s military modernisation, thus, has
a cascading effect in the region, with an increasing arms race as a constant
feature.

There have also been concerns regarding Chinese leadership, particularly
during crises. It has become evident that the military leadership in China

does have an independent agenda of its own and that it does adopt a hardline
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approach on important national security and foreign policy issues. It might
be imprudent to say that the political leadership is more balanced, and
therefore, PLA’s approach should not be taken seriously. It is also important
to note that the military leadership plays a critical role in decision-making
particularly during crises. In some of the recent instances, including the EP-3
spy plane crisis in April 2001, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was completely
kept out of the loop.

The Russian tendency to rely on technological solutions to geo-political
problems can be a worrying trend. For instance, the US decision to deploy
missile defence components in Eastern Europe and the Russian reaction by
placing Iskander-M missiles in Kalingrad is worrying.

Russia has also been cornered as a result of several US policy measures which
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has resulted in a tactical relationship between Moscow and Beijing. Despite the

Russian wariness, Moscow has chosen to strengthen its partnership with Beijing,
which is reflected in the increasingly comprehensive relationship between the
two. This development, if solidified, will have serious repercussions for Indian
security and its several important bilateral relationships, including India-Russia
ties. Firstly, it will affect Indo-Russian defence ties. These ties will get diluted in
a gradual manner if Russia is not careful about the balance between its ties with
Beijing and Delhi. Secondly, how this partnership will affect outcomes in the
United Nations, especially at the Security Council, needs to be seen. Moscow
might be compelled to follow the Chinese line at the UN, particularly on issues
concerning India such as Kashmir. The strengthened partnership will affect
decision-making in several international fora. Thirdly, strengthened defence
ties will be part of this particularly close relationship and the technology and
defence items that are transferred to China might find their way to Pakistan.
In fact, there could potentially be Russian arms floating around in other
neighbouring countries too, including Sri Lanka. Such developments in India’s
neighbourhood may not be very palatable to India.

While China is realistic enough to understand that rise of other major
powers in Asia, such as Japan and India cannot be halted, it does adopt
approaches that are counter-productive to a cooperative framework in Asia.
India and Japan, for instance, will continue to look for an inclusive approach
as opposed to the Chinese exclusivist approach that appears to be directed

against India, US and Japan. Beijing has continued to believe that its peaceful
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rise and emergence as a dominant power in Asia is not only an assumption

of its rightful place in the region but in fact, a return to the old, natural order

for the region. India may not be willing to see an Asia dominated by any one

power. Therefore, competition for influence between China and Japan, China

and the US, China and Russia and China and India are going to be some of the

unfortunate features of the new Asian century. The choice, on the part of the

US, to be either an engaged Asian power or a reclusive offshore balancer, will

be an indicator to its key security partners in Asia about the credibility of its

extended deterrence strategy as well as the future Asian security matrix.
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Appendix |

Top 15 Countries with the Highest Military Expenditure in 2008
(Spending figures are in US $, at current prices and exchange rates)
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Rank | Country Spending | World Spending | Military | Change
($Bn) Share (%) | Per Capita | Burden, |1999-2008
()] 2007 (%)# | (%)

I USA 607 41.5 1967 4.0 66.5
2 China [84.9] [5.8] [63] [2.0] 194
3 France 65.7 4.5 1061 2.3 35
4 UK 65.3 4.5 1070 2.4 20.7
5 Russia [58.6] [4.0] [413] [3.5] 173
Sub-total Top 5 882 60

6 Germany 46.8 3.2 568 1.3 -11.0
7 Japan 46.3 3.2 361 0.9 -1.7
8 Italy 40.6 2.8 689 1.8 0.4
9 Saudi Arabia® 382 2.6 1511 9.3 81.5
10 India 30.0 2.1 25 2.5 44.1
Sub-total Top 10 1084 74

I South Korea 24.2 1.7 501 2.7 51.5
12 Brazil 233 1.6 120 1.5 29.9
13 Canada 19.3 1.3 581 1.2 374
14 Spain 19.2 1.3 430 1.2 377
15 Australia 18.4 1.3 876 1.9 38.6
Sub-total Top 15 1188 81

World 1464 100 217 2.4 | 44.7

Source: SIPRI Yearbook 2009: Armaments, Disarmament and International Security (OUP, 2007),
p. 270.

[ 1= estimated figure

# A state’s military burden is military spending as a share of gross domestic product (GDP).
The figures are for 2007, the most recent year for which GDP data is available.

A The figures for Saudi Arabia include expenditure for public order and safety and might

be slight overestimates.
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Appendix 2

Chinese Defense Budget (1991 - 2008)
Budget of National Defense (Unit: billion yuan RMB/billion yuan US$,
and the exchange rate between USD and RMB is about 1:8.3)
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Budget RMB Yuan =$USD % of total % Increase over
Year (billion) (billion) national expense |last year
1991 32.50 3.92 NA NAD
1992 37.00 4.46 NA 13.8
1993 42.70 5.14 NA 15.4
1994 55.00 6.63 NA 28.8
1995 63.00 7.59 NA 14.5
1996 NA NA NA NA
1997 NA NA NA NA
1998 93.47 11.26 8.66 NA
1999 107.67 12.97 8.20 15.2
2000 121.29 14.61 8.29 12.6
2001 141.04 17.00 8.30 16.2
2002 166.00 20.00 NA 17.6
2003 NA NA NA NA
2004 200.00 24.00 77 NA
2005 NA NA 7.3 NA
2006 297.93 NA 74 NA
2007 350.92 44.94 7.5 17.8
2008 417.77 61.18% NA NA

Sources: White Paper on National Defense issued by Chinese Government and other
government publications.

* This is an approximate figure by converting Yuan into Dollar.
NA — not available
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