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I .  E x E C U T I V E  S U M M A R y

By Ely Ratner

The United States faces a strategic window of oppor-
tunity to enhance its military presence in Southeast 
Asia and Australia, strengthen its alliances and part-
nerships and reinforce U.S. leadership in the region. 

Current U.S. policy aims to achieve a more geo-
graphically distributed force posture in Asia as a 
response to the evolving regional security envi-
ronment, the rising geopolitical importance of 
Southeast Asia and the drawdowns from a decade 
of war in Iraq and Afghanistan. This goal of 
diversifying the U.S. military presence in the Asia-
Pacific region has included efforts to develop new 
presence and access arrangements in Australia, the 
Philippines and Singapore, as well as new opportu-
nities for training and access in Brunei, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam and elsewhere.

This will be no small task. Although threat dynamics 
open doors for the United States to deepen security 
ties with allies and partners, the ability of the U.S. 
military to establish new arrangements, deepen them 
over time and sustain them over the long term will 
hinge on conducive political environments in partner 
countries. Likewise, fundamental fissures in political 
support would cause agreements to be terminated, 
scaled back or forced into burdensome and sensitive 
realignments at enormous political, economic and 
strategic cost to the United States.

Although policymakers and analysts in the U.S. 
government and research community have devoted 
substantial resources to understanding the opera-
tional requirements for force posture revisions in 
Asia, less attention has been paid to devising strate-
gies for political sustainability within the region. This 
imbalance must be corrected. At this nascent stage 
of developing arrangements in Southeast Asia and 
Australia, operational considerations cannot crowd 
out the fundamentally important task of ensuring 
enduring political support, without which U.S. force 
posture objectives in the region cannot be achieved. 
The United States must play the long game of devel-
oping strong partnerships throughout the region.
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This report provides the first comprehensive 
strategy for building a politically sustainable force 
posture in Southeast Asia and Australia. Taken as 
a whole, the strategy aims to develop an affirmative 
rationale for enhanced U.S. military presence while 
proposing policies to insulate this presence from 
potential political challenges. 

There is no perfect recipe for guaranteeing that the 
U.S. overseas military presence will be politically 
sustainable, but the actions recommended in this 
report can minimize the risk that political factors 
will lead to significant disruptions in the develop-
ment of U.S. security relationships. Also embedded 
in this report is a word of caution that force posture 
arrangements should not be pursued if they cannot 
meet the litmus test of political sustainability.

The United States can most effectively achieve 
a politically sustainable military presence in 
Southeast Asia and Australia by integrating initia-
tives within three broad objectives for U.S. defense 
and national security strategy in Asia: strengthen-
ing bilateral military and defense partnerships; 
building comprehensive bilateral relationships, 
including diplomatic and economic ties; and 
advancing U.S. regional strategy and multilateral 
cooperation (See Table 1). 

This report offers recommendations for translating 
these principles into policy. The White House can 
play its part by issuing an official strategy on the 
U.S. rebalancing to Asia and by ensuring a robust 
interagency approach to the formulation and 
implementation of force posture efforts, including 
commensurate communications strategies. 

The State and Defense Departments should coordi-
nate closely in joint political-military dialogues with 
their counterparts in partner governments to devise 
explicit strategic visions for bilateral security part-
nerships with specific benchmarks. State and DOD 
officials should also work together to ensure robust 
and high-level U.S. engagement in partner countries. 

The U.S. military will ultimately be responsible for 
developing and implementing security cooperation 
plans based on political guidance derived from the 
U.S. government and bilateral strategic initiatives. 
Security cooperation should stress the importance 
of an evolutionary approach that provides assets 
and engagements designed to enhance partner-
ships and multilateral institutions. Engagement 
plans should include sufficient resources for region-
wide activities led by the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN), while exploring options 
to work with China in trilateral and multilateral 
settings. 

Partner countries have a vital role to play as the 
primary communicators to their own citizens, as 
well as to other governments in the region, about 
the content and purpose of enhanced security 
cooperation with the United States. U.S. partners 
should also proactively convene trilateral and mul-
tilateral activities that bring U.S. forward-deployed 
troops together with counterparts from other 
regional powers, including China. 

The development of a more robust U.S. military 
presence in Southeast Asia and Australia harbors 
the potential to make significant contributions 
to U.S. interests and to reinforce regional peace 
and prosperity. The ability of the United States to 
actualize and maintain such a presence will rest in 
large part on the political sustainability of present 
and future efforts. 
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Table1: how The UniTed sTaTes Can mosT effeCTively aChieve a PoliTiCally sUsTainable  
miliTaRy PResenCe in soUTheasT asia and aUsTRalia

objeCTive Key PRinCiPles

strengthening 
bilateral military and 
defense partnerships

•	 Require that new force posture initiatives directly support an explicit shared vi-
sion for the future of the bilateral security relationship

•	 Ensure that new force posture initiatives address the interests of partner coun-
tries and contribute to official and public perceptions of a mutually beneficial 
partnership

•	 Pursue an evolutionary approach that takes incremental steps, avoiding rapid 
and large-scale initiatives even if they are viable at particular times

building 
comprehensive 
bilateral relationships, 
including diplomatic 
and economic ties

•	 Ensure that U.S. policymaking, negotiations and engagement on posture issues 
occur within the broader context of alliance management, active diplomacy 
and official White house guidance 

•	 Take an inclusive and transparent approach to engaging partners on force 
posture issues across a broad spectrum of political actors, including lawmakers, 
opposition figures and local communities

•	 Maintain robust and reliable high-level U.S. engagement with regional states 
and institutions, and couple force posture announcements and activities with 
investment, trade and development initiatives

advancing U.s. 
regional strategy 
and multilateral 
cooperation

•	 Ensure that force posture initiatives contribute directly to region-wide activi-
ties, using multilateral mechanisms to engage China and manage U.S.-China 
competition

•	 Take measures to reduce the likelihood that crises involving U.S. allies and part-
ners occur because of accidents, incidents and miscalculation

•	 Develop a coordinated communications strategy for audiences in partner coun-
tries and the region
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I I .  I N T R O D U C T I O N :  T h E  S T R AT E g I C 
R AT I O N A l E  F O R  E N h A N C I N g  U. S . 
M I l I TA R y  ACC E S S  A N D  P R E S E N C E  
I N  S O U T h E A S T  A S I A  A N D  AU S T R A l I A

The maintenance of peace and prosperity in the 
Asia-Pacific region is critical to advancing U.S. 
national interests in the 21st century. In recent 
decades, wealth and influence have been steadily 
shifting from the Atlantic to the Pacific and Indian 
Oceans.1 DOD’s January 2012 strategic guidance 
argued that “U.S. economic and security inter-
ests are inextricably linked to developments in 
the arc extending from the Western Pacific and 
East Asia into the Indian Ocean region and South 
Asia.”2 The United States has responded to these 
trends by adjusting its national security policies to 
rebalance U.S. attention and resources to Asia, a 
process accelerated by the Obama administration 
and likely to continue in the years and decades 
ahead.3 Current policy seeks to address the full 
range of U.S. priorities in the region, including 
maintaining peace and security, advancing eco-
nomic development and trade, supporting human 
rights and democracy, and deepening cultural and 
people-to-people exchanges. 

The forward-deployed U.S. military presence in 
the region plays a central role in this agenda.4 A 
leading priority for the United States is the pre-
vention of regional and great-power conflict. Asia 
contains multiple countries with historical 
animosities and large and technologically advanc-
ing militaries in close proximity to one another, 
making the outbreak of armed conflict both 
plausible and potentially devastating, including 
for the United States. U.S. force posture in Asia 
therefore aims to deter potential adversaries and 
reassure allies and partners.5 The military pres-
ence supports and enhances the credibility of U.S. 
extended deterrence commitments, the absence 
of which could destabilize the region as countries 
could respond to heightened insecurity, instability 
and uncertainty by expanding their conventional 

military power and possibly developing or acquir-
ing nuclear weapons. 

Should deterrence fail, U.S. military access and 
presence enhances the ability of the United 
States to defeat potential adversaries in East Asia. 
Existing U.S. bases in Northeast Asia would feature 
prominently in large-scale contingencies through-
out the region. These points of access – along with 
forward-deployed forces, prepositioned equipment, 
global strike forces and worldwide logistics capa-
bilities – combine to provide the U.S. military with 
substantial force projection capabilities into the 
Asia-Pacific theater.6 

In addition to providing unilateral power projec-
tion, U.S. presence also creates opportunities for 
building partner capacity and enhancing interop-
erability with allies and partners that can be called 
on to supplement, or in some instances replace, 
operational roles of the U.S. military.7 

Commensurate with the shift of economic pros-
perity to the Asia-Pacific region, the United States 
has a substantial interest in protecting increas-
ingly important sea lanes, which serve as the 
lifeblood of global commerce. In support of this 
interest, American forward-deployed naval forces 
help to ensure that potential chokepoints, nota-
bly the Straits of Malacca and critical sea lanes 
in the East and South China Seas, remain open 
to maritime traffic. The U.S. military presence 
throughout the Indo-Pacific region continues to 
make substantial contributions to the mainte-
nance of stability, free trade and open access to 
the global commons. 

Because terrorist groups have shown the ability to 
strike U.S. interests and allies from afar, the United 
States also seeks to weaken extremist forces in the 
region, including preventing and defeating piracy 
in Indo-Pacific waters and assisting allies like the 
Philippines and partners like Indonesia in stabiliz-
ing their countries against insurgents.
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Moreover, through contributions to noncom-
bat operations, the U.S. military presence in 
Asia can respond to humanitarian missions and 
enhance the basic security of people throughout 
the region. Given the size and scale of potential 
human and natural disasters, the U.S. military is 
often the organization with the most capacity to 
respond, as witnessed following the December 
2004 tsunami in Indonesia and the March 2011 
disasters in Japan. Having assets in the region 
allows the United States to provide rapid assis-
tance in ways that augment U.S. leadership and 
legitimacy in Asia. The U.S. presence can also 

help to combat other nontraditional security 
threats, including illegal fishing, the narcotics 
trade and trafficking in persons. 

The U.S. military has been advancing American 
interests in Asia for decades through a com-
bination of permanent bases, joint exercises, 
ship visits, capacity building and exchange pro-
grams. However, these interests and objectives, as 
well as the particular roles and missions of the U.S. 
military presence, need to be carefully weighed as 
the United States responds to a changing regional 
security landscape.

In revising its force posture in Asia, the United 
States can leverage several overlapping trends 
and opportunities. The winding down of combat 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan should permit 
the United States to concentrate more on peace-
time activities and transfer substantial resources 
to Asia. Meanwhile, the growing wealth of most 
Asian countries will make them increasingly 
able to invest in security and build deeper and 
more sophisticated security relationships with the 
United States. 

At the same time, U.S. force posture initiatives 
will have to account for rapidly evolving secu-
rity dynamics in Asia, including the effects of 
China’s military modernization. U.S. strategists 
are increasingly concerned about the ability of 
potential adversaries to disrupt the projection of 
U.S. military power by adopting an anti-access/
area denial (A2/AD) approach to warfare that can 
“interfere with the U.S. military’s ability to deploy 
to or operate within overseas theaters of opera-
tion.”8 The ability of China’s People’s Liberation 
Army to disrupt regional airfields, bases and 
logistic nodes, as well as naval surface and car-
rier operations, could exacerbate the geographic 
challenges of power projection by forcing the 
United States to operate farther from the theater 
of conflict.

debating U.s. strategy in asia
Facing a period of constrained resources, U.S. 
policymakers are again confronted with long-
standing questions about the appropriate role 
of the United States in the world. The goal of this 
report is not to adjudicate grand strategic debates 
in U.S. foreign policy. Instead, the report reflects 
current U.S. policy and starts from the idea that an 
affirmative agenda for U.S. foreign policy in Asia 
should be to support a peaceful and prosperous 
regional order undergirded by norms, rules and 
institutions. Such support should be provided 
through a combination of U.S. power and leader-
ship, capable allies and partners and effective 
regional organizations. 

Some scholars and analysts disagree with 
the proposition that the United States has an 
important role to play in Asia. They do not see 
enduring U.S. interests at stake, would prefer 
that U.S. tax dollars are spent at home or believe 
that the United States can achieve its objectives 
by letting others carry the financial, political and 
military burden of ensuring continued peace and 
stability in Asia. People harboring such views 
are not the primary audience for this report, as 
they oppose the underlying goal of building a 
politically sustainable U.S. military presence in 
Southeast Asia. 
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Although countries such as North Korea, Pakistan, 
Iran and Syria possess some A2/AD capabili-
ties, the People’s Republic of China stands out as 
the country most capable of challenging the U.S. 
military’s ability to deploy and operate globally.9 
Chinese A2/AD capabilities include advanced and 
extended-range air defense, air-to-air and preci-
sion strike capabilities, as well as C4ISR10 and force 
projection enablers, such as aerial refueling, airlift 
and logistics capabilities.11 

China’s burgeoning A2/AD capabilities are com-
pelling the United States to develop new strategic 
approaches in the region and to continue to 
develop and field advanced capabilities. DOD’s 
latest strategic guidance specifically cites the 
importance of “sustaining our undersea capabili-
ties, developing a new stealth bomber, improving 
missile defenses and continuing efforts to enhance 
the resiliency and effectiveness of critical space-
based capabilities.”12 The military is also working 
on new operational concepts, such as Air-Sea 
Battle, to penetrate anti-access capabilities with 
stealth, joint operations, dispersal and long-range 
attack.13

The enhancement of U.S. force posture stands 
as a critical pillar of America’s response to the 
changing strategic environment in Asia.14 While 
U.S. major operating bases in Northeast Asia will 
remain central to defense strategy in the region, 
the United States must also develop a more dis-
persed and geographically distributed presence in 
Asia. This will help to reduce U.S. over-reliance on 
major operating bases in Japan and South Korea. 

Greater dispersal of U.S. forces would also provide 
wider reach into Southeast Asia and the Indian 
Ocean, regions that are emerging as convergence 
points in 21st-century geopolitics and international 
economics.15 With the South China Sea remaining 
a dangerous flashpoint in the region, new arrange-
ments for U.S. access and presence would permit 
the United States to respond more rapidly to 

possible crises and conflicts over disputed territo-
ries and resource exploitation. Such arrangements 
could also provide more frequent and better qual-
ity intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance 
operations in the South China Sea, through which 
the United States could improve its situational 
awareness, as well as that of its allies and partners. 

A more dispersed presence could also provide 
greater opportunities for joint training with host 
countries and others in the region. Forward-
deployed troops play a key role in this process and 
help to deepen trust between militaries. Building 
capacity is a important goal for the United States 
as it encourages its partners to contribute more to 
regional security. 

A geographically distributed posture provides 
important strategic advantages as well. As both a 
deterrent in peacetime and a means of escalation 
control in the event of crisis or war, the ability of 
the United States to operate out of multiple loca-
tions throughout Southeast Asia would further 
complicate the decision-making of potential adver-
saries, who would be wary of attacking U.S. forces 
at the expense of galvanizing a U.S.-led multina-
tional coalition. Additional transit points for naval 
combatant vessels and U.S. bomber and fighter air-
craft would also augment the ability of the United 
States to amplify the signaling and deterrent power 

The United States must 

develop a more dispersed and 

geographically distributed 

presence in Asia. This will help 

to reduce U.S. over-reliance 

on major operating bases in 

Japan and South Korea.
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of its military presence in the region and to dis-
perse in the event that the risk of operating out of 
major operating bases in Northeast Asia becomes 
too high.

U.S. policymakers have begun to implement this 
strategy by pursuing opportunities to expand 
options in Southeast Asia and Australia.16 To date, 
the United States has made headway in Australia, 
the Philippines and Singapore and continues to 
explore opportunities for enhanced training and 
access in Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, 
Vietnam and elsewhere. 

Yet the reality is that the United States cannot 
unilaterally pick and choose an ideal force posture 
in Asia. Instead, operational and planning consid-
erations must ultimately be squared with political 
realities in the region. Fundamentally, regardless 
of the precise laydown of forces, the ability of the 
United States to establish a force posture capable 
of supporting its strategic objectives in Asia will 
rest in large part on the political sustainability of 
America’s forward-deployed presence; it will hinge 
on the art of the politically possible. 

Thus, the nature of America’s military presence 
in Asia must be based on viable and enduring 
political arrangements and conducted in ways 
that contribute to (or at least do not undermine) 
vital political support in host countries. Strategic 
dynamics create opportunities for the United States 
to deepen military relations overseas, but politics 
in partner countries will ultimately determine the 
sustainability of U.S. partnerships – necessary for 
long-term U.S. leadership in Asia.

The United States must 

develop a more dispersed and 

geographically distributed 

presence in Asia. This will help 

to reduce U.S. over-reliance 

on major operating bases in 

Japan and South Korea.
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I I I .  T h E  C E N T R A l  I M P O R TA N C E  
O F  P O l I T I C A l  S U S TA I N A B I l I T y

Robust and sustained political support in partner 
countries will be critical in establishing a more 
geographically distributed U.S. military presence 
in Asia. Such support is necessary to seize oppor-
tunities for new arrangements, sustain those efforts 
over time and avoid political pitfalls and other 
potential disruptions.

Threat dynamics, in and of themselves, are often 
insufficient to sustain political support for security 
cooperation with the United States. In relatively 
open societies, U.S. military activities must gar-
ner the support of significant swaths of the social 
fabric, including ruling and opposition parties, the 
military, nongovernment elites, the media and the 
public at large. 

Time and again, other nations’ domestic politics 
have both challenged and emboldened the ability of 
foreign leaders to support military engagement with 
the United States.17 This is particularly true on issues 
of military presence and basing, where the station-
ing and access of foreign troops and military assets 
are highly politicized acts that evoke deeply rooted 
nationalist sentiments associated with sovereignty, 
independence and, in some cases, colonialism and 
occupation. Multiple dimensions of U.S. military 
presence affect the lives of ordinary citizens in host 
countries: the high politics of war and peace; local 
issues associated with the economy, noise and crime; 
and issues of identity and a country’s relationship 
with the United States and American power. 

In navigating this politically perilous terrain, 
partner governments must publicly defend their 
decisions to allow foreign troops on their soil. Even 
in enduring alliances that regularly receive strong 
public support (for instance, the U.S. alliances with 
Australia and Japan), politicians tread cautiously 
on potentially volatile issues related to their coun-
tries’ sovereignty and independence. 

It is in the national interest of the United States to 
continue encouraging political liberalization and 
democratization in Asia. In this context, strong 
political support in partner countries is essential. 
Powerful political will at the outset enables partner 
governments to offer new opportunities, or deepen 
existing arrangements, with the U.S. military. 
Domestic support helps to ensure that partners 
continue to offer the United States access during 
crises and contingencies, when the national secu-
rity and foreign policy implications of doing so are 
substantial. Domestic political support is equally 
important during peacetime to secure financial 
contributions for various efforts involved in part-
nering with the U.S. military.

Partner governments also need strong political 
support to weather the inevitable challenges to, and 
protestations over, high levels of security coopera-
tion with the United States. Nationalism, political 
turnover and an evolving international security 
environment can produce political opposition to 
U.S. military presence. But fundamental fissures 

Political sustainability  
in the United states
The future of the U.S. military presence in 
Southeast Asia is, of course, not entirely depen-
dent on domestic politics in the region. Another 
central factor will be the ability of the United 
States to maintain the necessary political will at 
home backed by sufficient resources. U.S. political 
challenges to overseas military activities include 
deep and across-the-board defense cuts, stra-
tegic questions about the appropriate role of 
the United States in the world, a public with war 
fatigue and a Congress more focused on domestic 
politics than foreign policy. This study at several 
points confronted the difficulties and implications 
associated with questions about how politically 
sustainable Washington’s Asia policy will be in 
the United States. This remains a critical topic for 
future research. 
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in political support can cause presence and access 
arrangements to be terminated, scaled back or 
forced into burdensome and sensitive realignments 
– at enormous political, economic and strategic 
cost to the United States (See Table 2). 

Leadership changes in host countries can serve 
as occasions to question the utility of close secu-
rity ties with the United States. Breakdowns in 
political support can occur during periods of 
regime change, particularly when democratically 
elected leaders take the reins from U.S.-supported 
authoritarian regimes.18 U.S. bases in Greece, the 
Philippines and Spain have all been closed fol-
lowing political liberalizations in which popularly 
chosen leaders sought to move away from the pre-
vious regime’s close relationship with the United 
States. 

Similar trends have also occurred in consoli-
dated democracies, often in the wake of elections 
where more leftist and populist regimes have both 
ideological and political motivations to distance 
themselves from the United States by proposing 
revisions to treaties and agreements that under-
gird the bilateral security relationship.19 This 
occurred when, after decades in opposition, the 
Democratic Party of Japan gained control in 2009 
on a platform that included scaling back the U.S. 

Marine presence in Okinawa. Today, both U.S. and 
Philippine officials are similarly concerned that the 
post-Aquino government in Manila in 2016 might 
be less supportive of an enhanced rotational U.S. 
presence in the Philippines.

Politics can threaten U.S. access and presence 
arrangements outside of election cycles as well, 
for instance in the event of accidents and inci-
dents associated with the U.S. military. Prominent 
examples in Asia in recent decades include the 
1995 rape of a 12-year old Japanese girl by three 
U.S. Marines, the 2002 accident in which two 
South Korean school girls were killed by a U.S. 
Army vehicle and the 2004 crash of a U.S. military 
helicopter on a university campus in Okinawa. 
Each of these incidents, among others, have com-
pelled negotiations that reshaped the nature and 
terms of the U.S. military presence. The effects of 
these events are particularly acute during periods 
of relatively divergent threat perceptions between 
the United States and its partners, as was the case 
with South Korea in the early 2000s.20 

U.S. military presence and access arrange-
ments are also brittle when they are driven by 
short-term needs that do not reflect mutual 
strategic interests, as has been the case at times 
in Central Asia during the war in Afghanistan.21 

Table 2: soURCes of PoliTiCal fissURes oveR aCCess and PResenCe aRRangemenTs

PReCiPiTaTing faCToR Key examPle

Political liberalization, particularly away from a U.S.-backed regime Philippines, 1992

Changes in political party Japan, 2009

Accidents, incidents and crime associated with the presence of U.S. forces South Korea, 2002

low strategic interdependence and weak rationale for U.S. presence, 
particularly in the face of external pressure 

Uzbekistan, 2005
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The eviction of the U.S. military from Karshi-
Khanabad Air Base in 2005 came on the heels 
of U.S. support for international efforts to 
investigate human rights abuses in Uzbekistan. 
Tashkent’s close ties with Russia and alternative 
sources of external financial and military sup-
port further facilitated this decision.22 Similar 
dynamics occurred with the U.S. transit center at 
Manas in Kyrgyzstan, where the parliament voted 
in June 2013 to end the U.S. lease on the air base. 
Kyrgyzstan – with little to lose strategically – had 
repeatedly threatened to shut down the base and, 
in doing so, compelled the United States to more 
than triple its payments.23

The potential for shocks or disruptions to political 
support for a U.S. military presence are amplified 
by the growing pluralization of foreign policymak-
ing in Asia. With a number of countries having 
experienced democratic transitions – or at least 
some degree of political liberalization – domestic 
politics matter more than ever in host country 
security policy, with more stakeholders, voices 
and opinion makers. Rather than being the sole 
purview of national security bureaucrats, poli-
cymaking is increasingly susceptible to domestic 
politics, public influence and interest groups.24 
Furthermore, the proliferation of information, 
news media and social networking has heightened 
the degree to which Asian governments are com-
pelled to be more responsive to citizens’ interests. 
The result is an unprecedented degree of politiciza-
tion in defense policymaking in Asia.25 

These changes in domestic politics are combined 
with an increasingly complex regional security 
environment that defies a clear organizing prin-
ciple like that of the Cold War.26 Countries in the 
region continue to rely on the stabilizing presence 
of the U.S. military but are wary of being drawn 
into a security competition between the United 
States and China. Concerns also persist about the 
intentions and durability of the U.S. rebalancing 
to Asia. As a result, any decision to host the U.S. 

military must be weighed against the potential for 
diplomatic and economic blowback from Beijing. 

The net effect of these trends is that the political 
sustainability of any overseas U.S. military pres-
ence is growing more critical. 

The U.S. government has explicitly identified the 
need to address issues associated with domestic 
politics when making force posture decisions in 
Asia. Most often, however, this has been limited 
to ameliorating local issues associated with U.S. 
bases. Substantial realignments in Japan and South 
Korea, some starting as early as the mid-1990s, 
were driven in part by the desire to return land 
from U.S. bases and remove U.S. troops from 
urban centers. 

Similarly, the 2004 Global Posture Review recom-
mended further air base consolidation in Japan to 
reduce aggravations in the political relationship 
by addressing noise and safety issues associated 
with U.S. bases in Okinawa. Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld told Congress that U.S. troops 
“should be located in places where they are wanted, 
where they are welcomed and where they are 
needed,” adding that, “in some cases, the pres-
ence and activities of our forces grate on local 
populations and have become an irritant for host 
governments.”27 

This recognition of the need to address the 
political element of forward-deployed U.S. 
forces in Asia was further underscored by the 
Obama administration. The current policy, as 
articulated by President Obama and former 
Secretaries Clinton and Gates, is to develop a 
military posture in Asia that is “geographically 
distributed, operationally resilient and politi-
cally sustainable.”28 This emphasis on political 
sustainability was evident in continuing efforts 
to relocate U.S. Marines from Okinawa to Guam, 
as well as in frequent and explicit assurances that 
new U.S. presence arrangements in Australia and 
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Singapore would be rotational, in partnership 
with local forces and not supported by permanent 
American-only bases. The January 2012 strategic 
guidance noted that the United States will seek to 
“develop innovative, low-cost and small-footprint 
approaches to achieve our security objectives, 
relying on exercises, rotational presence, and 
advisory capabilities.”29

Yet, although the need for political sustainability 
has been recognized by U.S. policymakers, neither 
the U.S. government nor outside analysts have 
articulated a comprehensive strategy for building a 
politically sustainable forward-deployed presence 
in Southeast Asia. As the U.S. government builds 
a more robust and geographically distributed 
military presence in Southeast Asia and Australia, 
political sustainability will need to weigh heavily 

on the full range of decisions, including the selec-
tion of locations and assets, activities and exercises, 
and engagements with regional organizations, 
allies, emerging partners and potential adversaries.

This report provides a framework for policymakers 
to develop and sustain nascent access and presence 
arrangements in Southeast Asia and Australia. The 
recommendations herein will need to be adapted 
to local circumstances. The goal is not to provide 
a snapshot in time of specific political dynamics 
in particular countries – that is a job for country 
teams and intelligence analysts. Nor does this 
report seek to offer recommendations for opera-
tional requirements. Instead, the recommendations 
aim to increase political sustainability over time 
and across the range of current and future U.S. 
allies and partners in Southeast Asia and Australia. 

Protesters hold a sign, on November 8, 2009, at a mass anti-U.S. base rally in ginowan on Japan’s southwestern island of Okinawa, which hosts 
about half the 47,000 U.S. military personnel in Japan. 

(KIM KyUNg-hOON/Reuters)
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I V.  F R A M E W O R K  F O R  B U I l D I N g 
A N D  M A I N TA I N I N g  A  P O l I T I C A l ly 
S U S TA I N A B l E  M I l I TA R y  P R E S E N C E

U.S. military presence and access arrangements 
are politically sustainable when they are supported 
by the broadest possible set of key stakeholders in 
the domestic politics of partner countries. This 
will vary from country to country but is likely to 
include some combination of political officials in 
ruling and opposition parties, bureaucrats in for-
eign policy and defense agencies, the military, the 
public, the media, business leaders and other elite 
opinion makers. Although local issues are impor-
tant and refract throughout society, this definition 
goes far beyond the previously emphasized goals 
of ameliorating local concerns, avoiding urban 
populations and pursuing only nonpermanent 
rotational arrangements.

Strong political support manifests itself in the 
ability of the United States to achieve desired force 
postures while minimizing and managing political 
pressures and opposition to partnering with the 
U.S. military. When there is a powerful consen-
sus on the importance of security relations with 
the United States, it becomes difficult for political 
opponents or social movements to meaningfully 
impede the deepening of security ties.30 In con-
trast, a weak “security consensus” opens a political 
window to reduce or eliminate military arrange-
ments with the United States.31 

A strategy for political sustainability therefore 
seeks to create an affirmative rationale for U.S. 
military presence and to insulate that presence 
from potential challenges associated with politi-
cal liberalization and turnover, external pressure 
from regional states, accidents and incidents, and 
changes in the regional security environment. 

There is no perfect recipe for guaranteeing a 
politically sustainable overseas military presence, 
but the actions recommended in this report can 

minimize the risk that political factors will lead 
to significant disruptions in the development of 
U.S. security relationships. Also embedded in 
this report is a word of caution that force posture 
arrangements should not be pursued if they cannot 
meet the litmus test of political sustainability. 

The following analysis is derived from dozens of 
meetings with current and former U.S. policymak-
ers and practitioners central to U.S. force posture 
decisions; workshops in Washington with leading 
academics, analysts and private-sector representa-
tives; and interviews with government and military 
officials, members of the media, academics and 
other leading opinion makers in Australia, Japan, 
the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea and 
Vietnam.

This research repeatedly underscored the point 
that the United States can most effectively achieve 
a politically sustainable military presence in 
Southeast Asia and Australia by ensuring that 
initiatives advance a broader set of U.S. foreign 
policy objectives, rather than serving as indepen-
dent and isolated military capabilities. Specifically, 
the development and implementation of presence 
and access arrangements should be integrated 
with and support three larger goals in U.S. defense 
and national security strategy in Asia: strengthen-
ing bilateral military and defense partnerships; 
building comprehensive bilateral relationships, 
including diplomatic and economic ties; and 
advancing U.S. regional strategy and multilateral 
cooperation (See Figure 1). 

Nesting new initiatives for overseas U.S. mili-
tary presence within these broader features of 
U.S. foreign policy increases the buy-in from key 
stakeholders throughout partner countries and 
strengthens bureaucratic and strategic linkages 
between discrete military activities, U.S. bilateral 
relations and U.S. regional policy. The following 
sections articulate this framework by offering prin-
ciples for enhancing political sustainability.
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strengthening bilateral military  
and defense Partnerships

Require that new force posture initiatives directly 
support an explicit shared vision for the future of 
the bilateral security relationship.

New U.S. military arrangements in Southeast Asia 
and Australia must reinforce bilateral security 
relationships rather than being treated as isolated 
or independent military capabilities. A shared 
perception of security challenges provides a criti-
cal foundation for healthy and sustained alliance 
cooperation. In making force posture consider-
ations, the development of a shared vision of the 
purpose and future of the relationship is a top 
priority that must precede tactical decisions. 

Determinations about the role of the alliance or 
partnership should lead to common notions of 
bilateral mission sets and potential contributions to 
regional security. Only then is it appropriate to ask 
how posture arrangements can support these goals 
and to explore specific initiatives. 

U.S. policymakers should not assume that this kind of 
forward-looking strategy is already in place between 
the United States and its Asian allies and partners. 
This is true even where countries have a shared his-
tory and common values with the United States, and 
even where public support for the alliance is strong. 

Asian officials and strategists interviewed for this 
study often reported that their countries’ pri-
mary incentives for partnering with the United 
States were to receive U.S. intelligence, obtain 
U.S. technologies and training and receive secu-
rity assurances, sometimes in the shape of formal 
extended deterrence guarantees. In general, U.S. 
policy and strategy are not well understood in the 
region, and partners do not always share a com-
mon view with the United States about their own 
role in both the bilateral security relationship and 
the region at large. 

Without a shared vision, differences will emerge 
in the agendas of the U.S. government and part-
ner governments that complicate and delay the 

figURe 1: inTegRaTing U.s. miliTaRy PResenCe in bRoadeR foReign PoliCy objeCTives
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eventual reaching and implementation of agree-
ments. This calls for the shelving of tactical 
discussions until a relative consensus exists on 
the strategic purpose of the security partnership. 
High-level officials from both the United States and 
the Philippines noted that explicit efforts in 2011 to 
step back and engage on bigger issues about where 
the alliance was headed were critical in advancing 
discussions on a possible U.S. rotational presence. 

Once this mutual understanding is reached, formal 
articulations of concrete next steps can be particu-
larly useful for locking in future cooperation and 
providing top-down instructions on both sides. 
With Vietnam, although security cooperation is 
moving forward, critics have noted that the nations 
have failed to articulate a clear “plan of action” or 
similar roadmap with an accompanying high-level 
mechanism for implementation.32

Therefore, the United States must spend the time 
and resources to develop shared perceptions about 
the purpose of the security relationship prior to 
launching any new force posture arrangements. 
Political-military dialogues can then produce an 
articulation of specific short- and long-term goals, 
going beyond basic principles associated with 
maintaining peace and stability. New access and 
presence arrangements should go forward only if 
they support these common aims.

Ensure that new force posture initiatives address 
the interests of partner countries and contribute 
to official and public perceptions of a mutually 
beneficial partnership.

In articulating U.S. goals in the region, U.S. 
policymakers will have to demonstrate flexibility 
and willingness to address key security concerns 
of allies and partners. This should include specific 
external and internal security threats, as well as 
nontraditional security challenges that include 
narcotics, trafficking in persons, natural disasters, 
pandemics and terrorism. A number of Asian 

officials and scholars emphasized that U.S. pres-
ence and access arrangements should actively 
demonstrate that they are filling key capabil-
ity gaps in these areas, rather than being seen as 
primarily addressing geopolitics and unilateral war 
planning. 

Reinforcing official and public perceptions of 
partnership is critical. By highlighting the impor-
tance of bilateral activities and shared facilities, 
the United States can signal that it aspires to a new 
paradigm of partnership that eschews the “big 
brother” approach of previous decades. 

Observers in the region still complain that U.S. 
officials sometimes parachute in with agree-
ments and plans that were unilaterally drafted 
in Washington. On issues of sovereignty, such 
as Status of Forces Agreements, it is particularly 
important that partner governments can credibly 
report to their publics that their concerns were 
adequately addressed in negotiations with the 
United States. 

U.S. officials should remember that military 
partners need to sell new presence arrangements 
to their own leadership and, in some instances, 
to their legislatures.33 This requires being able to 
articulate tangible benefits for host nations, rather 
than focusing primarily on the strategic advantages 
for the United States. At the same time, partner 
governments need to emphasize their own roles in 
advancing the interests of the United States, such 
that neither side views the arrangement as a one-
way street. 

Clearly supporting host country interests is also 
important because foreign leaders can face substan-
tial pressure from other countries in the region. 
Multiple Asian officials asserted privately that they 
can most effectively handle this external pressure 
when they can credibly claim that the U.S. military 
presence is working in their own national interest 
rather than simply serving U.S. strategic aims.



|  19

This calls for a regional military strategy in 
Southeast Asia that privileges priorities beyond 
near-term planning for major power war. U.S. 
officials admit that there remain voices within 
the U.S. defense establishment who continue to 
view the need for a more robust and dispersed 
U.S. military presence in Asia as primarily pro-
viding forward operating locations for unilateral 
U.S. military operations. This is not an acceptable 
long-term approach, and maximizing the flexibil-
ity and independence of U.S. forces cannot come 
at the cost of U.S. commitment to its partners’ 
security interests.34 Doing so places too much 
focus on preparing for hegemonic war (most likely 
against China) and runs the risk of undermin-
ing U.S. partnerships with countries that perceive 
themselves as facing different and more immediate 
security threats.35 

The United States should instead play the long 
game of developing strong bilateral security 
relationships, rather than pursuing access agree-
ments that afford a short-term military capability. 
At times, this will mean diverting resources away 
from immediate warfighting requirements and 
toward building politically sustainable partner-
ships. Assuming more risk in the near term will 
be necessary to maximize the likelihood that 
the United States will have the strongest possible 
access and presence arrangements to support the 
demanding security environment should crises 
arise in the future. Simply put, focusing on build-
ing partnerships today is the smartest way to 
maximize deterrence and warfighting power in the 
years and decades ahead. 

This does not mean that U.S. military presence is 
purely a diplomatic tool. The ideal type of security 
cooperation exists where U.S. interests intersect 
with partners’ interests and where U.S. military 
activities are politically and diplomatically sound 
as well as operationally relevant. Policymakers 
should appreciate the degree to which security 
cooperation contributes to U.S. interests, rather 

than seeing zero-sum tradeoffs between combat 
readiness and building partner capacity.36 With 
respect to the U.S. Marines, for instance, Asian 
militaries are interested in training in key warf-
ighting competencies, including amphibious 
landings, combined arms engagements and small 
unit tactics.37 Furthermore, when contingen-
cies do occur, more capable partners that train 
regularly in multinational exercises can work 
with the U.S. military to achieve shared strategic 
objectives and assume greater risk and responsi-
bility because of the enhanced interoperability in 
shared tactics and synchronized communications 
technology.

In some cases, partners will be sufficiently weak in 
certain areas where the United States will need to 
fill key gaps for purposes of deterrence while the 
partners build up to a minimum credible defense. 
In these instances, as is the case in the Philippines 
in the maritime domain, enhancing U.S. warfight-
ing capacity to deter adversaries is appropriate as 
long as both sides are clear that this is a tempo-
rary arrangement until the partner becomes more 
capable. The long-term goal for the United States 
should be to help build strong and independent 
partners.

Pursue an evolutionary approach that takes 
incremental steps, avoiding rapid and large-scale 
initiatives even if they are viable at particular times.

U.S. officials should take an evolutionary approach 
to deepening overseas military access and pres-
ence arrangements.38 A long-term strategy for the 
United States requires patiently building relation-
ships and partnerships that can be called on as 
required by the regional security environment. 
Rather than rushing to make big opportunistic 
moves, U.S. policymakers should pursue gradual 
and incremental steps that can be scaled up over 
time, such that a series of “baby steps” will accrue 
to provide strategic advantage in the long term. 
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The United States should ensure that new arrange-
ments are easily digestible politically, remaining 
cognizant of the critical importance of how initial 
activities are perceived by a range of audiences in 
the host country. A positive initial impression can 
produce “demonstration effects” that open doors 
to additional and more ambitious agreements 
down the road.39 This has been the case since the 
late 1990s in the Philippines, where despite high 
sensitivities about the presence of U.S. forces, 
U.S.-assisted operations against Abu Sayyaf in 
Mindanao were well received by local officials and 
populations and led the way for subsequent discus-
sions about further deepening U.S.-Philippines 
security cooperation on counterterrorism and 
other operations. 

This demonstration effect is important not only 
within the host country but also for other gov-
ernments in the region that are considering the 
possibility of enhancing security ties with the 
United States. With the arrival of two littoral 
combat ships to be ported on a rotational basis 
in Changi Naval Base, Singapore is serving as a 
potential model for non-treaty allies interested in 
partnering with the United States. Singaporean 
officials have reported being asked by regional 
counterparts about how to partner effectively with 
the United States.

U.S. policymakers should remember that the 
United States is still in the process of rebuild-
ing trust and confidence in Southeast Asia. The 

Philippine (left) and U.S. (right) troops walk to their base after conducting a squad live fire exercise as part of the annual joint Philippine-U.S. 
military exercise at Fort Magsaysay in Nueva Ecija province, north of Manila on April 11, 2013. 

(TED AlJIBE/AFP/getty Images)
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region carries scars related to the Vietnam War 
and relative U.S. neglect toward the region during 
the 2000s (with the exception of counterterror-
ism operations). The United States thus needs to 
move slowly, without speed and swagger, and be 
attentive to the comfort levels of partner govern-
ments. Trying to make big, fundamental moves 
at the outset – like home porting a U.S. carrier in 
Perth or deploying an Army Stryker Brigade in 
the Philippines – are antithetical to this strategy. 
This evolutionary approach, which DOD officials 
describe as “crawl, walk, run,” ensures that military 
activities will not outpace the political and diplo-
matic foundations required to support them.40 

This step-by-step approach also applies to the 
specific partner capabilities that the United States 
seeks to enhance. Rather than diving into ambi-
tious initiatives, both sides should address key 
bottlenecks to more sophisticated security coop-
eration. These will often involve personnel and 
institutional issues, rather than just equipment 
shortages. Examples include weak information 
security in the Philippines and limited English 
capacity in the Vietnamese military, both of which 
must be part of any long-term partnership to build 
maritime domain awareness and other capabilities 
associated with maritime security.

Building Comprehensive Bilateral 
Relationships, Including Diplomatic  
and Economic Ties
Ensure that U.S. policymaking, negotiations and 
engagement on posture issues occur within the 
broader context of alliance management, active 
diplomacy and official White House guidance.

The deepening of security ties is closely connected 
to broader political relationships in that it both 
stems from and feeds back into the overall health 
of bilateral ties. Posture decisions therefore cannot 
be viewed in strictly military terms; they should be 
made within the context of active diplomacy and 
alliance management.41 Minor operational benefits 

are clearly a net negative if they lead to political 
rifts that harm the long-term development of more 
robust security ties.

Force posture decisions should be informed by 
an active understanding of the political sensitivi-
ties and opportunities in partner countries. This 
underscores the vital role of State Department offi-
cials both in Washington and in U.S. embassies in 
Southeast Asia and Australia. Although some offi-
cials at the Pentagon reject the characterization, a 
number of officials in DOD, the State Department, 
the White House and U.S. embassies overseas read-
ily admit that DOD officials have often been in the 
lead on posture negotiations in ways that ulti-
mately privilege military and operational priorities 
over diplomatic and political considerations.42 
Part of this is the result of DOD’s predominance 
of personnel and resources, but State Department 
officials report that they are often brought in too 
late in the planning process for regional engage-
ment strategies and are primarily given reactive 
supporting roles, rather than proactively making 
policy.

Bilateral force posture negotiations must be moved 
out of the narrow military-to-military realm. Joint 
bilateral dialogues with officials from the State 
and Defense Departments drive policy coordina-
tion in Washington and ensure that both military 
and political interests of partner countries are 
represented. Such “2+2” dialogues also promote 
important buy-in from country teams at relevant 
embassies. U.S. officials reported that the establish-
ment of a 2+2 mechanism with the Philippines, for 
instance, has helped to improve the quality of bilat-
eral discussions around force posture issues and 
led to breakthroughs on the potential for shared 
facilities.

This interagency cooperation should be replicated 
wherever the United States is seeking new military 
access and presence arrangements. U.S. diplomats 
in the region can facilitate these institutional 
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linkages by actively reporting on the political 
dimensions of military partnerships with the 
United States. 

The State Department can also boost its role by 
maximizing its use of the limited planning assets 
it does possess. The Policy Planning Office should 
be a key player in articulating long-term strategic 
visions with allies and partners. It is unaccept-
able that policy planning dialogues the State 
Department has led with counterparts in poten-
tial partner nations like Vietnam have atrophied 
because the U.S. side has focused on direct support 
and operational tasks, such as speechwriting and 
preparing for high-level meetings.

Meanwhile, official White House guidance is sorely 
needed to ensure that military and operational 
planning is appropriately in sync with diplomatic 
and political goals. Decisions about U.S. access, 
presence and activities should be made in the con-
text of an official and formal White House strategy 
for the rebalancing to Asia that can harness all ele-
ments of national power and guide the diplomatic 
and military agencies responsible for implementing 
the policy.

Many of the people interviewed for this report 
noted the need for formal strategic guidance to 
help implement, monitor and assess the political 
goals associated with U.S. security cooperation in 
Asia. Members of Congress made this same point 
to incoming National Security Adviser Susan 
Rice.43 There is widespread agreement among U.S. 
officials that the lack of formal guidance from the 
White House has at times limited the efficiency 
and effectiveness of U.S. military engagement. The 
lack of an explicit national strategy means that 
DOD and military officials are left to infer guid-
ance from high-level speeches and articles, which 
U.S. officials admit can lead to both misinterpreta-
tion and “cherry picking.” The 2012 DOD strategic 
guidance is an important document but is not spe-
cific enough to help policymakers and practitioners 

prioritize competing interests.44 The result is that 
U.S. officials on the ground in partner countries 
and in DOD report a piecemeal, rather than strate-
gic, approach to U.S. security cooperation. 

U.S. policymakers should also be cognizant of the 
manner in which U.S. foreign policy elsewhere in 
the world will shape the ease with which foreign 
leaders can readily partner with the United States. 
In the years ahead, a number of countries in the 
region will continue to associate the U.S. military 
with costly wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; this is 
particularly true for nations like Australia that 
were leading contributors to those wars. 

The U.S. government should explore ways to help 
partner countries deal with the opportunities and 
challenges associated with reintegrating veterans 
into society and other domestic issues associ-
ated with the end of more than a decade of war. 
Officials from the U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs should consider joining State Department 
and DOD dialogues with partners in Asia to dis-
cuss issues, such as mental health care, where the 
United States has developed significant experience 
and expertise in veterans’ care and reintegration.

Finally, U.S. officials will at times need a thick skin 
when issues related to the U.S. presence become 
overly and sometimes unfairly politicized. The U.S. 
government should expect a process of “two steps 
forward, one step back” while partner governments 
figure out how to manage the politics of deepening 
ties with the United States. Such behaviors will be 
particularly likely during election seasons, as was 
the case when the Philippine government antago-
nized U.S. officials by being highly critical after the 
USS Guardian accidentally ran aground on a reef off 
the central coast of the Philippines. Similarly, coun-
tries will continue to balance their relations with 
China, sometimes by canceling or delaying agreed-
upon activities with the United States. In general, 
this type of backsliding should be taken with a 
diplomatic grain of salt and not viewed as an overall 
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statement about how much foreign governments 
value their partnerships with the United States. 

Take an inclusive and transparent approach to 
engaging partners on force posture issues across a 
broad spectrum of political actors, including law-
makers, opposition figures and local communities.

The incorporation of political actors into discus-
sions on force posture decisions and U.S. military 
strategy in Asia should go beyond partner militar-
ies and ruling governments. Lawmakers and future 
leaders should also be involved. This is particularly 
true where legislatures appropriate funds for force 
posture initiatives and approve the legal arrange-
ments that govern the U.S. military presence. 

U.S. officials should also engage members of lead-
ing opposition parties who work on foreign policy 
and defense issues. This policy of “political hedg-
ing” strengthens the ability of bilateral security 
cooperation to endure through significant changes 
in the political landscapes of partner countries.45 
This is particularly important because knowledge 
of defense and alliance issues is relatively limited 
in Southeast Asia, especially in political parties 
without recent experience as the ruling party. 

Sustained engagement with outside political actors 
over time can create a better understanding of the 
purpose and benefits of partnering with the United 
States and potentially prevent the type of foreign 
policy realignment that occurred, for instance, 
when the Democratic Party of Japan finally led 
the Japanese government in 2009. This process 
should begin early, rather than waiting for political 
turnover to occur. This is the case even in countries 
such as Singapore where security cooperation with 
the United States is not a hot-bottom domestic 
political issue and many regard opposition rule as 
unlikely in the near term.

A more inclusive political approach should also 
include engagement with the local communities 
that are most directly affected by U.S. military 

presence. U.S. officials are well aware of the need to 
minimize the noise, traffic, environmental prob-
lems and other issues associated with the presence 
of foreign troops. As former Commander of U.S. 
Naval Forces Japan James Kelly said of the actions 
of individual U.S. troops in Japan, “behavior is a 
strategic issue, and that poor conduct can have a 
significant and lasting effect on the alliance and 
our continued presence here.”46 Incidents and 
accidents can quickly infect bilateral political rela-
tions and often create disputes between local and 
national governments. 

The United States has found it useful to provide insti-
tutionalized roles for local officials to raise concerns 
with political and military officials from the U.S. 
and host governments.47 Conversely, problems have 
arisen when civil society actors lack formal channels 
and instead turn to protests, the media and collective 
action to apply pressure and influence decisions.48

Sustained engagement with 

outside political actors over 

time can create a better 

understanding of the purpose 

and benefits of partnering 

with the United States and 

potentially prevent the type 
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Transparency and public education are critical to 
garnering local support and acceptance of U.S. 
military presence.49 Much of this should be done 
by partner governments, particularly on sensitive 
issues related to sovereignty and local jurisdiction. 
Interviews with politicians, the media and other 
opinion makers revealed significant misunder-
standing and concern about the legal agreements 
governing the rights of U.S. troops in host coun-
tries, as defined by Visiting Forces Agreements and 
Status of Forces Agreements. This confusion often 
fuels conspiracy theories and hostility toward the 
potential for greater U.S. military access.

U.S. military personnel in partner countries can 
help to build support and alleviate concerns about 
their presence by proactively engaging in commu-
nity outreach. Local officials in Darwin, Australia, 
have been impressed by the effort and time devoted 
by U.S. Marines to community service and local 
activities. U.S. officials on the ground can also 
highlight the economic benefits accrued to locali-
ties that host U.S. forces. Because this cannot be 
choreographed from Washington or Hawaii, the 
quality of personnel on the frontlines of local 
engagement is critical. 

The United States should avoid involvement in 
contentious political issues in host countries that 
pit key constituencies against each other and risk 
politicizing the security relationship with the 
United States. For example, Australian diplomats 
described the maritime dimension of dealing with 
asylum seekers as a “third rail” that the United 
States would be wise to avoid. New U.S. military 
activities in the region should occur primarily on 
issues that are likely to survive the normal turn-
over of ruling parties. 

Eschewing politicization also requires avoiding 
– as much as possible – arrangements that could 
unnecessarily ignite sovereignty and consent 
issues. This includes showing flexibility on the level 
of knowledge and concurrence about U.S. military 

activities afforded to partners. For example, 
Australian interlocutors, official and unofficial, 
warned of eventual political backlash if the United 
States toes a hard line on the rules governing the 
potential deployment of strategic bombers to Royal 
Australian Air Force Base Tindal. 

Maintain robust and reliable high-level U.S. 
engagement with regional states and institutions 
and couple force posture announcements and 
activities with investment, trade and development 
initiatives.

The United States will need to continue reassuring 
Southeast Asia that its commitment to the region 
is strong and enduring. Amid perceptions of U.S. 
retrenchment, defense cuts, political partisan-
ship and war fatigue, Asian allies and partners are 
voicing concerns about whether the United States 
can continue its role as a principal guarantor of 
regional security. 

In this context, the importance of consistent 
engagement cannot be overstated. Many people in 
Southeast Asia view U.S. attention to their region 
as waxing and waning over time, creating harmful 
impressions of a self-interested and opportunistic 
United States. 

These concerns were recently reinforced by what 
many in the region viewed as insufficient U.S. sup-
port for the Philippines during the Scarborough 
Reef crisis, particularly as compared to much 
stronger expressions of U.S. power during previ-
ous crises that involved Chinese challenges to 
Japan and Taiwan. Some officials also worry that 
the region’s strategic value to the United States will 
diminish if Washington and Beijing work out a 
new bilateral framework for great power relations.

Amid these concerns, U.S. officials will have to com-
mit to a consistent and reliable engagement calendar 
if they expect partner governments to make costly 
– and at times politically risky – decisions to deepen 
security cooperation with the United States. DOD 
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officials should articulate a baseline set of activities 
in the region in which the United States will par-
ticipate at appropriate levels regardless of political 
parties and election cycles in the United States. 
This could include, for instance, attendance by the 
U.S. secretary of defense at the annual Shangri-La 
Dialogue in Singapore and the biennial ASEAN 
Defense Ministers Meeting Plus (ADMM+). 

The manner in which the United States supports 
and engages regional institutions is also critical. 
High-level U.S. officials must consistently partici-
pate in what the region considers to be essential 
multilateral gatherings, including the ASEAN 
Regional Forum and the East Asia Summit. 

Participation in these regional forums provides 
excellent opportunities for U.S. officials to explain 
U.S. policy and intentions in public and private 
settings. The United States should further explore 
opportunities for ASEAN leaders to engage with 
U.S. officials outside of the administration and 
military, including members of Congress, gover-
nors and mayors.50 

Outside the realm of defense policy, force posture 
initiatives should be developed in concert with a 
broader engagement strategy that includes robust 
economic initiatives. Asian diplomats wondered 
aloud why the U.S. treasury secretary and U.S. 
trade representative were far less visible in Asia 
than their counterparts from the State Department 
and Pentagon. Long-term sustainability of the U.S. 
presence in the region requires taking actions that 
undermine the oft-heard dichotomy of the United 
States as the regional security provider and China 
as the leading economic partner. This dichotomy 
heightens the degree to which countries, even allies 
like Australia and South Korea, see a contradiction 
between their security cooperation with the United 
States and their broader economic interests. 

Marrying force posture initiatives with economic 
endeavors would help to alleviate these concerns 

and instead build an alternative narrative that 
security and economics are complementary. 
Maximizing political sustainability ultimately 
requires genuine partnerships across economic, 
political and military arenas. Both the Trans-
Pacific Partnership and the Lower Mekong 
Initiative provide excellent avenues for the United 
States to demonstrate its commitment to regional 
economic growth and development.

advancing U.s. Regional strategy  
and multilateral Cooperation

Ensure that force posture initiatives contribute 
directly to ASEAN-centered and other region-
wide activities, using multilateral mechanisms 
to engage China and manage U.S.-China 
competition.

Consistent with broader U.S. goals in Asia, the 
forward-deployed U.S. military presence can help to 
shape the regional environment in ways that both 
contribute to U.S. interests and increase politi-
cal support in the region for U.S. leadership.51 U.S. 
cooperation with allies and partners to build a more 
robust regional order also presents a vital oppor-
tunity to build an affirmative agenda for security 
ties rather than basing relationships on shifting and 
sometimes controversial threat dynamics. 

The political sustainability of the U.S. military 
presence in Southeast Asia and Australia will 
hinge in part on the contribution of U.S. forces 
to region-wide and multilateral initiatives. This 
requires looking at force posture decisions in con-
texts beyond the deepening of bilateral ties with 
partner countries. Governments in the region that 
face internal and external pressure over develop-
ing closer partnerships with the United States can 
more effectively explain and defend their decisions 
if they can argue that U.S. forces are having a posi-
tive effect on regional peace and prosperity and are 
helping to build a regional security architecture 
based on rules-based institutions and regional 
norms of behavior.
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The current demand for region-wide security coop-
eration in Southeast Asia is strong. This is largely 
due to an evolving regional security environment 
shadowed by concerns about the rise of China, 
questions about the staying power of the United 
States and broader recognition that the region 
faces a variety of transnational threats that require 
collective approaches. At the same time, the mod-
ernization of most militaries throughout the region 
is highlighting the need for rules of the road to 
govern increasingly crowded and contentious air 
and maritime domains. 

These forces create opportunities for the United 
States to build stronger support for its military 
presence in the region by assisting the development 

of ASEAN and ASEAN-centered institutions. 
Although U.S. officials are sometimes frustrated 
with the pace and scope of ASEAN activities, the 
maturation of the ASEAN Regional Forum and the 
ADMM+ mechanism are providing unprecedented 
forms of regional security cooperation. 

Multilateral activities also provide opportunities 
for Asian countries to work more closely with one 
another; overall, this benefits the United States by 
strengthening deterrence and interoperability in 
the region.52

The five expert working groups of the ADMM+ 
(humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, mili-
tary medicine, peacekeeping, counterterrorism 

President Barack Obama stands hand in hand with ASEAN leaders during the ASEAN-U.S. leaders’ meeting at the Peace Palace in Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia, November 19, 2012. 

(CAROlyN KASTER/Associated Press)
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and maritime security) are areas where the United 
States has significant expertise and capabilities. 
Asian diplomats underscored that these func-
tional areas also represent issues where nations 
are most comfortable working with the United 
States. Multilateral institutions provide safe 
diplomatic platforms for governments to engage 
the United States when they might be reluctant to 
participate in similar activities on a purely bilat-
eral basis. The United States should leverage these 
opportunities and ensure that every new force 
posture initiative in Southeast Asia and Australia 
can contribute directly to ASEAN-sponsored 
activities.

Some regional states are wary of participating in 
military exercises with the United States outside 
of the ASEAN context. One possible workaround 
is to add humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief elements to existing exercises, so that states 
can participate without the appearance of joining 
a U.S.-led warfighting exercise. This has already 
occurred at Exercise Cobra Gold in Thailand and 
should be considered for future Balikatan exercises 
in the Philippines.

In addition, multilateral institutions offer vital 
mechanisms to more effectively manage both the 
risks and opportunities associated with the rise 
of China. Countries are clearly worried about 
being subjected to China’s economic, political and 
military pressure, and Beijing’s treatment of Tokyo, 
Manila and others in recent years has offered clear 
indication of China’s willingness to use coercive 
measures to achieve political aims. 

Regional states are well aware that they can best 
retain their bargaining power as a collective entity, 
rather than being picked off individually. This 
philosophy has undergirded ASEAN’s approach 
of developing an internal consensus on a code of 
conduct for the South China Sea before entering 
into negotiations with China. Although ASEAN 
lacks enforcement mechanisms, regional countries 

tend to share the view that the institution still 
performs a restraining function on the unilateral 
use of force.

In addition to providing a forum for regional states 
to bind together, regional institutions can work to 
prevent and manage disputes by moving burgeon-
ing crises – over maritime or territorial rights, for 
instance – from the military domain to one of legal 
and diplomatic wrangling. Officials in Southeast 
Asia therefore almost uniformly support U.S. 
military activities that strengthen the capacity and 
legitimacy of regional institutions. 

These institutions also provide venues to manage 
U.S.-China competition. Nearly every country in 
the region is quick to assert that it does not want to 
have to choose between Washington and Beijing. 
Hostile relations between these great powers would 
undermine the relative peace and prosperity that 
has reigned for decades. By creating a diplomatic 
cushion between the United States and China, 
regional institutions can attract both sides to 
accept and engage in discussions and activities that 
might be more difficult if one capital or the other 
were perceived as being the primary leader or ben-
eficiary of the effort. 

Multilateral institutions also create avenues for 
weaving China more closely into the regional secu-
rity architecture, building habits of cooperation 
and reinforcing norms of behavior. The inclusive-
ness of the ASEAN Regional Forum and ADMM+ 
send important signals that the door is open for 
a China that is willing to support a rules-based 
system. If U.S. forces are supporting these regional 
initiatives, it will weaken the effectiveness of 
accusations from Beijing that the United States is 
seeking to contain China and that countries should 
therefore limit their security cooperation with the 
United States.

In addition to playing a role in managing rela-
tions with China, U.S. military engagement with 
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regional institutions can help to dampen concerns 
about how the presence of U.S. forces will affect 
other sensitive regional dynamics, such as those 
between Australia and Indonesia or Singapore and 
Malaysia. 

While participating in multilateral discussions 
and activities, the United States should continue 
contributing to areas clearly outside the domain 
of geopolitics. Most regional states will grow wary 
of U.S. engagement if they perceive it as focused 
primarily on sensitive and contentious issues like 
the South China Sea. 

Supporting a more varied set of security issues in 
regional forums will also have positive ancillary 
effects on the ability of U.S officials to defend ongo-
ing engagement with ASEAN. U.S. officials and 
their Asian counterparts have rightly expressed 
concerns that U.S. participation in regional efforts 
is predicated on the idea that these mechanisms 
will grow more robust and tackle tougher issues 
over time. This can run counter to the slow and 
sometimes overly sensitive ASEAN way. A compro-
mise solution here is for the United States to push 
progress on multiple issues, some less sensitive 
than others, so that U.S. diplomats and policy-
makers can credibly argue that they are making 
incremental progress on advancing the region’s 
security architecture rather than pushing too 
hard and futilely trying to outpace the appetite for 
regional cooperation on highly contested issues. 

Finally, as U.S. military forces in Asia contribute to 
the construction of a rules-based regional order, it 
is incumbent on allies and partners to participate 
in, and at times lead, this process. Partners like 
Singapore and allies like Australia have regional 
influence that extends well beyond the size of their 
population or their military power. The ability 
to strengthen norms and institutions is far more 
about political will and legitimacy than defense 
budgets and military forces.

Regional states can leverage U.S. military pres-
ence to convene multilateral meetings and 
exercises to build stronger and more inclusive 
partnerships. The deployment of U.S. Marines in 
Darwin, Australia, provides an excellent platform 
for Australia to host exercises or dialogues with 
the United States and others, including China, 
Indonesia and Singapore. Similarly, Vietnam’s 
announcement in July 2013 that it would begin 
participating in U.N. peacekeeping operations 
opens the door for Hanoi to host a training exer-
cise on peacekeeping operations with the United 
States and China. U.S. officials can underscore that 
proactive participation from regional states is likely 
to prevent the kind of overly competitive regional 
security environment that all nations are trying to 
avoid.

Take measures to reduce the likelihood that 
crises involving U.S. allies and partners 
occur because of accidents, incidents and 
miscalculation.

As the U.S. military diversifies its forward-
deployed presence in the region, U.S. policymakers 
should ensure that enhanced U.S. presence does 
not increase the likelihood of being drawn into an 
unintended regional conflict. 

Minimizing the probability of entrapment puts a 
priority on risk reduction mechanisms in the region. 
U.S. forces, in collaboration with U.S. diplomats, can 
contribute to the development of multilateral confi-
dence-building measures, such as crisis hotlines, as 
well as measures to enhance maritime safety, such 
as incidents-at-sea agreements. Current piecemeal 
bilateral agreements – for instance, between the 
Philippines and Vietnam and the Philippines and 
Taiwan – could be built upon or used as templates 
with additional partners. At the same time, the 
United States should continue to support the devel-
opment of an ASEAN-China Code of Conduct for 
the South China Sea. 
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New U.S. posture initiatives should also contrib-
ute to stronger maritime domain awareness in the 
region. More public and private information about 
activities at sea can have the stabilizing effect of 
deterring assertiveness and helping to manage 
crises once they occur. 

Better situational awareness would allow states to 
better manage their actions at sea. For instance, 
the 2012 standoff at Scarborough Reef between the 
Philippines and China occurred in part because 
Manila sent a military vessel to arrest Chinese 
fishermen without the knowledge that there were 
Chinese Maritime Surveillance ships nearby. Had 
the Philippines been able to see China’s activ-
ity around the reef, it might have recalibrated its 
efforts to deal with the illegal fisherman. 

Maritime-domain awareness, however, will require 
a level of information security and secure com-
munications that currently does not exist in most 
U.S. allies and partners in Southeast Asia. This 
underscores the importance of starting with criti-
cal personnel and institutional bottlenecks before 
rushing to provide advanced capabilities. 

Finally, enhanced security ties call for in-depth 
strategic dialogues about intentions and expecta-
tions. U.S. alliance management should continue 
to deter adventurous behavior by emphasizing that 
augmented U.S. access and presence does not alter 
the nature of U.S. security guarantees or signal a 
greater desire to see partners challenge China or 
other countries. Public rebukes of partners if they 
engage in overly assertive actions can reinforce the 
notion that the U.S. presence in Asia is designed to 
enhance stability, not provoke or enable conflict.

Develop a coordinated communications strategy 
for audiences in partner countries and the region.

Although U.S. actions on force posture deci-
sions will speak louder than words, the United 
States, both alone and in concert with allies 
and partners, must also develop coordinated 

communications and messaging strategies.53 U.S. 
military presence in the region is the most visible 
manifestation of U.S. power and has received 
prominent media attention as part of the U.S. 
rebalancing to Asia.54 New force posture initia-
tives, like those being launched in Southeast Asia 
and Australia, provide unique opportunities to 
build an affirmative narrative about the purpose 
and role of the U.S. military in the region. This 
is particularly important given persistent com-
plaints that U.S. policy in Asia is overly focused 
on military issues. 

Appropriate messaging should be designed for the 
rollout of any particular initiative, cognizant of the 
political sensitivities in the host government and 
in the region. U.S. officials admitted that both they 
and their Australian counterparts underestimated 
the reactions from countries like Indonesia and 
China to the announcement of the Marine deploy-
ment in Darwin. The same officials suggested the 
U.S. government could do a better job explaining 
the intent of U.S. force posture revisions to third-
party countries. Bilateral plans that outline who 
calls foreign capitals, and in what order, before 
force posture announcements are not a sufficient 
communications strategy.

The demand for big “deliverables” for high-
level visits should not trump the generally more 
important priority of not overemphasizing the 
novelty or significance of particular force posture 
agreements. New initiatives are best explained 
in the context of the broader security relation-
ship and described as regular activities that are 
occurring elsewhere in the country or with other 
partners in the region. 

The development of stronger bilateral intra-Asian 
security ties also creates a diplomatic cushion for 
allies and partners to deepen security ties with 
the United States. U.S. officials have noted that 
stronger ties between the Philippines and regional 
partners – including a Visiting Forces Agreement 
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with Australia and discussions of a rotational 
Japanese presence – assist in blunting regional 
and domestic criticism of Manila about ties with 
the United States. Vietnamese cooperation with 
Japan and the Philippines can be similarly helpful 
in setting the context for strengthening ties with 
the United States. U.S. communication strategies 
should highlight how increased U.S. access and 
presence are part of this broader regional trend of 
enhanced security cooperation. 

Obama administration officials have been wise to 
underscore the rotational nature of new arrange-
ments in Australia and Singapore and to explain 
that the United States is not seeking new perma-
nent bases in the region. 

strengthening bilateral military 
and defense partnerships

•	 Require that new force posture 
initiatives directly support an 
explicit shared vision for the 
future of the bilateral security 
relationship

•	 Ensure that new force posture 
initiatives address the interests 
of partner countries and contrib-
ute to official and public percep-
tions of a mutually beneficial 
partnership

•	 Pursue an evolutionary ap-
proach that takes incremental 
steps, avoiding rapid and 
large-scale initiatives even if 
viable at particular moments 
in time 
 
 

building comprehensive bilateral 
relationships, including diplo-
matic and economic ties

•	 Ensure that U.S. policymaking, 
negotiations and engagement on 
posture issues occur within the 
broader context of alliance man-
agement, active diplomacy and 
official White house guidance 

•	 Take an inclusive and transparent 
approach to engaging partners 
on force posture issues across a 
broad spectrum of political actors, 
including lawmakers, opposition 
figures and local communities

•	 Maintain robust and reliable 
high-level U.S. engagement with 
regional states and institutions, 
and couple force posture an-
nouncements and activities with 
investment, trade and develop-
ment initiatives

advancing U.s. regional strategy 
and multilateral cooperation

•	 Ensure that force posture 
initiatives contribute directly 
to ASEAN-centered and other 
region-wide activities, using 
multilateral mechanisms to 
engage China and manage U.S.-
China competition.

•	 Take measures to reduce the 
likelihood that crises involving 
U.S. allies and partners occur 
because of accidents, incidents 
and miscalculation

•	 Develop a coordinated commu-
nications strategy for audiences 
in partner countries and the 
region

Review of Key Principles for enhancing Political sustainability

Attention to strategic communications by coun-
try teams and U.S. officials in the region must 
be sustained beyond the rollout. In conjunction 
with force posture announcements, officials at the 
deputy assistant secretary level in the Defense and 
State Departments should consider doing a joint 
“road show” in partner countries to speak directly 
with key officials and nongovernmental opinion 
makers in partner countries.
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V.  P O l I C y  R E CO M M E N DAT I O N S  
A N D  CO N C lU S I O N S

The United States can enhance the political sus-
tainability of its military force posture initiatives 
in Southeast Asia and Australia by ensuring that 
the development and implementation of presence 
and access arrangements are integrated with, and 
contribute to: strengthening U.S. bilateral military 
and defense partnerships; building comprehensive 
bilateral relationships, including diplomatic and 
economic ties; and advancing U.S. regional strategy 
and multilateral cooperation.”

Those steps will require a long-term evolution-
ary approach that emphasizes building mutually 
beneficial partnerships, addressing partners’ 
interests and supporting a shared vision of the 
direction of the security relationships. They will 
also necessitate an integrated approach in which 
U.S. engagement on posture issues includes strong 
diplomatic elements and occurs in the context of 
robust U.S. engagement on military, economic 
and political issues. Finally, U.S. posture initia-
tives should directly support ASEAN-centered and 
other multilateral efforts while contributing to the 
development of risk-reduction and confidence-
building measures that decrease the likelihood of 
inadvertent conflict. 

The White House has a central role to play in 
enhancing the political sustainability of the U.S. 
military presence in Asia because it carries the 
authority of the president and is the locus of 
interagency coordination. The National Security 
Staff (NSS) should prepare a formal strategy for the 
U.S. rebalancing to Asia, signed by the president, 
to provide a single official source on U.S. interests, 
strategy and priorities in the region. The document 
should serve as the primary guidance for diplo-
mats, policymakers and military officials tackling 
various efforts to strengthen and diversify U.S. 
security partnerships in the region. 

U.S. policy should be multifaceted in both devel-
opment and implementation. The NSS should 
convene interagency working groups on force 
posture initiatives in Southeast Asia and Australia 
to ensure that the relevant U.S. agencies are 
working in sync on what are invariably sensitive 
political and regional issues. White House-led 
interagency coordination and articulation of a 
high-level vision could provide direction for the 
agencies that carry out the strategy. This inter-
agency coordination should ensure that force 
posture initiatives are developed and announced 
alongside parallel efforts in bilateral trade, invest-
ment and economic development. 

The NSS should develop interagency communica-
tions strategies to ensure that audiences in partner 
countries and throughout the region understand 
the context, content and intentions associated with 
enhancing the U.S. military presence in the region. 
Communications strategies should be compre-
hensive in articulating the rotational nature of 
U.S. initiatives, describing the mutually beneficial 
nature of the partnerships (with explicit descrip-
tions of interests served) and underscoring the 
degree to which security cooperation already exists 
between the partner country and the United States, 
as well as between the United States and other 
countries in the region. 

Finally, the NSS should take the lead on tempering 
the degree to which force posture announcements 
and initiatives are used to feed the demand for 
deliverables associated with high-level visits – 
particularly if there are few additional initiatives of 
note outside the military realm.

The State and Defense Departments have a shared 
responsibility to ensure that U.S. engagement on 
force posture issues has a truly political-military 
dimension. An effective bureaucratic forcing func-
tion to achieve this has been the establishment 
of 2+2 strategic dialogues between key members 
from each department and their counterparts in 
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partner countries. The United States should create 
or sustain such mechanisms at the assistant secre-
tary level or higher with each country in which it 
seeks to increase the U.S. military presence. These 
arrangements should be institutionalized and 
made routine, rather being part of an ad hoc or 
event-based approach. 

Working-level preparations for these strategic 
dialogues should build toward a shared vision of 
the purpose of the security partnership for each 
side individually and bilaterally. That vision should 
then serve as a launching point for developing clear 
short-, medium- and long-term goals for bilateral 
security cooperation. Force posture initiatives 
should go forward only if they comport with those 
strategic and temporal objectives. 

Coordination between the State Department and 
DOD should continue on the ground in partner 
countries, engaging opposition figures, lawmak-
ers and local community representatives. DOD 
and military officials visiting from Washington 
should engage beyond official military-to-military 
discussions. U.S. embassies can play a key role in 
convening appropriate and diverse roundtables for 
visiting U.S. officials.

The State Department, given its relative disad-
vantage in resources, will need to ensure that the 
Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, the Bureau 
of Political-Military Affairs and the Office of Policy 
Planning are actively engaged on posture issues with 
DOD counterparts and with relevant U.S. embassy 
officials and foreign diplomats. Political officers in 
embassies can actively use cables to highlight the 
political dimensions of potential military initiatives. 
With a view on the broader political relationship, 
State Department officials can also recommend 
to DOD and NSS staff when and how representa-
tives from USAID, the Department of Energy, the 
Department of Veterans Affairs, the Office of the 
U.S. Trade Representative and the Treasury can play 
positive roles in bringing policy tools to bear.

Meanwhile, DOD officials should take the lead on 
risk-reduction and confidence-building measures 
to ensure that enhanced U.S. presence and U.S. 
contributions to building partner capacity do not 
lead to unintended conflict as a result of accidents, 
incidents or miscalculation.

The U.S. military, and specifically those 
responsible for developing the Theater Security 
Cooperation Plan, play a leading role in setting the 
context and tone of the U.S. presence in the region. 
Going forward, as articulated above, official White 
House strategy and dialogues led by the State and 
Defense Departments should offer more specific 
guidance than has been provided to date to inform 
U.S. plans for military engagement and coopera-
tion. With that guidance, Pacific Command can 
better prioritize key partnerships and the specific 
objectives within them. 

Theater engagement plans should also underscore 
the importance of an evolutionary approach that 
avoids big muscle movements. Pacific Command 
can further help to identify the appropriate capa-
bilities for security engagement and endorse efforts 
to ensure adequate resources for multilateral 
engagements. 

Security cooperation plans will also have to ensure 
that sufficient resources are devoted to region-wide 
ASEAN-led activities, while exploring options to 
engage China in trilateral and multilateral settings. 

Similarly, partner countries play a vital role across 
several aspects of the political sustainability ques-
tion. In many instances, partner governments are far 
better suited than the United States to be the primary 
communicators to their publics and to other govern-
ments in the region about the extent and purpose of 
any enhanced cooperation with the United States. 
U.S. security partners can also convene trilateral 
and multilateral activities that bring U.S. forward-
deployed troops together with their counterparts 
from other regional powers, including China. 
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In addition, partners may be better suited than the 
United States to take pro-active roles in developing 
multilateral risk-reduction and confidence-build-
ing measures in the region. U.S. officials should 
make clear that they expect security partners to 
assume greater leadership and responsibilities in 
managing the political and regional security issues 
associated with enhanced U.S. military presence. 

Conclusion
The nascent nature of U.S. force posture initia-
tives in Southeast Asia and Australia provides the 
United States with a strategic window in the com-
ing decade to shape the prevailing narrative about 
the purpose and consequence of American power 
in the region. 

Ultimately, the ability of the U.S. military to reach 
its desired end state in Asia will rest in large part 
on the politics of partner countries and the region 
as a whole. At this initial stage of establishing new 
arrangements for U.S. military access and pres-
ence, it is critical that U.S. policymakers weigh 
heavily how particular actions will affect political 
support for developing and deepening security 
cooperation with the United States.

Doors will continue to open if the U.S. military 
presence is perceived as building partner capacity, 

contributing to shared challenges and strength-
ening regional institutions. This requires clear 
guidance from Washington, as well as a mutual 
understanding with partners about how the U.S. 
military contributes to common security goals and 
broader bilateral relationships. Another necessity 
is robust and reliable high-level U.S. engagement 
in the region that integrates defense, diplomacy 
and economics. 

Alternatively, the United States will make less 
progress over time if the U.S. military presence 
is coupled with episodic engagement and is seen 
primarily as a self-interested effort to enhance U.S. 
warfighting capacity. Given dynamics in the region 
today, countries will balk at, if not reverse, deeper 
security ties with the United States if the U.S. 
military presence exacerbates rivalry and competi-
tion in ways that do not comport with the partner 
countries’ economic and foreign policy interests.

U.S. power and leadership – in concert with capa-
ble partners and strong regional institutions – will 
be critical to perpetuating peace and prosperity in 
Asia. The forward-deployed U.S. military pres-
ence is a vital component of U.S. efforts to advance 
this future, which will rest in part on the political 
sustainability of U.S. presence and access arrange-
ments in the years ahead.

do These Recommendations  
apply elsewhere?
Compared with other regions in which the 
United States has an overseas military presence, 
Southeast Asia has several defining characteris-
tics: a predominance of democracies, a small to 
nonexistent U.S. military footprint, a major rising 
power in the region and burgeoning regional 
institutions. Further study would be required to 
assess whether the recommendations herein are 
directly applicable to political sustainability out-
side the Southeast Asian context.
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