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On September 16, the US will host the Australia-United States 
Ministerial Consultations (AUSMIN), the annual meeting of 
cabinet-level principals responsible for foreign affairs and 
the defense of Australia and the US. Although Australia 
participates in similar 2+2 meetings with a handful of countries 
that include the United Kingdom, Germany, Japan, Indonesia, 
South Korea, and India, AUSMIN is the most established 
and essential of these for Canberra, reflecting the singular 
importance of Australia’s alliance with the US.

While affirming the closeness of the two countries’ relationship, 
AUSMIN represents much more than symbolism or tradition, 
as the US-Australia bilateral alliance is also a practical 
relationship based on action, outputs, and outcomes. AUSMIN 
is therefore a necessary event on the calendar that leads 
to both countries’ formulating objectives and implementing 

policy decisions. Viewed in a broader context, AUSMIN also 
increases regional countries’ confidence that US alliances are 
not merely historical artifacts, but relationships that evolve and 
respond to the most important of current challenges.

The latter point, increasing regional and global confidence in 
US-led strategic architecture, is crucial, as the rising threat 
posed by authoritarian nations such as China and Russia 
requires a collective and coherent response by democratic 
countries and groupings. The US’s formal alliances in the 
Indo-Pacific complement other groupings of democracies 
such as the Group of Seven and newer entities such as the 
Quad, which involves the US, Japan, India, and Australia. 
In particular, its alliances with Japan and Australia are the 
US’s northern and southern anchors in the Indo-Pacific. 
Consequently, as one of the most important annual meetings 
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of the US-Australia alliance, AUSMIN takes on even broader 
significance and relevance due to its role in ensuring regional 
and global balances of power, resolve, and values that favor 
liberal democracies. 

This paper outlines five areas that, from an Australian 
perspective, are critical to the Australia-US security partnership 
and efforts to counter China’s influence in the Indo-Pacific. 
Areas of discussion that should be prioritized by AUSMIN 
participants include: shifting orthodoxies around warning times 
for military conflict with China; increasing multi-domain joint 
military training; responding to illegitimate Chinese economic 
activity; adapting shared geopolitical strategy to account for 
the pandemic’s impact in the region; and countering Chinese 
narratives about the superiority of authoritarian models of 
governance.   

Building on the Themes of 2020 AUSMIN 
Accompanying Australian Foreign Minister Marise Payne at 
AUSMIN will be Peter Dutton, who was appointed Minister of 
Defence on March 30 and will be attending for the first time. 
They will meet US Secretaries Tony Blinken and Lloyd Austin, 
who will also be attending their first AUSMIN consultations. A 
veteran of five AUSMIN talks (twice as minister of defence and 
thrice as minister for foreign affairs), Marise Payne described 
the 2020 meeting with Secretaries Mike Pompeo and Mark 
Esper as “the most significant in my time for Australia’s short, 
medium and long-term interests.” The dominant themes of 
the 2020 AUSMIN primarily concerned China and produced 
agreements on the following issues: 

 • Countering Chinese economic coercion, including that 
against Australia.

 • Increasing the frequency and sophistication of joint military 
exercises.

 • Jointly developing weapons such as long-range and 
hypersonic missiles.

 • Cooperating to lower or eliminate dependency on China 
with respect to critical supply chains and such strategically 
important materials as rare earth metals. 

 • Countering Chinese (and Russian) foreign interference and 
disinformation campaigns.

 • Cooperating on infrastructure development within 
Southeast Asia and the South Pacific so as to render 
the countries there more resilient to Chinese economic 
dependency and coercion.

 • Issuing an AUSMIN Global Health Statement to help 
regional countries manage the worst effects of the 
COVID-19 and future pandemics.

Since July 2020, the world has not changed for the better or 
become more benign. Some fourteen months later, the 2021 
AUSMIN consultations are being held, and US recognition 
of the elevated importance that the consultations have for 
Australia requires that Americans fully understand their current 
political and strategic context. The purpose of this paper is to 
provide this context, which centers largely on China.

Beijing’s Indo-Pacific Objective  
with Respect to the US  
China’s fundamental approach in the Indo-Pacific is continually 
seeking to shrink US strategic, military, economic, political, 
institutional, and normative positions in the region so as to 
reduce the US’s ability to sustain, build upon, and demonstrate 
its power and influence. Specifically, such reductions would aid 
China in achieving this goal in the following ways:

 • A reduced US material (i.e., military and economic) 
presence and decreased relevance within the Indo-
Pacific region would greatly diminish the US’s ability to 
balance and counter China there. China’s military expenditures 
exceed those of the rest of Asia and Oceania combined. 
Without the US presence (which relies on allies and partners) 
in the Indo-Pacific, there is no possibility of balance there.
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 • A reduced US political and normative footprint would 
better enable Beijing to normalize various forms of coercion 
(economic, military, and diplomatic) of other countries and 
promote authoritarian approaches to governance over the 
democratic approaches of accountability and transparency.  

 • A reduced US regional institutional presence would 
better enable Beijing to define the regional conversation 
and compel other countries to acquiesce to its diplomatic 
agenda, such as legitimizing its illegal claims in the South 
China Sea.

This is the contemporary setting for AUSMIN and of America’s 
alliance and security partnerships in general. 

AUSMIN 2021’s Importance
Knowing that almost all regional countries fear its expansionary 
ambitions, Beijing seeks a regional order consisting primarily of 
states that are either compliant or are strategically insipid and 
inactive. This situation would make it far easier for China to create 
a modern tributary system where subservient states offer modern 
forms of tribute in return for largesse, privileged opportunity, and 
hierarchical stability. Rather than appealing to rules or laws to 
compete and resolve differences, the ultimate arbiter would be a 
coercive China sitting alone at the top of the tributary system. 

Although most Asian states prefer US to Chinese pre-
eminence, Japan, India, Vietnam, and Australia are the four 
primary regional states most committed to the pursuance of 
balancing and countering approaches vis-à-vis China. Others 
make important contributions to complement American efforts 
in the Indo-Pacific, but they hedge rather than actively resist 
China. These countries are intent on maximizing their options, 
refusing to overtly choose sides and constantly assessing 
which direction the strategic winds are blowing so as to ensure 
they are not left on the ‘losing’ side.

Hence the importance of the US alliance with Australia and, 
more specifically, AUSMIN, where principals from these two 

allies meet to discuss ways to protect and advance their 
mutual national interests. All are, however, acutely aware that 
AUSMIN’s relevance far exceeds the interests of just Australia 
and the US. 

The US depends on willing and capable allies to maintain and 
extend its role and relevance within the Indo-Pacific region. 
Therefore, the outcomes of AUSMIN will directly affect other 
willing allies within the region such as Japan. Also closely 
watching AUSMIN will be other states there that are hedging 
and so will be looking for signs as to whether the US is able 
to work with its allies to lead and implement initiatives that 
enhance the Free and Open Indo-Pacific—the far more 
attractive counterpoint to China’s hierarchical offerings. 

International politics involves balance-of-resolve as much as it 
does balance-of-power. If AUSMIN is seen to deliver, then its 
outcomes provide evidence that US-led efforts to balance and 
counter China can be successful. However, if the ministerial 
consultations are perceived as an ineffective talk-shop, 
then many nations will consider hedging in ways that better 
suit Beijing’s interests. In other words, and as with the US’s 
relationship with Japan and other groupings such as the Quad 
(involving the US, Japan, India, and Australia), what happens 
between the US and Australia at the 2021 AUSMIN will have a 
powerful and consequential demonstration effect. 

In Australia, the US has an ally that has led in defending its own 
interests despite intense pressure and coercion directed against 
it by China.1 Canberra has not hesitated or faltered on such 
issues as exposing and rooting out Chinese foreign interference, 
blocking Chinese investment in its critical infrastructure, calling 
out illegal or provocative Chinese behavior in the South and East 
China Seas and Taiwan Straits, and military decisions made with 
foresight of possible future conflicts. 

Moreover, the Biden administration concurs with the Trump 
administration in judging China to be the comprehensive 
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challenge facing the US over the coming decades. Therefore, 
much rides on the US-Australia relationship, and AUSMIN is 
one of this alliance’s most consequential formal meetings.

Key Issues for the Ministerial
From an Australian perspective, the following five issues are of 
immense importance and so require discussion at AUSMIN 2021:

1. A Shortened or Absent ‘Warning Time’ for Military Conflict
Since the 1970s, Australian strategic orthodoxy has assumed 
a ten-year ‘warning time’ over which to prepare for a major, 
conventional attack.2 Closely allied with this orthodoxy has 
been the assumption that the highest objective driving that 
country’s military planning and posture was to prevent hostile 
approaches from the country’s north and northeastern 
periphery. Given the strategic consequences of geography, 
once a genuine threat emerged and was detected, at least 
a decade was assumed before the threat became imminent 
in the form of a neighboring nation’s growing capability and 
hostile intent.

However, due to several causes, the notion of ‘warning 
time’ has been dramatically shortened or has even become 
obsolete. China perceives warfare as involving not just military 
actions but political, economic, and psychological ones also, 
and so Beijing is already at war with the US and its allies, 
even though no shots have as yet been fired. For example, 
China is already directly and indirectly deploying coercion and 
competition in a so-called grey zone* against Australia and its 
allies. Thus, with respect to China, the shift from a peacetime 
to a wartime footing is no longer as clear as it would be 
against a conventional foe. 

Furthermore, China’s military capability and presence is 
advancing and increasing with extreme rapidity. In fact, a 

* Individual acts by another that are inimical to one’s interests but do not, on an 
individual basis, trigger the use of force as a response.

compelling argument could be made that Australia and the 
region were given an advanced warning more than a decade 
ago, when the People’s Liberation Army began engaging in the 
most rapid, ‘peacetime’ military expansion in recorded history, 
thereby clearly signalling its hostile intentions. In any event, the 
luxury of having at least ten years to plan and prepare for a 
possible high-intensity conflict is no longer available. 

Moreover, China’s various objectives are all interconnected. 
Chinese use of force to take Taiwan or further consolidate 
its positions in the East or South China Seas would without 
doubt presage a greater expansion into the Western Pacific 
and Indian Oceans. Although Australian territory might 
never be directly attacked, its interests would be intolerably 
compromised and its freedom to maneuver severely 
constrained. In this sense, and with respect to interests worth 
defending including through use of force, Australia’s relative 
geographical depth and isolation are no longer decisive, and 
thus preparing to defend against only a direct attack against its 
territory is no longer sufficient.

The bottom line is a shortened or non-existent ‘warning 
time’ for the prospect of a conflict or, stated alternately, an 
immediate and pressing need to increase the effectiveness 
of deterring China and others from pursuing various actions. 
Canberra and Washington have accepted this reality but are 
not yet adequately prepared for it.

Consider the impressive advances in Australian strategic 
thinking in recent years. The Australian 2020 Defence Strategic 
Update3 represents the latest major advance since the 2016 
Defence White Paper4 and the 2017 Foreign Policy White 
Paper.5 These documents accepted the reality described 
above, and the purpose of the 2020 Defence Strategic Update 
was to explain Australia’s use of its military capability to help 
shape the strategic environment, deter enemies from using 
force, and respond with credible military power if required 
against an advanced entity such as the PLA. However, 
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although its focus was the funding and development of such 
capabilities as long-range and hypersonic missiles, unmanned 
vehicles, and offensive cyber weapons, it referenced a 
timeframe consisting of a decade or more. 

A major challenge for Australia, and for the US and others, 
is to prepare—over a shortened timeframe consisting of 3-5 
years—for a possible conflict in various regional theaters by 
shaping, deterring, and responding. The sooner we begin this 
process, the better prepared we will be for the worst-case 
scenario, and the greater will be our likelihood of deterring 
a potential enemy and thus preventing the worst-case 
scenario. 

Even though Australia alludes to its ‘indigenous’ capability 
in warfighting, it would almost always require cooperation 
and assistance from the US in any conflict. Additionally, it 
is difficult to overstate the extent to which the Australian 
military is integrated with that of the US operationally and 
doctrinally and in terms of capability and personnel. Australia 
has supported the US in every major war in which the latter 
has engaged since World War II—the only ally able to make 
that claim. Therefore, Australian and US officials are almost 
certainly well advanced in their discussions, with officials 
rather than political leaders having hammered out and filled 
in the details. But the responsiveness and preparedness of 
the two national systems require the imprimatur and impetus 
arising from formal ministerial discussion and agreement on 
priority of areas. 

In this context, our senior leaders must recognize the 
importance of and respond to an environment in which the 
warning time of a possible major conflict has been drastically 
reduced or rendered moot. Therefore, the readiness, 
preparedness, and potential resilience and adaptability of both 
countries’ forces during a conflict should be reassessed and 
any needed modifications made based on a timeframe of 3-5 
years rather than a decade or more. 

To achieve this, the following urgent areas require immediate 
attention: 

 • Accelerate arrangements to stockpile fuel, inventories, and 
munitions and to carry out logistics and communication 
should a conflict occur. 

 • Determine what rapid mobilization should look like.

 • Develop complementary doctrines and approaches with 
respect to offensive cyber operations.

 • Determine what the US needs and what Australia can offer 
to enhance short- and medium-term ‘surge’ capacity and 
increased operational and flexible options for US forces—
including increased numbers of US forces and increased 
American assets stationed on Australian territory.

 • Determine which other allies and partners would need to 
be brought into the conversation under various scenarios.

 • Accelerate the development of the required capabilities 
identified in the 2020 Strategic Defence Update6 through 
US-Australian coordination. 

2. Multi-Domain Military Training 
Recent US wars have been against determined but relatively 
less advanced enemies. A potential high-intensity conflict with 
a peer or near-peer enemy would be a multi-domain effort 
possibly involving contest of four or five domains (i.e., land, 
sea, air, space, and cyber). 

As warfare between advanced militaries has become 
increasingly ‘networked,’ integrated, and complex, the side 
with superior training and strategic and operational doctrines 
would have the advantage—and the enhanced ability to deter 
the other side from engaging in a conflict.

Australia recently announced that AUD$747 million 
(approximately US$550 million) was being earmarked to 
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upgrade four training areas and ranges in Australia’s Northern 
Territory (NT).7 With further Australian or joint investment, NT 
bases could be one of the few in the region able to provide 
multi-domain training facilities (possibly involving all five 
domains) for Australia, US, and allied forces in a completely 
secure and private environment. 

Given the urgency of the situation, both Australia and the US 
should prioritize the following with respect to training:

 • Provision of the advanced training facilities required to 
prepare US and allied forces to fight a high-intensity war in 
the region.

 • Involvement of other high-priority countries such as Japan, 
India (as a member of an increasingly important Quad), 
Indonesia, and Singapore, all of whose militaries would 
benefit from access to advanced facilities.   

3. Response to Illegitimate Chinese Economic Activity
Since 2010, China has employed ‘coercive diplomacy’ more 
than 150 times against foreign governments and firms, with 
more than half of these instances occurring over the past two 
years. Additionally, most of these instances have been directed 
against Australia.8 That US regional allies are specific targets 
is evidenced by Japan, South Korea, and the Philippines 
being singled out in the past. Beijing’s intention is to apply 
sufficient pressure on the economies of these nations to force 
policy changes that better serve Chinese interests—including 
coaxing or compelling allies to move further away from the US 
over time.

Australia has not backed down in the face of these acts of 
coercive diplomacy, and Chinese economic punishments 
have increased that country’s political and psychological 
preparedness to absorb pain, increasing Beijing’s difficulty 
in achieving its objectives. Moreover, the pledges of the 
previous and current US administrations to have ‘Australia’s 
back’ is heartening for an economy enduring illegitimate 

hardship. Moreover, Beijing will almost certainly hand out 
more such punishments to Australia and other US allies, and 
these countries and the US should prepare for that future 
eventuality. 

Treasury, trade, and commerce leaders from the US and 
Australia will most likely meet with greater frequency to 
coordinate specific policies within this context in the near 
future. Prior to that time, AUSMIN can play an important role in 
framing and guiding future policy and putting these issues in a 
broader context. 

For example, both countries employ many of the following 
same terms to describe coercive and illegitimate Chinese 
economic activities: economic decoupling, national resilience, 
sovereign capability, etc. The differing concepts these terms 
can denote can lead to the adoption of policies that differ 
greatly, some relating to the shared US and Australian notion 
of a ‘rules-based order.’ Both countries therefore require 
greater agreement and clarity on the issues to which these 
terms refer.

At AUSMIN 2021 and subsequent discussions between the 
two countries, that the US’s unmatched size and capacity for 
innovation allows it to sustain a very different mindset than 
that of its allies must be recognized. Moreover, a large gap 
between American and Australian mindsets in such complex 
areas as economics and trade with China can increase 
Chinese opportunities for exploitation. 

For example, the awesome size of the American domestic 
market, the unparalleled entrepreneurship and depth of 
its capital markets, and the diversity of its economy make 
the Chinese market a far less important factor in American 
economic growth and opportunity than in those of regional 
allies such as Australia. Thus, American conversations on 
partial decoupling from China will differ greatly from Australian 
conversations on this topic. 
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One specific illustration involves the Trump and Biden 
administrations’ interest in moving supply chains and 
manufacturing back to the US from overseas. Because it 
lacks the economic size and diversity to think in those terms, 
Australia does not share this interest, and thus, in this area, 
American notions of decoupling from China will not resemble 
Australia’s.

Or consider the Australian approach to seeking shelter and 
protection from illegitimate Chinese economic punishment. 
In response to such actions by China, the US can unilaterally 
retaliate by imposing costs such as tariffs against it whereas 
its allies cannot. Instead, like Australia, they rely to a greater 
degree on institutional solutions such as reforms to the 
assessment, enforcement, and punitive mechanisms of the 
World Trade Organization. 

Furthermore, while large economies such as that of the US 
can force China to the table to air differences and seek bilateral 
agreement, Australia lacks that ability. Except for the US, 
Beijing considers every other country as being beneath it in 
status, and so Australia has no option but to rely on collective 
or institutional approaches in dealing with China.

All this increases the importance of US leadership, and little 
progress will be made without it. That Australia is a significant 
and willing ally prepared to take proactive risks further 
enhances AUSMIN’s significance. Thus, prior to economic 
and trade leaders and experts subsequently working out the 
details, general agreement between the US and Australia is 
needed in the following areas:

 • Feasible and necessary reforms to the WTO and, where 
such reforms are likely to fall short, designation of parallel 
institutions amongst like-minded countries where needed. 

 • A common approach to garner support from other Asian 
and European nations for these measures.

 • Identification of additional strategic sectors, products, and 
supply chains requiring a hard decoupling from China—in 
contrast to those requiring increased diversification away 
from China instead.

 • Criteria to assess those conditions and circumstances 
under which the US and Australia must develop genuine 
sovereign or joint capability.

4. Geopolitical Strategy During and After the Pandemic
While countries in North America and Europe are gradually 
learning how to live with COVID-19 given robust vaccination 
rollouts, the picture is far messier and uncertain in the Indo-
Pacific. Advanced economies such as Australia, Japan, and 
New Zealand have been relatively slow in vaccinating their 
populations but are now making good progress in doing so, 
having established institutions and policies that will enable them 
to learn and sensibly live with COVID-19 from 2022 onward. 

However, for many developing countries, the next twelve months 
is precarious as they struggle to quickly vaccinate their populations 
but are impeded from doing so by limited access to vaccines and/
or poor logistical capability with respect to vaccination delivery. 
Of the eleven countries in Southeast Asia ranked according 
to percent of the population vaccinated (see the figure below), 
Singapore is first with over 40 percent of Singaporeans fully 
vaccinated. Following it, Cambodia has about 24 percent of its 
population vaccinated, Indonesia about 16 percent, and Malaysia 
around 13 percent. The remaining seven countries have less than 
10 percent of their populations fully vaccinated.9 

Some of these countries, including Malaysia, Brunei, and 
Cambodia, are accelerating their vaccination rates, but 
whether the others will be able to vaccinate 70-80 percent of 
their adult populations by the end of 2022 is uncertain. 

China is already using vaccines and the promise of future 
capital investments as a form of largesse to extract 
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concessions from such countries, and its opportunities to do 
so will continue to grow.10 Already, countries of high strategic 
importance such as Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam, 
Malaysia, Cambodia, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and 
Bangladesh partially rely on Chinese vaccines. Moreover, at a 
time when economic activity has already suffered disruption 
and household incomes have been suppressed, still more 
national resources will no doubt be directed towards securing 
additional vaccines. 

If the South Pacific is a subregion where Australia seeks 
to remain a dominant and benign great power, Southeast 
Asia is where Canberra believes it can (with its American ally 

and Japanese partner) exercise considerable and positive 
influence. Given the robust US relationships in Northeast Asia, 
Southeast Asia is also seen as somewhat of a soft underbelly 
with respect to the exercise of Chinese power and influence. 
In this sense, it is the geostrategic heart of the Free and Open 
Indo-Pacific (FOIP) vision but is also the most vulnerable of the 
Indo-Pacific’s subregions to Chinese activities.

Under the current circumstances described above, the 
promised and guaranteed gains resulting from rapid 
mobilization of Chinese state-owned and state-led resources 
will be tempting for many countries, especially given the 
reluctance of advanced-economy firms to commit large sums 

Figure 1. Vaccination against COVID-19 in Southeast Asia 

Source: Straits Times Graphics, Bloomberg Vaccine Tracker, Our World in Data, Brunei Moh, Philippine Department of Health, Indonesia COVID-19 
Task Force, Malaysia Special Committee on COVID-19 Vaccine Supply, https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/other-nations-in-south-east-
asia-ramping-up-covid-19-vaccination-drives  

https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/other-nations-in-south-east-asia-ramping-up-covid-19-vaccination-drives
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/other-nations-in-south-east-asia-ramping-up-covid-19-vaccination-drives
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of capital to the region at this time of continued disruption and 
uncertainty. 

Last November, Australia pledged hundreds of millions of 
dollars to support various economic, developmental, security, 
and health initiatives to assist Southeast Asian nations during 
and after the pandemic.11 In addition, Australian initiatives 
complement American ones such as the 2020 launch of 
the Mekong-Partnership.12 Conversations between the US, 
Australia, and allies such as Japan about contributing to the 
infrastructure capital needs of Southeast Asia have been 
underway and will assume even greater importance as these 
nations continue to confront the disruption caused by the 
pandemic but seek alternatives to Chinese capital. 

The focus of the 2020 AUSMIN (as well as such 
complementary organizations as the Quad) was on joint efforts 
to direct aid and (public and private) investment into the South 
Pacific, partly to prevent many of these island nations from 
developing too great a reliance on China.13 The focus of the 
2021 AUSMIN should be similar, especially with respect to the 
critical maritime developing and middle-income economies of 
Southeast Asia.

To help the region to emerge from the pandemic in ways 
that best suit allied interests, the US and Australia should 
undertake the following actions:

 • Identify the most urgent pandemic and nonpandemic 
public health requirements in Southeast Asia and the South 
Pacific, in particular where developmental assistance can 
have an immediate and tangible positive impact.

 • Beyond the public health sector, increase private and 
public capital investment in these areas, a positive under 
any circumstances. In particular, the US and its allies 
need a more substantial digital investment and economic 
strategy with respect to Southeast Asia than the current 

one. This subregion views digitization as the way to 
accelerate its move from a low- to a middle-income 
economy or to escape the middle-income trap (which only 
Singapore has managed to achieve). Market presence 
and commercial relevance tend to shape norms and rules 
in most sectors. 

 • Work with other advanced economies such as the 
European Union, Japan, South Korea, and Singapore to 
invest in the infrastructure and skills that Southeast Asia 
needs in order to realize its own ASEAN Connectivity 2025 
objectives. 

5. Democracy Promotion in the Indo-Pacific
The Australian system includes supporters and detractors 
regarding the value and wisdom of democracy promotion 
in the Indo-Pacific, and US views on President Biden’s 
Democracy Summit to be held virtually in December are 
similarly mixed. 

On the one hand, Australia is a proud democracy, and, in its 
2017 Foreign Policy White Paper,14 it commits to working 
with other regional democracies to create a balance-of-
power favorable to their common interests. On the other 
hand, Canberra recognizes that its region contains few 
genuinely committed liberal democracies. Even in regional 
states where periodic elections are held, most could be 
considered ‘imperfect’ or ‘incomplete’ democracies at best, 
with some having clear authoritarian tendencies. Indeed, 
a common observation regarding Indo-Pacific countries, 
especially ones with developing economies, is their focus on 
economic gains achieved more through use of order and less 
on whether that order is the product of a democratic or a 
nondemocratic system.

Moreover, democracy promotion has not been as prominent 
an element of decades of Australian policy and approach as it 
has been for the US. Indeed, unlike US leaders, their Australian 
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counterparts remain reluctant to criticize or even openly 
discuss the ‘authoritarian’ nature of the Chinese system and 
the problems associated with it.

The problem with this agnostic view is that countries in the 
region believe that, in the contest of political ideologies they 
are witnessing, authoritarian China is winning—a narrative 
created and supported by Beijing.15 In contrast to the alleged 
chaos and dysfunction of democracies, Beijing promotes 
its authoritarian approach as politically stable, technically 
superior, and better able to consistently pursue policies that 
create conditions conducive to order and therefore to material 
progress. In a region where transitioning from low- to middle-
income country or breaking out of the middle-income trap is 
the highest priority for many countries, China’s messaging can 
be effective.

If the US and its allies vacate this space, Chinese narratives 
about authoritarian superiority and the inevitability of its 
dominance will have obvious adverse consequences 
affecting far more than the reputation and prestige of our two 
democracies. In Asia, Beijing has discovered that the most 
efficient and effective way to secure support for its policies 
and values is through elite capture, which is far easier to 
accomplish in autocratic countries or formal democracies 
having weak liberal institutions.

Those countries that have better balanced or resisted Beijing’s 
politically motivated offerings (such as those made through 
its Belt and Road Initiative) are democracies having robust 
liberal institutions such as Australia and Japan. Furthermore, 
governments that have been able to wind back unequal 
arrangements with Beijing made by their predecessors have 
been democracies such as Malaysia. Such successes in 
resisting China are only possible for countries having an 
established system for removing leaders, an opposition and 
other independent elites scrutinizing policies, an active civil 
society, and a relatively free media. 

With respect to a developing country, the US can focus too 
heavily on what happens at the ballot box rather than on the 
country’s having the institutional prerequisites needed to create 
a successful democracy. Australia has historically shied away 
from criticizing authoritarian neighbors. Given that Beijing is 
busily promoting the argument that authoritarianism would 
produce superior outcomes for the Indo-Pacific, where most 
countries are developing ones, these two common allied 
approaches play into Chinese hands. 

 • Coming from different diplomatic traditions, Australia and 
the US need not use identical wording, but they do need 
to employ the right tone and the same content. Basing 
these on the following tenets, which are credible, practical, 
and true to democratic values, would constitute the best 
approach: 

 • For countries that have little or no contemporary experience 
with democracy, overt promotion of democracy can be 
seen as a direct threat to the ruling Party and hence 
dangerous, thereby possibly causing the ruling regime to 
seek Chinese shelter instead.

 • More generally, the focus of US and Australian resources 
and efforts can be the importance of such functional liberal 
institutions as independent courts, a free media, a strong 
private sector, and an active civil society. As the history 
of East Asia suggests, improved economic performance 
and a freer and fairer voting system develop once these 
institutional practices become entrenched.

In the Indo-Pacific region, the moral value of a system is often 
assessed according to what it can deliver in material terms. 
In this respect, history is on our side. The only economies 
in the Indo-Pacific to escape the middle-income trap are 
democracies having liberal institutions. Thus, if the US and 
Australia focus on building and strengthening liberal institutions 
in the region, more robust and enduring democracies will 
eventually emerge. 
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Conclusion
Although moments of greater existential danger may have 
occurred at the height of the Cold War in the previous century, 
the current geostrategic environment is the most uncertain seen 
by several generations. The individual and collective resilience, 
resolve, wisdom, and dynamism of the world’s democracies are 
being questioned, as is America’s ability to lead. 

No balance-of-power or balance-of-resolve is possible 
without American leadership and example. But the US 
needs allies to do this work, and, for this reason, much 
rides on the AUSMIN consultations occurring this coming 
weekend. 
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