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Over the almost two years since its historic announcement, the AUKUS agreement has 
elicited a broad range of regional responses. While some countries have welcomed the 
strategic alignment that AUKUS brings, others share concerns over increased regional 
instability, the emergence of antagonistic security blocs, and nuclear proliferation.
To guarantee the security that the pact promises, Australia and its fellow AUKUS partners 
will need to understand the region’s perspectives.
This series is designed to provide insight into regional responses to AUKUS, two years on. 
It will delve into the concerns, qualms, and avenues for opportunity in seven Indo-Pacific 
countries, through the eyes of regional authors.
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Indonesia – AUKUS Two Years on: The View from Indonesia

↗	 Indonesia worries AUKUS could provoke a regional arms race and exacerbate tensions in 
the South China Sea. It also fears any regional conflict would result in AUKUS submarines 
deploying through Indonesian chokepoints like the Sunda and Lombok Straits.

↗	 It also has longstanding concerns about nuclear accidents. Prior to the AUKUS 
announcement, Indonesia’s 2017 Ocean Policy had already highlighted the vulnerability of 
the country’s archipelagic sea lanes to accidents involving foreign nuclear submarines. 

↗	 Considering Australia's dependence on Indonesian chokepoints for both military and trade 
purposes, Indonesia might expect to be consulted on major defence and security deals 
made by Australia. 

KEY MESSAGES:

What worries Indonesia about AUKUS?

Indonesia sees AUKUS impacting both regional and 
national security. 

The Southeast Asian nation is worried that AUKUS 
could provoke China and trigger an arms race in 
the Indo-Pacific region.

For example, Tubagus Hasanuddin, a senior member of 
Indonesia’s ruling Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P) 
and of the parliamentary committee overseeing foreign 
affairs, defence, and intelligence, described AUKUS as 
a smaller scale “defence pact” aimed at containing 
Chinese activities in the Pacific.1 If AUKUS prompted 
China to increase its own military spending, that could 
further exacerbate tensions in the South China Sea and 
destabilise the region.2

Secondly, Indonesia sees AUKUS affecting its national 
security. As a vast archipelagic country with major 
sea lanes of communication connecting the Indian 
and the Pacific Oceans, Indonesia’s territory could 
be directly impacted by a regional conflict. While 
AUKUS submarines do not specifically target Indonesia, 
their successful navigation heavily relies on the passage 
through Indonesia’s choke points – the shortest route 
between Australia and the South China Sea requires 
passing through Indonesia’s Sunda or Lombok Straits 
(See Figure 1).

Prime Minister Anthony Albanese and President Joko 
Widodo meet in Sydney, July 2023

Foreign Ministers Retno Marsudi and Penny Wong  
in Bali, 2022
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FIGURE 1: 
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Indonesia’s military commander said in 2023 
that the country would not allow its territory 
to be impacted by any “worst-case scenarios” 
that might arise from the AUKUS partnership.3 
While not explicitly stated, an open conflict 
could be among the potential worst-case 
scenarios implied. 

Given Indonesia’s limited defence capabilities, it 
is understandable that the nation feels anxious 
about the implications of the AUKUS partnership. 
In fact, AUKUS is perceived by some as a prelude 
to armed conflict. Indonesian Foreign Minister 
Retno Marsudi reminded Australia in 2023 that 

“if not managed well, the rivalry [between the 
US and China] could very well escalate into 
an open conflict.”4 Hasanuddin, who is also a 
retired two-star Indonesian army general, even 
suggested closing Indonesia’s archipelagic sea 
lanes to AUKUS submarines as “AUKUS is created 
for fighting.”5

Thirdly, Indonesia also worries about nuclear 
accidents in its maritime territory. AUKUS has 
exacerbated those fears, but they existed long 
before the partnership’s announcement (see Box 
1 for further background).
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BOX 1: INDONESIA’S ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS ABOUT NUCLEAR  
SUBMARINES PRE-DATE AUKUS

Indonesia’s worries about the environmental risks of nuclear submarines didn’t start with 
AUKUS. The Indonesian government has expressed concerns about the potential risks 
associated with nuclear submarines for quite some time. 

These are valid concerns considering the frequency of submarine accidents, with 37 incidents 
reported over the past 20 years.6 

As early as 2017, prior to the AUKUS announcement, Indonesia’s Ocean Policy 
highlighted the vulnerability of the country’s archipelagic sea lanes to various 
threats, including accidents involving foreign nuclear submarines passing through 
Indonesian waters.7 

Indonesia’s vigilance was already evident in 2016 when Indonesia immediately deployed a navy 
helicopter to monitor the USS Tucson SSN 770, a US nuclear-powered submarine escorted 
by the Singaporean warship RSS Stalwart, as they traversed the Malacca Strait along the 
Indonesia-Singapore border.8

While Australia’s nuclear-powered submarines are not expected to become 
operational until the early 2030s,9 six countries, including the US, Russia, and China, 
already possess such submarines.10 Considering the stealth capabilities of modern 
nuclear submarines, it is likely that nuclear submarines belonging to these six 
countries have traversed Indonesian waters without detection. 

Despite the AUKUS submarines not being operational yet, they appear to have acted as the 
catalyst that prompted the Indonesian government to submit a working paper on the issue 
of nuclear naval propulsion in 2022. Australia’s heavy reliance on Indonesian chokepoints for 
military and trade, unlike other countries, may explain this particular reaction. 

In addition, the potential for undetected submarine activities by other countries in 
Indonesian waters has reinforced Indonesia’s vigilance and underscored the need for careful 
consideration of the implications of AUKUS.
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Indonesia is a diverse country – so are its views on AUKUS

Since it was first announced in 2021, Indonesia’s 
responses to AUKUS have evolved. And as is only 
to be expected in a diverse country of almost 
300 million people, views are mixed. 

The Foreign Ministry’s responses have focussed 
heavily on maintaining peace and avoiding 
nuclear proliferation. The Foreign Ministry official 
statement of 2021 didn’t directly reference 
AUKUS but expressed deep concerns over “the 
continuing arms race and power projection in 
the region.”11 It also urged Australia to fulfil its 
nuclear non-proliferation obligations, uphold its 
commitment to regional stability as outlined in 
Treaty of Amity and Cooperation,12 and adhere 
to international law, including the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).13 

Concerns about AUKUS fuelling an arms race 
and exacerbating regional rivalry were echoed 
in a joint press conference by the Foreign 
Ministers of Indonesia and Malaysia (though 
they acknowledged that AUKUS submarines 
would not be nuclear-armed).14 And they were 
again reiterated during the ASEAN-Australia 
Summit in October 2021 by Indonesian President 
Joko Widodo.15

In 2022, Indonesia submitted a working paper 
on “nuclear naval propulsion” to a UN review 
Conference of the Parties to the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).16 The paper 
emphasised three key concerns covering:

the transfer of nuclear materials and 
technology for military purposes from 
nuclear-weapon states to non-nuclear 
weapon states.17 

safety, highlighting the risks of 
catastrophic accidents and exposure.18 

conversion of nuclear material, which 
could potentially lead to nuclear weapons 
development.19 

While the paper did not explicitly mention 
AUKUS, and Indonesian officials stated that the 
submission was “in no way intended to respond 
to AUKUS,”20 the timing of it suggests otherwise. 

Not everyone in Indonesia shares these views 
though. In contrast, Indonesia’s Defence Minister 
Prabowo Subianto has said, while a nuclear-
free Southeast Asia is imperative, he also 
“understands” and “respects” each country’s 
need to protect its national interest.21 As Prabowo 
is running for Indonesian president in the 
upcoming 2024 election, his views on AUKUS 
could potentially influence Indonesia’s future 
foreign policy decisions. 

Greater communication in the lead-up to the 
second AUKUS announcement in March 2023 
has slightly shifted Indonesia’s position. The 
Foreign Ministry’s Twitter account stated (shortly 
after a joint statement made by AUKUS leaders) 
that Indonesia had been closely monitoring the 
AUKUS security partnership,22 and reiterated the 
responsibility of all countries to maintain peace 
and stability in the region.23 The Ministry added 
that Indonesia expected Australia to remain 
“consistent in fulfilling” its obligations under 
the NPT and the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) safeguards, while also urging the 
development of an effective, transparent, and 
non-discriminatory “verification mechanism.”24

And, in an interview in May 2023, President Joko 
Widodo referred to AUKUS as “partners,” and 
“not competitors.”251

2

3
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FIGURE 2: 
Timeline of Indonesian Responses to AUKUS 

2021 2022 2023

September
Indonesian Foreign Ministry expresses deep 
concerns about “the continuing arms race 
and power projection in the region” and 
urges Australia to adhere to international law.

Indonesian and Malaysian Foreign Ministers 
hold joint press conference expressing 
concern about regional arms race.

March
Indonesian Foreign Ministry states it has 

been closely monitoring the AUKUS security 
partnership and reiterates the responsibility 

of all countries to maintain peace and 
stability in the region.

Indonesian President Joko Widowo refers to 
AUKUS as “partners,” and “not competitors.”

July
Indonesia submits a working paper on 
“nuclear naval propulsion” during a UN 

Review Conference of the Parties to 
the NPT, outlining Indonesia’s concerns 
about the transfer of nuclear materials 

and technology for military purposes 
from nuclear-weapon states to non-

nuclear weapon states.

February
Indonesian Foreign 
Minister Retno 
Marsudi reiterates 
the importance of 
transparency and 
the commitment to 
preventing nuclear 
proliferation, including 
strict adherence to the 
safeguards of the NPT 
and IAEA.

October
At the ASEAN-Australia 

summit, Indonesian 
President Joko Widodo 

expresses concerns 
that AUKUS would fuel 

rivalry in the region.

November
Indonesian Defence Minister Prabowo Subianto says while a nuclear-

free Southeast Asia is imperative, he also “understands” and “respects” 
each country’s need to protect its national interest.

Recommendations for engaging Indonesia on AUKUS

Transparency and consultation should be the key 
operating principles when engaging Indonesia 
on AUKUS.  

During the 2+2 Foreign and Defence Ministers’ 
Meeting between Indonesia and Australia in 
February 2023, Indonesian Foreign Minister 
Retno Marsudi reiterated the importance of 
transparency and the commitment to preventing 
nuclear proliferation, including strict adherence to 
the safeguards of the NPT and IAEA. 

For Indonesia, the lack of transparency 
surrounding the AUKUS agreement when 
it was first announced raised concerns 
about Australia’s intentions and the 
potential for nuclear armament.26 

To address these concerns and alleviate 
Indonesia’s anxiety, Indonesia might expect to 

be consulted on major defence and security 
deals made by its southern neighbour that 
may impact its interests. Such consultation 
is not about seeking prior consent, but rather 
seeking reassurance that a security partnership 
like AUKUS will not undermine Indonesia’s own 
security and interests. 

As a littoral state of many critical sea lanes 
of communication where all ships, including 
submarines, can legally transit during both 
peacetime and wartime, Indonesia faces the 
highest risks associated with an increased 
number of nuclear submarines operating 
in its own backyard. So of course Indonesia 
wants consultation, so it can gain a better 
understanding of the potential risks involved and 
any nuclear mitigation measures that may be 
implemented (see Box 2 for further detail).
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BOX 2: A LEGAL PERSPECTIVE ON NUCLEAR SUBMARINES IN INDONESIAN WATERS 

Indonesia’s concerns regarding the implications of nuclear-powered submarines passing 
through its waters may also be due to their immunity from enforcement and potential use in 
times of war.

Firstly, warships (including submarines) enjoy sovereign immunity – they are immune from 
enforcement by any state other than the flag state. While Article 236 of UNCLOS specifies that 
the convention’s provisions on the protection and the preservation of the marine environment 
do not apply to warships,27 this exemption solely pertains to enforcement actions against 
warships.28 As outlined in Articles 31, 42, and 54 of UNCLOS, the flag state would still be held 
internationally responsible for any loss or damage resulting from non-compliance with an 
archipelagic state’s anti-pollution laws.29 

Consequently, if a foreign nuclear-powered submarine were to pollute the marine environment 
while exercising an archipelagic sea lane passage or innocent passage in Indonesian waters, 
Indonesia could neither arrest nor search the submarine. However, the flag state of the 
submarine would be internationally responsible to Indonesia for any damage caused to 
Indonesia’s marine environment, and Indonesia would have the right to seek compensation from 
the flag state of the submarine. 

Secondly, the possibility of nuclear-powered submarines being deployed during an armed 
conflict not only raises concerns about neutrality but also about the risk of hostilities within 
the archipelago. 

Although the neutrality of an archipelagic state is not compromised by the exercise of an 
archipelagic sea lanes passage by belligerent states,30 in times of war, neutral coastal states 
must monitor their waters to prevent violations of neutrality by belligerent forces, including 
preventing belligerents from using their neutral waters as a sanctuary or a base of operations.31 
For Indonesia, this entails the arduous task of monitoring and protecting almost 3.5 million km2 
of neutral waters,32 which include not only internal waters and territorial seas, but also extensive 
archipelagic waters.

Given the vast areas involved and the stealth capabilities of nuclear-powered submarines,33 
neutral states with limited defence capabilities like Indonesia may face significant challenges 
in fulfilling their international obligations (to prevent violations of neutrality). A submarine 
equipped with offensive capabilities could take refuge in the Indonesian archipelago, remaining 
protected and undetected until it launches an attack.34 If Indonesia is incapable or unwilling to 
detect and stop such violations, the opposing belligerent may resort to self-help enforcement 
actions in Indonesian waters, which could include the use of force.35 When such force is directed 
against a nuclear submarine, it may also heighten the risk of damage to the marine environment.
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Indonesian views on AUKUS  
beyond 2023

Some Indonesians may still harbour suspicions 
towards Australia due to lingering concerns over 
Australia’s alleged involvement in the separation of 
Timor Leste from Indonesia, as well as revelations 
of a previous spying scandal.36 As a result, when 
Indonesia initially reacted negatively to AUKUS, 
Australia may have misinterpreted it as merely 
catering to a domestic audience that lacks trust 
in Australia. 

This misconception might lead Australia to assume 
that Indonesia will eventually become more 
receptive to the partnership. However, it should be 
noted that AUKUS is not a widely discussed issue 
or a topic of significant public interest in Indonesia. 
As such, Indonesia’s reactions to AUKUS cannot be 
solely attributed to pandering to public sentiment. 
Instead, these reactions are driven by genuine 
concerns and considerations regarding the 
implications and consequences of the partnership 
to the country.

Although recent statements by President Widodo 
might indicate a growing acceptance of AUKUS, 
it is prudent to approach them with caution and 
avoid accepting them at face value. Indonesia’s 
stance on AUKUS will likely remain multifaceted 
and nuanced. With Indonesia set to elect a new 
president in 2024, its stance on AUKUS may 
continue to evolve.
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