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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.




Japan — Japan’s views on AUKUS

SUMMARY:

/1 Japanese policymakers have welcomed AUKUS as a new coalition to counter Chinese
assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific region.

71 However, while Japan welcomes strategic alignment among AUKUS countries, it is
concerned about the growing Chinese narrative that equates the more inclusive Quad,
and the more exclusive AUKUS, to an “Asian NATO". It wants Australia to help counter these
narratives, especially in Southeast Asia.

/1 There is an opportunity for Japan to engage with AUKUS’ second pillar. However, it is yet
to be convinced by the gains the partnership offers and institutional barriers remain a
significant roadblock.

71 As Japan'’s closest strategic partner after the US, Australia has a major role in keeping Tokyo
informed of AUKUS activities and, in doing so, help encourage future Japanese involvement.

Since its launch on 15 September 2021, AUKUS Although the government has been consistently
has been widely accepted by Japanese supportive, a careful assessment of Japan'’s
policymakers and the Japanese public as a cautious stance on AUKUS would help its member
new coalition to counter Chinese assertiveness countries understand how Tokyo might want

in the Indo-Pacific region. Prime Minister Suga to engage with AUKUS-related activities that
Yoshihide’s administration immediately welcomed  contribute to peace and stability in the Indo-

the agreement in 2021 and the subsequent Pacific region.

Kishida Fumio administration has stated Japan'’s
consistent support, as well as its view that

the three countries’ efforts will “contribute

to the peace and stability of the Indo-Pacific
region amidst an increasingly severe security
environment”.! Some Japanese media outlets
and analysts have gone further, calling for Japan's
engagement with AUKUS, especially on Pillar 1I.%*

Japan’s growing defence, industrial and
technological ties with Australia and the UK -
including signing Reciprocal Access Agreements
(RAAs) to facilitate military exchanges and the
launch of the Global Combat Air Programme
(GCAP) between Japan, the UK and Italy in

2022 — have established a precedent for
Japan’s potential collaboration on AUKUS' Pillar
Il. However, it is important to note that the
Japanese government has not yet made any
public statements or demonstrated aspirations to
actively engage with AUKUS.
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Implications for Japan

AUKUS has three major implications for Japan. These, in turn, have the potential to influence its
perceptions of, and responses to, the agreement’s activities.

1 Strategic: greater strategic alignment and regional military capabilities

The first is that AUKUS has demonstrated greater
alignment among Japan'’s close strategic partners
to deter growing Chinese influence in the region.

AUKUS has made explicit that Australia
and the UK are working alongside the
US as a ‘forever partnership’ against
the backdrop of long-term competition
with China.**

Furthermore, AUKUS has confirmed the durability
of the UK’s commitment to its Indo-Pacific ‘tilt’
and helped alleviate Tokyo’s scepticism over the
sustainability of the UK’s regional engagement.

In the 2010s, gaps in attitudes towards China
served as a major obstacle for Japan and the UK
to align on threat perceptions. A notable example
is the ‘golden era’ of Sino-British relations during
the David Cameron administration. In 2015, for
example, the UK joined the China-led Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB), which
Japan regarded as an effort to challenge the
US-led post-war economic order. Australia’s
views on China were much closer to those of
Japan, especially on Chinese assertiveness in the
South Pacific, but deep economic ties dissuaded
Australia from taking a robust response.®

While AUKUS itself is essentially a
technology transfer project, Australia
and the UK’s approaches to China

have created opportunities for Japan
to deepen cooperation with them in
responding to Chinese geopolitical and
geo-economic challenges.

From a military deterrence perspective, Australia’s
possession of nuclear powered submarines
(SSN-AUKUS) will enhance its anti-access/area
denial (A2/AD) capability against China’s maritime
ambitions in the West Pacific.’

An Australian navy nuclear-powered
submarine launched from Perth could
reach the South China Sea at great speed
and could remain there for 77 days.2 This is
significant as Japanese defence ministers
have criticised the “normalisation of
coercive military actions” in the East and
South China Seas as a threat to global sea
lines of communication and the rules-
based maritime order (see Figure 1).°
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FIGURE 1:
Zones of Concern for Japan
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In the days after the AUKUS announcement, there were concerns in Tokyo that AUKUS could
trigger a controversial political debate over whether Japan should acquire nuclear submarines
— something that would cost its already strained defence spending billions of dollars and
stretch the operations of the Japanese Maritime Self-Defence Force beyond the East China
Sea.°" However, this talk has toned down recently; Australia’s acquisition of SSN-AUKUS is now
expected to enhance coordination among US alliances on regional submarine operations by
setting areas of responsibility, with Japan primarily responsible for the East China Sea.
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2 Diplomatic: implications for Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific

The second implication is in the diplomatic realm. Since 2016, Japan has been promoting its concept
of a “free and open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)" — an inclusive diplomatic vision that embraces the rules-based
order and regional connectivity. This concept and its key elements have resonated with like-minded
countries and regions, including the US, Australia, India, Europe, and ASEAN. The virtue of the FOIP is
the fact that it is open for any country that embraces the rules-based liberal order, including even
China. However, AUKUS has the potential to threaten Japan's inclusive vision.

One short-term risk was the impact of AUKUS on France’s Indo-Pacific cooperation, since Australia’s
unilateral decision to cancel the acquisition of 12 conventional submarines raised tensions between
France and AUKUS countries. However, in the nearly two years since the AUKUS deal was announced,
relations between Australia and France have improved and the two are working closely on various
Indo-Pacific activities, including joint exercises.

A more significant concern for Japan has been the Chinese narrative that equates the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (the Quad) and AUKUS as efforts to “contain” China
(see Box 1).?

BOX 1 - MAJOR CONCERNS FOR JAPAN: THE QUAD AND CHINESE NARRATIVES

The Quad is an informal strategic dialogue among the region’s maritime democracies —
Japan, the US, Australia and India — to discuss common interests and uphold the rules-
based order in the region. Its creation was led by Japan’s former Prime Minister Abe Shinzo

in 2007 and later again in 2017. While China dismissed the grouping in 2018 as mere ‘sea
foam in the Pacific or Indian Ocean’ that would soon ‘dissipate’, it has begun to shift its tone
by portraying the Quad as an ‘Indo-Pacific version of NATO' that seeks to contain China and
create exclusive blocs in the region.” Furthermore, some ASEAN countries, such as Indonesia,
Malaysia, Laos, Thailand and Cambodia have expressed discomfort about the Quad’s
activities, believing they could exacerbate geopolitical competition in Asia and undermine
ASEAN's centrality in regional affairs.'*'

For the Quad members, China’s characterisation is “completely misleading”, as Indian
Foreign Minister Jaishankar said in 2020. The Quad is not a treaty alliance. Moreover, much
of its activities and outcomes have been in the humanitarian and economic realms, such as
health, climate change and energy, infrastructure, and critical and emerging technologies.”®
Thus, Quad members have made considerable efforts, both publicly and privately, to remove
concerns from their ASEAN partners. Quad projects, such as the Indo-Pacific Partnership for
Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA), aim to serve as the region’s ‘public good' to build the
capacities of regional countries beyond its members, and are considered key to achieving

a FOIP.”

After the AUKUS announcement, China began further advancing its narrative again to
deepen the wedge between ASEAN and Quad countries. Since the announcement of AUKUS,
China has been condemning the trilateral pact, stating that it would ‘gravely undermine
regional peace and stability’ and that the three countries should ‘discard the Cold War
zero-sum mentality [..] and stop forming exclusive blocks or cliques’.’® In 2022, a Chinese
Foreign Ministry spokesperson again put the Quad and AUKUS in the same basket as US-led
‘containment’ efforts and called them ‘exclusive cliques’ against China."”
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The risk with China conflating AUKUS and the Quad as an ‘Asian NATO' is that it undermines both the
partnerships and Japan's vision of a Free and Open Indo Pacific. While ASEAN countries’ approaches
to the Quad have been softening in recent years as a result of a deliberate outreach effort by the
grouping,?® the Chinese narrative raises the risk of ASEAN countries becoming more cautious in their
engagement with Quad and AUKUS members.
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3 Technological: Japan’s potential engagement

The third implication is that a new advanced technology minilateral will be formed with
overlapping interests with Japan. This, more than anything else, indicates potential for
Japan-AUKUS collaboration.

There has been speculation in the Japanese media and among the expert community that AUKUS
could become “JAUKUS” after a 2022 report in the newspaper Sankei Shimbun claimed that AUKUS
countries have consulted with Japan on its participation in Pillar Il activities. This included areas
such as hypersonic and electronic warfare technology.?’ Tokyo has denied this*? and stated that it is
“not considering joining AUKUS at this time”.?* However, Australian and US senior officials have also
made comments that do not rule out collaboration with other countries, including Japan, on AUKUS’
advanced technology pillars.?4%

There are good reasons to consider Japan’s engagement in AUKUS' second Pillar. Japan’s defence and
security relations have deepened in recent years, not only with the US, but also with Australia and the
UK (see Figure 1).

FIGURE 2:
Japan'’s defence and security relations with Australia and the UK

Agreement/

Programme Year Partner Description

Australia-Japan 2022 Australia, The landmark ‘Australia-Japan Joint Declaration on

Joint Declaration on extends to Security Cooperation’, which was updated in 2022

Security Cooperation joint capability for the first time in 15 years, stated that the two

with the US  countries will pursue “advanced defence science

and technology, defence industry and high-end
capabilities” among the armed forces, as well as
“joint capability” with the US.?

Global Combat Air 2022 The UKand A multinational initiative aimed at developing a

Programme (GCAP) Italy sixth-generation stealth fighter.
Japan-UK defence industrial and technological
cooperation has been growing since the
announcement of the GCAP.

Reciprocal Access 2022 Australia Facilitates reciprocal defence access and

Agreement (RAA) cooperation between the Self-Defense Forces of
Japan and the Australian Defence Force.

Reciprocal Access 2023 The UK Facilitates reciprocal defence access and

Agreement (RAA) cooperation between the Self-Defense Forces of
Japan and the Armed Forces of the United Kingdom.

The Japan-UK 2023 The UK The Japan-UK Hiroshima Accord, signed in May

Hiroshima Accord 2023, confirmed the importance of cooperation

and further stated that the two countries will

“work together to maintain strategic advantage
including in emerging technologies such as Al and
quantum” as “global leaders in science, technology,
and innovation".

PAGE 7




Japan — Japan’s views on AUKUS

Most importantly, the Japanese defence ministry’s research and development (R&D) efforts to realise
its multi-domain force overlap with AUKUS' advanced technology areas, such as electromagnetic
spectrum, cyber defence, and underwater warfare.?®

However, while Japan’s engagement could be beneficial for all parties, from a purely
technological perspective, the country’s involvement would not be straightforward.

Firstly, AUKUS Pillar | is already ambitious, and there are risks to AUKUS's capacity to take on its Pillar

Il endeavours. Secondly, given that the AUKUS members are all part of the Five Eyes intelligence
agreement, Tokyo will face institutional barriers to engagement. Japan is still in the process of
enhancing its own protective security measures, such as developing and implementing security
clearance mechanisms and raising cybersecurity standards of Japanese industries.? In addition, Japan
does not have anti-espionage laws or counterintelligence agencies to prevent technological outflows,
and passing such legislation would consume significant political capital for the Japanese government,
which it may be reluctant to spend.*° Thirdly, Japanese defence equipment has not been tested in
actual combat. There is therefore a lack of data on equipment performance.

Japan already has parallel projects in the areas of counter-hypersonic, autonomous, and unmanned
technologies in US-Japan or US-Japan-Australia frameworks.*'*?

However, as long as the real gains from active collaboration are unclear, Tokyo may
remain cautious in engaging with a pre-existing framework that could be unfavourable for
Japanese industries and may send a problematic diplomatic signal to the region.

Recommendations for Australia

Japan’s reception of AUKUS's deterrence effect has so far been positive, but the country has a more
cautious approach to the agreement’s diplomatic and technological dimensions.

As Japan'’s closest strategic partner after the US, with a shared interest in pursuing a free
and open Indo-Pacific, Australia could play a key role in addressing Japan’s concerns.

Firstly, Australia could continue to communicate the differences between AUKUS and the Quad.
Among the AUKUS members, Australia has the closest historical, political, and economic relationship
with Southeast Asian countries and understands the geopolitical sensitivities in the region regarding
their relationship with China. Australia thus has a key role in countering the spread of the Chinese
narrative that equates the two minilateral groupings. This would help the Quad countries to deepen
their partnership with ASEAN member states to enhance peace, stability, and prosperity of the Indo-
Pacific region.

Secondly, if AUKUS Pillar Il has room for collaboration with other like-minded partners, it is critical

to keep Japan informed on the progress of AUKUS through private channels. This would keep

Japan up to speed on its R&D projects and protective security measures. Australia could seek to
design protective security and export control measures within the AUKUS agreement that could be
adopted or become interoperable with that of interested parties. For instance, there are growing
debates in Canberra about the need to relax the US International Traffic in Arms Regulation (ITAR)

for joint development.® As allies, Japan also shares concerns about US export controls on defence
technologies. Consulting with Japan on these debates could contribute to adding pressure on the US
to share its technologies with regional partners.

Tokyo's future engagement with AUKUS activities will depend on how the AUKUS members
communicate with the region. In particular, it should design its activities to leave room for
collaboration in a more open and inclusive manner.
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