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The United States of America

The United States of America (US) is located on the North American continent, made up of 
50 states and one federal district (the District of Colombia – home to the country’s capital, 
Washington DC). The US also has five overseas territories (lands that belong to, but are not 
considered part of the US): American Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico and 
the US Virgin Islands. 

The US is the world’s third-largest country by total land area (after Russia and China). It is also 
the third most populous country (after India and China), with a population of 330 million people. 

The US is very ethnically diverse. White Americans (a US census term describing people with 
ancestry from Europe/Middle East) make up about half of the population, and other groups 
including Hispanic and Latino Americans (ancestry from Central and South America), African 
Americans and Asian Americans account for large portions of the population. The US is also 
home to Native Americans, who make up about 1 per cent of the population. 

How was America formed? 

The US has been inhabited by indigenous peoples for thousands of years. British colonisation 
began in 1607, leading to the establishment of Thirteen Colonies on the country’s east coast. 
These colonies clashed with the British Crown over tax and political representation, leading to 
the American Revolution and the ensuing Revolutionary War which gave the US independence 
from the British on 4 July, 1776. Gradually, America expanded across the continent to become a 
unified federation of states: the United States of America.

System of Government

The US is a liberal democracy with three branches of government: executive, legislative and 
judicial. The executive is led by the President, who is elected every four years by democratic 
vote. The legislative branch is run by Congress, and the judicial branch is run by the 
Supreme Court.
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Why is America important to the world and what’s its relationship to the  
Indo-Pacific? 

The US is the most powerful country in the world because of its economic strength, military 
might and network of alliances with other countries. Through history – especially in World War 
One, World War Two, and the Cold War – the US has played an extremely important role in 
upholding global peace and security. 

But today, this peace and security is increasingly coming under threat as China becomes 
more aggressive. Tangible examples of such aggression include the Chinese navy using sonar 
pulses to injure Australian navy divers in international waters in November 2023, Chinese 
navy harassment of the Philippines coastguard, and Chinese cyber attacks against Australian 
government websites. 

So, US foreign policy is now based upon a commitment to upholding and defending international 
law to ensure an Indo-Pacific region that is free from conflict. The US is doing this by working 
with other like-minded countries through multilateral partnerships and alliances to create 
strength in numbers and protect against threats. US engagement in the region is informed by 
two key policies: the Indo-Pacific Strategy of the United States and the Indo-Pacific Economic 
Framework for Prosperity. 

Not everyone agrees with the US’ approach, or trusts it. Its invasion of Iraq in 2004 – based on 
faulty intelligence about weapons of mass destruction – damaged its reputation. And concerns 
about angering China by getting close to the US stop a lot of countries from pursuing a deeper 
relationship. But it’s important to have the US in our region, because it provides financial and 
military resources that help keep it stable. 

What makes America so powerful? 

ECONOMICS

The US is the world’s largest economy. It 
has more gross domestic product (GDP) than 
any other country in the world – making up 
about one quarter of the world’s total GDP. 
The US is home to many of the world’s largest 
companies, including Walmart, Amazon and 
Apple – making it a world leader in terms of 
international trade, new technologies, and 
research and development. 

SECURITY

The US spends more than any other country 
on its military, which is about 3.5 per cent of 
the country’s GDP per year. So, the US is well 
equipped in defence capabilities – with six 
services branches of the military consisting 
of the Army, Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force, 
Space Force and Coast Guard. The US has 
the third largest combined armed forces in 
the world, after China and India. The US is a 
nuclear weapons state, possessing more than 
40 per cent of the world’s nuclear weapons. 

America in numbers

     most populous country

     largest country by land area

of world’s GDP

     largest combined  
armed forces in the world
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Relationship with Australia

The US is one of Australia’s most important partners for a range of reasons, including economic, 
security, and broader geostrategic interests.

Australia’s economy relies significantly on the United States.  While China might be Australia’s 
number one goods and services trading partner (the US is ranked third), no other partner comes 
close to the US when it comes to investment.  It’s Australia’s number one foreign direct investor, 
and the number one destination for Australian outbound investors. The US’ status as Australia top 
foreign direct investor is particularly important – this is what enables Australian businesses to get 
started, grow, and expand.

On the security side, the two countries’ shared interests are longstanding. During World War Two, 
Australia called for US support in fighting the war in the Pacific while its traditional partner, the 
UK, was busy fighting the war in Europe. This set the scene for deep cooperation between the two 
countries for years to come, leading to the signing of the ANZUS Treaty in 1951 – which binds the 
two countries to help each other in times of conflict.  The two countries also share intelligence 
through the Five Eyes arrangement (with Canada, the UK and New Zealand).

The ANZUS Treaty is an extremely important element of Australia’s defence strategy.  With one of 
the world’s largest coastlines, and a population of only 25 million people, it is simply not possible 
for Australia to defend itself or to respond to security threats in the region without a strong partner 
like the US.  If Australia had not signed the ANZUS Treaty in 1951, it would be looking for a way to 
do so now.

Broader, shared geostrategic interests also underpin the Australia-US relationship.  They share a 
common vision for a stable region that’s governed by agreed rules.  So today, the Alliance is made 
up of three pillars: security, economic, and climate. The President and Prime Minister, and other 
senior government leaders from both countries, meet on a regular basis to discuss cooperation.

In 2021, Australia, the UK and the US formed the AUKUS partnership, which involves supplying 
Australia with technology for nuclear submarines, as well collaborating on other advanced 
technologies that includes AI, cyber, and quantum.  The partnership implicitly recognises that 
China’s claims on the South China Sea and Taiwan, along with its more assertive behaviour (for 
example cyber-attacks on both Australia and the US), undermine stability in the Indo-Pacific region.  
So building a nuclear submarine fleet aims to deter China from launching a conflict.  And building 
technological capabilities in a range of important fields seeks to balance the supply chain and 
strategic risks of any one country dominating the market.

Given these shared security, economic and strategic interests, Australian governments – whatever 
their political persuasion – will always need to work closely with the United States.

Further Reading

	↗ United States of America country brief, DFAT
	↗ AUKUS fact sheet, Department of Prime 

Minister and Cabinet
	↗ Indo-Pacific Strategy of the United States
	↗ Indo-Pacific Economic Framework 

for Prosperity
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