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What is AUKUS?

First announced on 15 September 2021, AUKUS is a trilateral security pact between Australia, the UK 
and the US (AUKUS).  

The AUKUS pact has two pillars. The first pillar is the one most often in the news. Under this pillar, 
Australia will become the seventh nation to possess nuclear powered submarines, at a cost of around 
$368 billion over 30 years. (The others are  the US, UK, France, India, China and Russia).

The second pillar is less discussed, but just as important – Australia, the UK and the US will 
collaborate on advanced technologies across a range of strategically important areas.

AUKUS PILLAR I

Submarines
AUKUS PILLAR II

Cooperation on  
advanced  

technologies

PHASE 1: BUILDING CAPABILITY

From 2027 US and UK submarines will 
rotate through Western Australia’s naval 
base, HMAS Stirling. This rotation will 
be known as Submarine Rotational  
Force West. 

	↗ Advanced underseas capabilities 
– through the AUKUS Undersea 
Robotics Autonomous Systems 
(AURAS) project

	↗ Quantum technologies through the 
AUKUS Quantum Arrangement (AQuA) 

	↗ Artificial intelligence and autonomy

	↗ Advanced Cyber

	↗ Hypersonic and counter-hypersonic 
capabilities

	↗ Electronic warfare

	↗ Innovation

	↗ Information sharing

PHASE 3: CONSTRUCTION OF NEW 
SUBMARINES

All three countries will play a role in 
the design. The UK and Australia will 
share construction, starting with boat 
1 in the UK from as early as the late 
2020s, and subsequent construction in 
South Australia.

PHASE 2: ACQUISITION OF OLD 
SUBMARINES

From the early 2030s, the US 
will sell Australia three Virginia 
class submarines.  
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https://www.nti.org/analysis/resource-collections/submarine-proliferation-resource-collection/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/04/05/fact-sheet-implementation-of-the-australia-united-kingdom-united-states-partnership-aukus/
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/aukus/submarine-rotational-force-west
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/aukus/submarine-rotational-force-west
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/aukus/australias-nuclear-powered-submarines
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/aukus/australias-nuclear-powered-submarines
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Why do we need an agreement like AUKUS?

Together, AUKUS pillars I and II are a response 
to growing uncertainty in Australia’s near 
neighbourhood, the Indo-Pacific.

Pillar I recognises that our region is not as secure as 
we would like it to be.  Military build-up is happening 
– China now has the world’s biggest navy, and is 
undergoing the biggest military expansion of any 
country since World War Two.  China and Russia 
are also testing the limits of the international rules-
based-order, through actions like the invasion of 
Ukraine, and China’s construction of islands in 
disputed areas of the South China Sea.

Meanwhile, Australia’s security and prosperity 
literally depends on stable oceans – a staggering 
99 per cent of our exports are transported by sea.  
And our exclusive economic zone (the ocean zones 
over which we have jurisdiction) is the third largest 
in the world.

In this context, nuclear submarine capabilities 
count, because they can go further for longer, and 
more stealthily.  

Pillar II acknowledges that technological diversity 
– is also important for regional security. A recent 
report by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute 
found that China led the world on 37 out of 44 
technologies in fields like defence, space, robotics, 

energy, the environment, biotechnology, artificial 
intelligence, advanced materials and key quantum 
technology areas.

So AUKUS pillar II attempts to address what policy 
makers in the three governments would see as a 
strategic risk – the concentration of technological 
capabilities in one country.

Global Perceptions of AUKUS

AUKUS is a significant commitment, and sends a 
clear message about the risks Australia, the US and 
the UK see in the Indo-Pacific.

So it should be no surprise that there’s been 
strong reactions.  

China’s the biggest detractor – it’s warned Australia 
that it’s taking a “path of error and danger.” Japan, 
the Republic of Korea and the Philippines are strong 
supporters – significant given they are important 
strategic partners for Australia, and have a big stake 
in the Indo-Pacific. Our immediate neighbourhood’s 
peak body, the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations, does not have a unified position on AUKUS.  
Its members’ views range from quiet support to open 
disquiet, understandable given the region sits quite 
literally in the middle of the US and China.

(see table 1 for breakdown of global reactions)

What’s next for Australia?

AUKUS will draw in many areas of the Australian community over the next three decades – on the 
direct work of construction of submarines, shipyards and naval facilities, as well as broader work on 
skills and training, higher education and research.  

Government officials and policy makers will also continue to engage with our partners in the Indo-
Pacific, including explaining the strategic rationale for Australia’s choices.

Global views of AUKUS 

STRONG 
SUPPORT CONCERN

STRONG 
OPPOSITIONQUIET 

SUPPORT
The Philippines

Japan

South Korea

Indonesia

Malaysia

France

China

North Korea

Russia

Singapore

India

https://edition.cnn.com/2023/01/16/asia/china-navy-fleet-size-history-victory-intl-hnk-ml/index.html#:~:text=The%20People's%20Liberation%20Army%20Navy,Power%20Report%2C%20released%20in%20November
https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/infrastructure-transport-vehicles/maritime
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook44p/Oceans
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook44p/Oceans


TABLE 1:

Country View

The 
Philippines

The Philippines has vocally embraced the AUKUS partnership because it 
helps maintain the balance of power in the Indo-Pacific. Due to its proximity 
to regional flashpoints (the South China Sea and Taiwan), the Philippines 
has a vested interest in containing China’s growing assertiveness and sees 
AUKUS as integral to Indo-Pacific stability. 

Japan Japan sees the AUKUS agreement as part of a new coalition to counter 
Chinese assertiveness in the region. It is, however, worried that China will 
use AUKUS to support its argument that the Quad and similar groupings 
amount to an ‘Asian NATO’ (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation). 
Japan is also considered a frontrunner for a future extended AUKUS, which 
some have dubbed ‘JAUKUS’. If Japan does join the partnership, it will 
likely only contribute to Pillar II technological projects. 

South Korea Mindful of the political complexities of its own neighbourhood – Taiwan, 
the rise of China, and its nuclear neighbour North Korea – South Korea 
welcomes the security alignment that AUKUS brings.
However, South Korea is also mindful of how the security pact might 
negatively impact its relationship with China (the only country with 
significant leverage over North Korea). AUKUS has also renewed domestic 
debates around South Korea’s relationship with the US and South Korea’s 
own ambitions for a nuclear submarine program. 
South Korea has expressed interest in joining an expanded AUKUS 
arrangement in the future. 

Singapore Consistent with its usual pragmatic approach to security groupings, 
Singapore has been broadly receptive of the partnership and its rationale 
– even going so far as to allow AUKUS members to use Singapore’s port 
facilities for their nuclear submarines.
However, Singapore is concerned about the risk of AUKUS escalating 
US-China tensions and accelerating regional instability. It is therefore 
important to Singapore that AUKUS complements ASEAN-centric security 
architecture. 

India India’s response to the AUKUS pact has been conservative. Although India 
hasn’t outwardly embraced AUKUS, its actions – such as backing AUKUS 
during a China-led challenge at the International Atomic Energy Agency – 
have been quietly supportive. 
For India, AUKUS’ strategic messaging aligns well with its national 
interests. AUKUS also helps reassure Indian concerns over potential 
Chinese expansionism into the Indian Ocean – India’s regional priority. 

France For France, the AUKUS announcement came as an unwelcome surprise. 
Having been kept in the dark about the arrangement, it reprehended 
AUKUS partners – especially Australia – for what it saw as a deep betrayal. 
Australia’s acquisition of nuclear submarines through AUKUS’ Pillar 
I meant the abrupt end to a $90 billion contract France had to supply 
Australia with 13 diesel electric-powered submarines. This caused a 
significant rift in the Australia-France bilateral relationship. 
Beyond this betrayal, France has expressed concerns about the risk of 
nuclear proliferation and the threat of regional blocs emerging as a result 
of AUKUS. 
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Global Reactions
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Country View

France 
Continued

However, France has also subsequently mended its relationship with the 
three AUKUS members, recognising the strategic challenges facing the 
Indo-Pacific.

Malaysia Malaysia has a complicated relationship with AUKUS. Despite its initial 
vocal objection and concerns about the pact’s potential to exacerbate 
regional tensions, AUKUS has not caused a dramatic shift in Malaysia’s 
relations with its members. Instead, Malaysia has continued to work with 
Australia, the UK, and the US as important strategic partners.

Indonesia Indonesia is concerned that AUKUS will undermine regional stability, kick-
start an arms race, and provoke China. It views the destabilising effect of 
great power competition as the principal risk to the region.
Indonesia has publicly argued that AUKUS nuclear submarines pose an 
environmental risk (although other countries’ nuclear submarines already 
traverse its waterways). Recently, however, it has been less critical. 

Russia Russia sees the AUKUS pact as part of an expanding US-led alliance 
network opposed to Russia’s national interests. It is concerned that the 
security arrangement will upset the balance of power in the Indo Pacific 
and has argued that Pillar I risks nuclear proliferation. 
As one of the five nuclear states under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT), Russia has a vested interest in maintaining nuclear primacy.

North Korea North Korea has also been vocally opposed to AUKUS. The regime was 
swift to condemn the pact when it was first announced in 2021, declaring 
that it would upset the strategic balance in the region and trigger a nuclear 
arms race. North Korea views AUKUS as provocative and escalatory, and 
believes its ultimate goal is ‘supremacy’ in the region. 
North Korea’s threat to regional stability forms part of the broader picture 
of global strategic uncertainty to which AUKUS responds. 

China China has reacted strongly to the AUKUS pact. Beijing views the security 
arrangement as a coordinated effort to contain its regional footprint and 
has argued that AUKUS will trigger an arms race that destabilises the 
region. It has claimed that the pact’s nuclear submarine agreement goes 
against the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT, aimed at limiting the 
spread of nuclear weapons). 
China has also pushed narratives equating US arrangements like AUKUS 
and the Quad to an ‘Asian NATO’ (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) – 
something that fellow Quad members India and Japan have expressed 
concern about. 
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Further reading:

The AUKUS Nuclear-Powered 
Submarine Pathway: A Partnership for the 
Future, Department of Defence, March 2022

Explainer: AUKUS Economics – The Price of a 
Megaproject, United States Studies Centre

Southeast Asian Responses to AUKUS: Arms Racing, Non-
Proliferation and Regional Stability, 2021, William Choong 

and Ian Storey, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies

The AUKUS Announcement and Southeast Asia: An 
Assessment of Regional Responses and Concerns, 
2023, William Choong and Ian Storey, Institute of 

Southeast Asian Studies

ASPI’s Critical Technology Tracker

EXPLAINER 
SERIES

A
ustralia and

 the Ind
o

-P
acifi

c: 
U

nd
erstand

ing
 o

ur strateg
ic  

co
nnectio

ns to
 A

sia

https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/aukus
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/aukus
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/taskforces/aukus
https://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/explainer-aukus-economics-the-price-of-a-megaproject
https://www.ussc.edu.au/analysis/explainer-aukus-economics-the-price-of-a-megaproject
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/articles-commentaries/iseas-perspective/2023-23-the-aukus-announcement-and-southeast-asia-an-assessment-of-regional-responses-and-concerns-by-ian-storey-and-william-choong/
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/articles-commentaries/iseas-perspective/2023-23-the-aukus-announcement-and-southeast-asia-an-assessment-of-regional-responses-and-concerns-by-ian-storey-and-william-choong/
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/critical-technology-tracker

