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The Indo-Pacific is a concept both ancient and 
modern. Early European geographers and 
botanists used the term to describe the region 
of islands linking the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 
However, it is only in the past decade that the 
construct has begun to be used more widely (and 
strategically) to explain how Australia, and many 
other countries, view their position in the region 
and the world.

For most of its history, Australia was more 
focused on the “tyranny of distance” from the 
United Kingdom than upon its geographic 
proximity to its Asian neighbours. Australia was 
not seen as part of Asia at all, but rather included 
in a vaguely defined “Oceania,” with Northeast 
Asia, Southeast Asia and South Asia considered 
separate, distinct regions. 

It wasn’t until the early 1990s that a sense of 
an integrated Asian region began to emerge.  
Economic factors were behind this new regional 
identity: Southeast Asian nations were developing 
their economies and manufacturing capabilities; 
they’d started to trade with each other; and they 
were now also attracting the interest of investors 
from the US and Northeast Asia. 

So Australia started to see its future as inherently 
bound to Asia, and to talk about its near region as 
the “Asia-Pacific.”

Australia in fact played a leading role in 
institutionalising the concept of the “Asia-Pacific” 
across the region.  It was at the forefront of 
efforts to establish the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) organisation in 1989 and the 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) security dialogue 
in 1994. It has also been a member of many 
subsequent regional groupings, most prominently 
the East Asia Summit (EAS) established in 2005. 

Australia has led more recent efforts to establish 
“mega-regional” trade agreements within Asia, 

including the Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP 
– traversing the entire Pacific Rim) and the 
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP – focussing on the region from Australia 
north to Japan).

What these most recent trade negotiations 
showed was that there was a missing piece from 
the Asia-Pacific construct – India. 

Forty years ago, Northeast Asia was 
unquestionably the economic centre of gravity 
in the region, driven by the “miracle” economies 
of Japan, Korea and Taiwan. During the 1990s, 
this pattern radiated outwards as China and 
Southeast Asia entered their phase of high-
speed growth. 

Asia’s importance for Australia hasn’t changed.  
Indonesia for example will be the world’s 
fourth biggest economy by 2050, and will 
eclipse Australia in economic size by the end of 
this decade.

But policy makers have also recognised that 
India, and South Asia more broadly, will have 
equal importance for Australia’s future. This 
importance is economic – India is the world’s 
fifth largest economy (ranked by GDP), and 
Australia’s sixth-largest trading partner. But it’s 
also a relationship of great strategic importance 
– India is the world’s largest democracy, and has 
a significant stake in the stability of the Indian 
Ocean region, through which the world ships 
almost 50 per cent of global trade.

The global challenges with which the world is 
now grappling traverse the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans – challenges like climate change, 
maritime insecurity, the rise of China and its use 
of economic coercion against Australia and other 
partners, great power rivalry, terrorism, natural 
disasters and environmental insecurity.
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The Indo-Pacific expands the concept of the Asia-Pacific westward to  
incorporate India and the Indian Ocean within its regional boundaries*.

The Asia-Pacific construct no longer captures 
these interlinked issues, countries, or 
Australia’s interests. 

And that’s in part how the concept of the Indo-
Pacific started to gain currency. 

Former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was 
the first world leader to articulate an Indo-Pacific 
strategy.  He debuted the concept in his landmark 
speech – ‘The Confluence of the Two Seas’ – 
made to the Indian Parliament in 2007.  And his 
government released a “Free and Open Indo-
Pacific Strategy” in 2016.

The first time the concept appeared in an 
Australian government document was in the 2013 
Defence White Paper. Subsequently, the 2017 
Foreign Policy White Paper firmly ensconced 
the “Indo-Pacific” as the prism through which 
Australia views the region.  

Since then, the concept has been at the heart of 
Australian foreign policy and strategic decision 
making, and has increasingly been taken up 
by others. The US changed the name of its 
Pacific Command to the “Indo-Pacific Command” 

(INDOPACOM) in 2018, and has released Indo-
Pacific Strategies under both the Trump and 
Biden administrations. Even countries outside the 
region see its importance - the EU announced its 
own Indo-Pacific strategy in 2021, as did the UK 
(termed a “tilt” to the Indo-Pacific), and Lithuania 
in 2023. India, Indonesia, Vietnam, ASEAN, the 
Indian Ocean Rim Association and many others 
all have some version of an Indo-Pacific strategy, 
vision, or construct embedded in their thinking.

The idea of the Indo-Pacific has many positive 
implications for Australia and its role in the 
region. The term “Asia-Pacific” positioned 
Australia at the bottom of a vertical region, and 
excluded key partners on the Indian Ocean Rim. 

By contrast, the Indo-Pacific situates Australia 
at the centre of a region of the world’s biggest 
and fastest growing economies, and includes all 
its important economic and strategic partners. 
And that’s a place – at the centre – that Australia 
needs to be.

*The above map identifies the Indo-Pacific as Australia 
conceptualises it. Some countries - including the US, Japan and 
India - define it more broadly, up to the east coast of Africa.
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https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html
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