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The decade of living dangerously:
Impact of US-China rivalry on Asia

Conflict is not inevitable but the US and Asean need to rise to the profound geopolitical and geo-economic challenges of our times, says Kevin Rudd

The2020s are going tobe amake
orbreak decade for Americanand
Chinese global power, when the
balance of strategic, economicand
technological power between
Washington and Beijing s likely to
move closer to parity than ever
before.

The 20205 are therefore going to
beadecade of living dangerously.

The history of rising powers
challenging established powers is
asoberingone. No matter what
stratagems the two sides pursue or
what events unfold, the structural
tension between the United States
and China willgrow and
competition will intensify

That muchis inevitable.

But that does not necessarily
mean that crisisand conflict are
also somehow inevitable. Asa
believerin the supreme power of
human agency, I know the two
countries need not be destined for
war.

The open question for our region
is where does all this leave the rest

importantly, what should we do
aboutit?

TRUMPIAN LEGACY

Toanswer this, itis worth
reviewing what the last four years
really meant for Asiaand the
Pacific.

Inretrospect, the Trump
administration does not appear to
have hadareal Asias y
Chinastrategy. Thatis to say, they
focusedall their efforton
attempting to unite the
Indo-Pacific region behind
Washingtoninaunilateral and
ideological security contest with
China.

True, they did achieve some
success in this regard, deepening
security cooperation witha
number of states in the regionand
most notably reviving the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
with India, Japan and Australia.
The rebirth of the Quad, however,
wasachieved less by Mr Donald
Trump and more by Beijing, whose
assertive posture on the Indian
border, in the Eastand South
ChinaSeas and ontrade with
Australiamade collective security
amore pressing concern forall.

But elsewhere in the region,
critical US relationships moved
backwards. Overall, Washington
under the Trump administration’s
foreign policy failed to gain
traction in much of South-cast
Asia,and indeed lostinfluence ina
numberofareas.

The Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies’ excellent annual State Of
South-east Asia survey, the 2021
version of which hasjust been
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Containers of Sinovac Biotech Covid-19 vaccine arriving on a Chinese military aircraft in Manila on Feb 28. The writer highlights the need to work “with the grain” in
the region, which includes addressing the region’s internal economic and public health needs. In the immediate term, it means as much American action as possible
in overcoming the Covid-19 pandemic and its economic and financial impact. Over the medium term, it means that the US must develop and integrate a regional
economic engagement strategy with the Asean states. Otherwise, it will simply lose in South-east Asia as China progressively wins. PHOTO. BLOOMBERG

Andwhen it did engage with the
region, the Trump administration
framed everything through the
single lens of its strategic contest
with Chin:

Inone striking example of
overreachamong many, in 2020
the Trump administration
requested that US surveillance
planes flying in the South China
Seabeallowed toland and refuelin
Indonesia. This shocked Jakarta,
which, inaccordance withits
historical strategy of
non-alignment, has neverallowed
n militaries to operate from
itssoil.

Second, the Trump
administration also sought to
transform the US-China strategic
contestinto a fundamentally
ideological battle between “those
who favour repressive systemsand
those who favour free societies™.
While this may have beenan
effective rallying cry in the West, it
has rarely been a winning script in
South-cast Asia. Third, the Trump
administration failed to consider
orevenprovide for the region’s
ownimmediate and tangible
needs. For example, Ascan
respondentsin the latest Iseas
\ul’\'L'\'lhl the pand« mic,

a“benignand benevolent powe:

The region, of course, is not
naive. Japan, Australia, and the
Ascan states have witnessed with
concern China’s growing
assertiveness - and the arrogance
ofits wolfwarrior class - over
recentyears.

We have seen this with Chinese
effortsat coercive trade diplomacy
against Japan over the East China
Sea;against the Philippines over
Manila’s international Iq.,al Lasc

region, rather than against it,as
l}u Trump administration did.
s does not mean capitulating
to China’s growing strategic
footprint. What it does mean is
grasping the basic principle of
diplomacy that an effective
foreign policy means bringing
countries with you rather than
alienating them through
domestically driven political
crudity. That means, first of all,
showingup.
I

against Beijing’s
inthe South China Sea; against
Koreaover Terminal High Altitude
AreaDefence or THAAD
deployments; and against
Australiaonanaccumulatedlist of
foreign policy grievances against
Canberra. Ithas been used
clsewherein the worldas well,
including Norway and Sweden.

at the highest
i d

possiblein overcoming the
Covid-19 pandemicandits
economicand financial impact,
which has hit South-east Asia
especially hard.

Ov rlhcmu(hum:um itmeans
the Bide:

That means Asean taking the
region’s future into its own hands
by exercising its own agency.

Thereis still enormous power in
both the reality and the perception
of Asean solidarity.

Of course, achieving unity can be
difficult. But even the absence of
absolute unity among all member
states doesn’t necessarily diminish
the significance of a mainstream
Asean position.

Thisis nolongerabusinessas
usual world for Asean. Asean must
adapt, innovating multilateral
solutions that make a difference.

The Biden administration would
dowell to make both Asean
centrality and Asean unity a core
pillar of broader US strategy in the
Indo-Pacific.

The Biden administration would
alsobe wise todevelopa
networked approach to regional

security centred around the
existing institutional foundations
of the East Asia Summit.

This would neverbe seenasa
substitute for US hard security
measures in the region. The US
alliances, including the Quad,
would continue to operate. The US
armed forces would continue to
deploy unilaterallyacross the
region.

Itwould be equally unrealistic to
expect Chinato abandonits own
military strategy. That does not
mean, however, that regional
confidence and security building
measures could not help reduce
military tensions over time.

runei, as the 2021 Asean Chair,
could collect nominations from
EA ber states t

must
developand integrate a regional
economic engagement strategy
with the Asean states which has

advisory non-governmental
Eminent Persons’ Group to
propose practical regional

the same priority and sub as

its foreign policies and security
strategy

Otherwise, the USwill simply
lose in South-east Asiaas China

level
forums like Ascanand the East
AsiaSummit (EAS), which
previousUS ad fidto

progressively wins, simply
bcmusc of the growing
ce of its regional

ensure that the USand China were
borhat the table, notjust China. It
‘means swiftly appointing relevant
ambassadors, diplomats, and other
ofﬂmls rhm provide an immediate
channel of

Itis meant toserve whatis
commonly described in the
Chinese strategic tradition as the
principle of “killing one towarna
hundu d”.'m not entirely sure
that this has been a winning
strategy for Beijing.
Thcsmnsofrhcrcgmn

communication.

It means prioritising presidential
travel to the countries of the
region, once travel is again
possible.

Itmeans respecting the regionas
impormm initsownright,and
bc\’uml

including Ascan, well
the nud to provide for theirown
smlnluy securityand

andto maintainan

and politiealinstability as theirtop
concerns - way ahead of

released, helps d this
point.

The number of Asean
respondents identifying the USas

the mostinfluential political and
strategic power in the region fell
over the course of the Trump
administration toarecord low of
27percentlast year, while China
rose toarecord high of 52 per cent.

Meanwhile, those identifying
Chinaas the most influential
economic power rose toa high of
79 per cent last year, while the US
neverbroke 8 per cent. These are
stunning numbers.

andlarge, South-east Asia

resented beingused as a crude
strategic wedge in Washington's

inary strategic struggle against
ng. Washington failed to
understand that much of the
regiondid not want to be pushed
intoa position of openly choosing
sides.

Washi failed to und; i

administration by and large left
regi nnl\uumccuupcmnonm
China, failing to even join the Ul
Covax ml.lll\clurdc\Lluplng

effective strategic and economic
balance.

Morebroadly, ithas been
remarkable how Asia has drawn
closer together on its own accord
inthe absence of US leadership
andin the presence of Chinese
>lmmgk pressure - with Japan

Although it
number of American tools to aid
with development, these tools
were limited in scope compared
with the Beltand Road Initiative
(BRI) and focused on
infrastructure projects primarily
designed to benefit US fossil fuel
exports, rather than respond to the
region’simmediate economic
development needs.

Worse, Mr Trump's maniacal
pursuitof America First served to
punish America’s closest and most
supportive strategic partnersin
the region - including launching
aninvestigation into Vietnam and
threatening tariffs for alleged
currency violations, and stripping
Thailand of trade preferenc

the dimensions of China’s bilateral
economic significance to each
individual Asean state, while

offering nothing in return in terms
of American market access.
Indeed, the USabandoned the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
as Mr Trump's first decision in
officein 2017.

Washington also failed to treat
Ascanas importantin its own
right, often simply failing to show
up. It neglected multilateral
summits. It failed to appoint
relevantambassadors, including of
Singapore and Asean.

Indeed, in these most basic
elements of foreign policy, this
was one of the most reckless
periods of US regional diplomacy
inSouth-cast Asiasince the fall of
Saigon.

for their flourishing trade with the
. This helped undermine

htoSouth

Asiaas part of its Indo-Pacific

Vision, regional infrastructure

lundmgm\d ruwt.\lnmt ion of lhl‘
and P

Italsomeans! mcmngm.md
takingseriously the core concerns
of Asian states, including the
strong desire to not have to
explicitly “choose sides’
recognising that this is notjusta
matter of political will. but inmany
of perceived economic

ty.
\\’nshmgtnnmnvnmhk itwhen
Singapore's Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong says that the reality is
that South-cast Asia “cannot
afford toalicnate China”and that

Agru 'ment for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP); India’s
re-energised Look East Policy;

“other Asian countries will try
theirbest not toletany single
dispute dominate their overall

South Korea's New Southern relationships with Beijing”.
Policy which Pruuln nt \Iunn But that is the strategic reality
Jae- in that Washi; isnowdealing
2017;andeven 1 alw.\n sNew with. Washington needs to

Southbound Pol;
Of greater note has beenthe
solidarity of Asean’s South China
Seaclaimant states inmakinga
series of supportive submissions to
the United Nations over the past
two years pushing back against
Chinese territorial claims using the
processes ininternational law.
These are significant

whatever regi
benefits that may have come from
US pressure todecouple global
supply chains from China.

CHINA'S 'KILLING STRATEGY"

Itis equally notable, however, that
despite all this, the Iseas survey
indicates that China has not gained
inpolitical and strategic trustin

on. I|\dccd,d|~.rru~r of

p(rum of Ascan
respondents have any confidence
that China will uphold
international lawand the
rules-based order. Even fewer -
only 1.5 per cent - regard Chinaas

Theyalso provide
anopening for President Joe
Biden’s administration to do much
better in the region than his
predecessor, even if the region
nowapproaches the US with some
real degree of political and
strategic caution, given the
roller-coaster ride of the last four
years.

WHAT DOES ASIA WANT
FROMTHEU.S.?

Sowhat ds the rest of Asia” seek
from the US during the next four
years of the Biden administration?
Fundamentally, what the regionis
seeking is aUS strategic approach
that works within the grain of the

understand that while some
countries (suchas Australia, Japan,
and more recently, India) are open
todeeper, open strategic
alignment with the USin the
context of theiroverall
relationship with China, othersin
the region simply cannot do 5o, or
willnotdo so.

Thisrequires a textured
strategic and foreign policy based
onanunderstanding of regional

economic footprintand the
gravitational pull emanating from
the sheer size of the Chinese

domestic economy
For their part, the countries of pred:
gionwillneedto a i

building on the success of exis!
bilateral arrangements.

This could reduce head-to-head
confrontationbetween
Washington and Beijing, and
reassure South-cast Asian
countrics that the US values Ascan
centrality.

How Ihe Biden administration
would respond to such an initiative
isan open question. Butunlike its
ssor, the current

1

asmuch US, Japaneseand Korean
i ble

would as amatter
of princ lp]c respectconcrete

long-credentialed

~notto choose sides, but to
maintain a healthy economic
balance in order to maximise the
region’s strategic autonomy.

President Biden has made clear
that, for domestic political
reasons, the US is unlikely to rejoin
the CPTPP any time soon. But that
doesn’t mean that nothing can be
done onthis front.

The Asia Society Policy
Institute’s Wendy Cutler, a former
Deputy US Trade Representative
who helped negotiate the original
TPP, has recently explored this in
depth, and suggests, for example,
that interim sectoral agreements
ondigital trade or trade in medical
products could get Washington
kly re-engaged on trade in the
ing fora
politically complicated,
comprehensive TPP.

Failing to take substantive action
on the fundamental regional
challenges of economic security
and the restoration of cconomic
prosperity willleave the USona
dead-endpathin

STRENGTHENING ASIA'S
MULTILATERAL ARCHITECTURE

While Washington must
understand, respect and work
within the wider region’s strategic
culture, Asean itselfshould be
under noillusions about the scale
of the strategic challenges that it
now faces across the board.
Thisincludesa China that secksa
inwhich countries

diversityand comp!
Itrequires nnundusmndmgnf
the differences between

r.hfu increasingly to its national
interests, values and authority;

Chinese tothe

strategy and policy
Iralso requires Lllplnmam
subtlety to achieve common
strategic objectives, as opposed to
the daily use of the public political
megaphone targeted primarilyata

authority of international law
most vividly over China’s reaction
tothe decision of the UN
Permanent Court of Arbitration on
the South China Sea; agrowing
Chinese critique of democratic

regional institutions.

Chinatoo would havelittle
option but to come to the table.

Forging Asean unity has never
been casy, but now is perhaps the
most urgent time for Asean
cohesionand unity in recent
decades. In this, Ascan will not
finditselfalone: other regional
stateslike Japan, Koreaand
Australiawould welcomea
stronger Ascan role in helping
build the wider region’slong:
security architecture.

erm

CONCLUSION

Welive in challenging times.
Times driven by profound
geopolitical, geo-economicand
global public health challenge and
change.Itis important to
recognise, however, thathere in
theregion we are able to shape,
manage and control these
challenges if we work together.

The epicentre of these changes
lies s the future dynamics of the
US-Chinarelationship. But critical
regional institutions such as Asean
arealsoable to significantly
influence our wider region’s
future.

President Biden could kick-start
this effort. Washington could issue
aninvitation to Asean leadersto
attendavirtual or in-person
US-Asean summit in the next six
months, just as then President
Barack Obamadid in 2016. Indeed,
this should become an annual
event. Itwould also contribute to
the rebuilding of American
standing in the region.

Justas it would also enhance
South-cast Asia’s long-term
interestin maximising its own
long-term strategic autonomy in
this decade of living dangerously.

stopinion@sph.comsg

normsi governance;

and a continuing pandemic,

|ndud|ng1l>dua>m(mghu.\llh
and social

domestic American political

audience.

Working “with the grain”in the

region also means add the

region’s internal ec icand [ e

public health needs.
Intheimmediate term, it means
as much Americanactionas

Responding effectively to these
challenges will require bold
regionalleadership.

* Kevin Rudd is president and CEQ of
the Asia Society and former prime
minister of Australia. This is an edited
excerpt of the Goh Keng Swee
Lecture on Modern China he gave on
Feb 26 at the East Asian Institute,
National University of Singapore.



