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Executive summary

Reflecting the geopolitical realities in the Indo-Pacific, a number of actors in the
region—most notably China and the United States—are engaging in military build-up.
A prominent trend is the increasing investments in the naval domain, particularly
undersea assets—that is, submarines and anti-submarine warfare (ASW) capabilities.
In addition to the more established naval powers, such as Japan, several South East
Asian states have invested in submarines in recent years.

The emphasis on undersea capabilities stems from regional security concerns related
to the defence of national sovereignty and territorial integrity, and the perceived need
to protect sea lines of communication (SLOC). In this context, smaller states view sub-
marines as a source of asymmetric advantage against military superior adversaries. For
this purpose, they have acquired, or are in the process of acquiring, tactical submarines.
While these are primarily conventionally armed diesel-electric submarines (SSKs),
Australia is notably pursuing the acquisition of conventionally armed nuclear-powered
submarines (SSNs) as part of the trilateral Australia-United Kingdom-United States
(AUKUS) security agreement.

Tactical submarines serve as a means of sea denial that could be employed to deny use
of specific areas of sea to an adversary, with the aim of defending territorial integrity
against that adversary’s naval forces—including other submarines. At the same time,
tactical submarines function as tools of power projection that can facilitate military
operations far from their homeland. In addition to protecting SLOC in high seas, they
could be used to conduct offensive military operations such as the enforcement of
maritime blockades. Especially when armed with high-precision land-attack weapons,
tactical submarines could also hold under threat high-value assets in the territories of
other states—which in turn highlights the need for ASW capabilities by those states
that are concerned about falling victim to such offensive operations.

At the same time, undersea dynamics in the Indo-Pacific have a strategic dimen-
sion, particularly concerning the role of nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines
(SSBNs) in deterrence relationships among nuclear-armed states. Several nuclear-
armed states have long deployed nuclear weapons on submarines to ensure their
survivability against counterforce attacks. While China, too, has deployed more
advanced SSBNs since 2013, these are still exposed to the ASW capabilities of the
USA and its allies, especially when passing through the narrow straits that encircle
its coastal waters. One way for China to address this problem is for its SSBNs to be
escorted by tactical submarines, which can provide protection against adversaries’
ASW capabilities. Apart from their potential defensive and offensive roles in regional
conflicts, tactical submarines can thus also play a strategic function. Blurring the line
between tactical and strategic submarines, North Korea claims to have armed some of
its SSKs with nuclear weapons with the aim of making its nuclear second-strike forces
more survivable against potential counterforce strikes by the USA and South Korea.

This report examines the drivers and implications of naval build-ups in the Indo-
Pacific, considering key actors’ security objectives, threat perceptions and paying
attention to the interplay of regional dynamics and strategic relations between nuclear-
armed states. Underlying the analysis is the assumption that armament in undersea
capabilities in the Indo-Pacific is largely driven by security dilemma dynamics; this
means that capabilities intended as defensive by one side tend to be viewed as offensive
and requiring a response by the other, leading to more armament and tensions. These
dynamics gravitate especially around Chinese-US rivalry but are also endemic across
the region—including on the Korean Peninsula, where they have deep historical roots.
They have implications for escalation risks, including both horizontal escalation—that
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is, involving a wider geographical region and a wider group of countries—and vertical
escalation—that is, growing in scale from minor to major. Nuclear-conventional
entanglement related to the counterforce potential of ASW capabilities requires par-
ticular attention since it seems to have driven past incidents and could potentially drive
future escalation. Moreover, submarine-to-submarine incidents—while still rare—as
well as incidents between submarines and surface ships are becoming more likely as
the number of vessels and submarine operators grows, particularly in the East and
South China seas.

In addition to raising awareness of these complex dynamics, the report also proposes
some initial steps to mitigate the risks related to the increased undersea activities in the
Indo-Pacific. These include reducing the threat of miscalculation and misperception
through strengthening and expanding naval hotlines and notification mechanisms;
institutionalizing reporting on military exercises; information exchange; and promot-
ing a strategic culture based on restraint and understanding of the other sides’ motiv-
ations and objectives.



Abbreviations

ASW Anti-submarine warfare

AUKUS Australia-United Kingdom-United States (security partnership)
ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations

CCP Chinese Communist Party

CUES Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea

EEZ Exclusive economic zone

FONOP Freedom of navigation operation

ISR Intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance
PLAN People’s Liberation Army Navy (China)

SLOC Sea lines of communication

SLBM Submarine-launched ballistic missile

SLCM Sea-launched cruise missile

SSB Ballistic missile submarine

SSBN Nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine
SSK Diesel-electric submarine

SSN Nuclear-powered submarine

UNCLOS United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea






1. Introduction

The rivalry between China and the United States has increasingly played out in Indo-
Pacific waters, becoming intertwined with regional security dynamics there. While
China has demonstrated its assertiveness, particularly in connection with its territorial
claims in the East and South China Seas, the USA has enhanced its military collabor-
ation with allies. The USA has also challenged what it views as China’s excessive mari-
time claims by conducting so-called freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs), based
on the stated aim of reinforcing ‘internationally-recognized rights and freedoms’.? At
the same time, the international normative framework for these rights and freedoms
remains contested, with the ambiguity of key provisions in the 1992 United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) leading to different interpretations.? In
recentyears, the major power competition in the region has contributed to anincreasing
number of incidents, more aggressive maritime operations, and the growing frequency
and scale of military exercises.?

Reflecting these trends, actors in the Indo-Pacific have heavily invested in military
build-ups, with a focus on the naval domain. While the naval balance might previously
have appeared ‘to be shifting inexorably in China’s favour’, according to some observers
that balance ‘may be starting to swing back towards the United States and its allies and
partners’ following a redoubling of their investments in naval capabilities as well as
their greater interoperability.# These build-ups have contributed to security dilemma
dynamics. Typical of the action-reaction logic that characterizes arms races more
generally, military build-up by one side, while intended as defensive, tends to be viewed
as offensive and requiring a response by the other.

This report examines the drivers and risks of naval build-ups in the Indo-Pacific (see
figure 1.1). It considers the security objectives of key actors, paying attention to the
interplay of regional dynamics and strategic relations between nuclear-armed states. In
particular, it parses the character of armaments as it pertains to submarines and anti-
submarine warfare (ASW) capabilities, which constitute a significant focus of military
investments in the region. It then considers the implications of these developments for
escalation risks, including those related to nuclear-conventional entanglement and
to grey zone activities—that is, hostile actions that fall below the threshold of armed
conflict.5 The objective is to raise awareness of these complex dynamics and to thereby
contribute to ‘security dilemma sensibility’, defined as ‘capacity to perceive the motives
behind, and to show responsiveness towards, the potential complexity of the military
intentions of others’ and, in particular, ‘to understand the role that fear might play in
their attitudes and behaviour’.6

1 Freund, E., Freedom of Navigation in the South China Sea: A Practical Guide (Harvard University, Kennedy
School, Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs: Cambridge, MA, June 2017), p. 19.

2 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, opened for signature 10 Dec. 1982, entered into force 16 Nov.
1994, United Nations Treaty Series, vols 1833-35 (1994), Article 87; and Yanai. S., International Tribunal for the Law
ofthe Sea, ‘The rule of law in the seas of Asia: Navigational chart for the peace and stability’, Keynote speech, Inter-
national Symposium on the Law of the Sea, 12-13 Feb. 2015.

3 Anthony, L., Su, F. and Saalman, L., ‘Naval incident management in Europe, East Asia and South East Asia’, SIPRI
Insights on Peace and Security no. 2023/03, Mar. 2023.

4 Childs, N., ‘Asia-Pacific naval and maritime capabilities: The new operational dynamics’, eds T. Huxley and
L. Kuok, Asia-Pacific Regional Security Assessment 2023: Key Developments and Trends (International Institute for
Strategic Studies: London, 2023), p. 64.

5 Robertson, A., ‘What is grey zone confrontation and why is it important?’, The Cove, Australian Army, 18 July
2022.

6Booth, K.and Wheeler, N., ‘Rethinking the security dilemma’, ed. P.D. Williams, Security Studies: An Introduction
(Routledge: London, 2008).


https://www.belfercenter.org/sites/default/files/files/publication/SCS Report - web.pdf
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume 1833/v1833.pdf#page=403
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000074503.pdf
https://doi.org/10.55163/ZZBG6990
https://www.iiss.org/en/publications/strategic-dossiers/asia-pacific-regional-security-assessment-2023/aprsa-chapter-3/
https://cove.army.gov.au/article/what-grey-zone-confrontation-and-why-it-important
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/185305287.pdf
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Figure 1.1. Map of the Indo-Pacific region

This report continues in chapter 2 with an examination of the security interests and
threat perceptions of selected Indo-Pacific actors based on their respective doctrines
and postures. Chapter 3 then presents trends and developments in the submarine and
ASW build-up in the Indo-Pacific, followed in chapter 4 with an assessment of the
implications of these dynamics for regional and strategic stability, including potential
escalation risks involving nuclear weapons. Chapter 5 concludes the report with some
initial recommendations aimed at mitigating these risks.




2. National security priorities and threat perceptions

Nearly half of global trade pass through Indo-Pacific waters, which also facilitate access
to states that generate almost 60 per cent of global gross domestic product (GDP) and
two-thirds of global growth.” They house vast natural resources: for instance, they pro-
vide more than 70 per cent of the global fish catch, while the South China Sea contains
an estimated 3.6 billion barrels of untapped crude oil and 1.1 trillion cubic metres of
natural gas.® These considerations are intertwined with the military and geostrategic
significance of the region.

Yet, there is no definitive conceptualization of the Indo-Pacific or its geographic
boundaries. Rather, the Indo-Pacific framework reflects material realities in which
‘accelerating economic and security connections between the Western Pacific and
the Indian Ocean regions’ have contributed to the establishment of a ‘single strategic
system . .. an Asian maritime super-region’.? Canada, France, Japan, the Republic of
Korea (South Korea), the United States and the European Union (EU), among others,
have produced Indo-Pacific strategies, while the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) adopted its first ‘outlook’ on the region in 2019.1° However, China
does not use the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ (ENK), instead preferring ‘Asia-Pacific’ (I£X).1!
Nonetheless, the notion of maritime connectivity—including between the Pacific and
Indian Oceans—features prominently in China’s concept of the Maritime Silk Road.!?

Against this backdrop, this chapter looks at the national security priorities and threat
perceptions of key actors in the Indo-Pacific in order to better understand the ration-
ales that drive armament dynamics—in particular, those undersea. Starting from the
premise that one key driver for armament is the rivalry between China and the USA,
the chapter profiles these two countries first and describes their relationship, around
which much of the region pivots. It then focuses on those regional actors—Australia,
Japan, Taiwan and selected South East Asian states—whose threat perceptions revolve
around China. While some actors seek to address related concerns through security
cooperation with the USA, others maintain a traditional hedging posture—that is,
a policy between engagement and balancing.!® The Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea (DPRK, or North Korea) and South Korea, whose threat perceptions are closely
intertwined, are discussed last.

Although the Indo-Pacific extends further west, the maritime dimension does not
feature significantly in contemporary relations between India and Pakistan, which

7 German Federal Foreign Office, ‘The Indo-Pacific region’, 22 Sep. 2023; Ghost, A. K., Sarkar, D. and Chaud-
hury, A. B. R,, Security, Economy, and Ecology: Setting Priorities for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, Special Report
no. 184 (Observer Research Foundation: New Delhi, Feb. 2022); and Baruah, D. M., Labh, N. and Greely, J., Mapping
the Indian Ocean Region (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace: Washington, DC, June 2023).

8 Grare, F,, ‘Fish and ships: Chinese fishing and Europe’s Indo-Pacific strategy’, European Council on Foreign
Relations, Aug. 2021, p. 2; and US Energy Information Administration, ‘South China Sea’, Regional analysis brief,
21 Mar. 2024, pp. 2-3.

9 Medcalf, R., “The Indo-Pacific: What’s in a name?, American Interest, vol. 9, no. 2 (2013). See also Medcalf, R.,
‘An Australian vision of the Indo-Pacific and what it means for Southeast Asia’, eds D. Singh and M. Cook, Southeast
Asian Affairs 2019 (ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute: Singapore, 2019).

10F ¢ European Commission, ‘Questions and answers: EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific’, 16 Sep.
2021; and Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), ‘ASEAN outlook on the Indo-Pacific’, 34th ASEAN
Summit, 23 June 2019.

11 Chinese State Council, $7F$t 45 EIE RS [China’s national defence in the new era] (State Council Information
Office: Beijing, July 2019), chapter 1. English translation: Chinese State Council, China’s National Defence in the New
Era (State Council Information Office: Beijing, 24 July 2019).

12 Chinese State Council, The Belt and Road Initiative: A Key Pillar of the Global Community of Shared Future
(State Council Information Office: Beijing, 10 Oct. 2023).

13 £ g. Kuik, C., ‘Binary trap threatens ASEAN’s hedging role’, East Asia Forum, 1 Aug. 2023.


https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/aussenpolitik/regionaleschwerpunkte/asien/indo-pacific/2493040
https://www.orfonline.org/public/uploads/posts/pdf/20230522170754.pdf
https://carnegieendowment.org/2023/06/15/mapping-indian-ocean-region-pub-89971
https://carnegieendowment.org/2023/06/15/mapping-indian-ocean-region-pub-89971
https://ecfr.eu/wp-content/uploads/Fish-and-ships-Chinese-fishing-and-Europes-Indo-Pacific-strategy.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/international/content/analysis/regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/south_china_sea.pdf
https://www.the-american-interest.com/2013/10/10/the-indo-pacific-whats-in-a-name/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26939686
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_4709
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-Indo-Pacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-07/24/content_5414325.htm
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/201907/24/content_WS5d3941ddc6d08408f502283d.html
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/201907/24/content_WS5d3941ddc6d08408f502283d.html
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/202310/10/content_WS6524b55fc6d0868f4e8e014c.html
https://eastasiaforum.org/2023/08/01/binary-trap-threatens-aseans-hedging-role/
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are characterized by the former’s long-standing naval advantage.'* These nuclear-
armed neighbours have an unresolved maritime border dispute over the Sir Creek
region, but this is characterized by experts as a ‘lower priority dispute’.l® Accordingly,
these two South Asian states are excluded from the analysis. Nonetheless, China’s
investment in the Indian Ocean region (including its expansion of Pakistan’s Gwadar
Port), the conduct of joint Chinese-Pakistani naval exercises and its 2016 agreement
to export eight diesel-electric submarines (SSKs) to Pakistan may have impacts on
the strategic relations of all three nuclear-armed states.!® Meanwhile, the Russian
Federation—despite its naval presence in the Indo-Pacific and strategic partnership
with China—is also not considered in this analysis, largely because its security interests
and threat perceptions are primarily focused on Europe.l” Overall, the actors selected
for discussion illustrate the tendency for the threat perceptions of rivals or adversaries
to mirror each other, as is characteristic of security dilemma dynamics.

China

In November 2012, at the 18th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP), President Hu Jintao articulated China’s ambition to emerge as a strong maritime
power.18 This commitment was also clearly reflected in China’s subsequent Defence
White Papers.’® With rapid economic development over the past decade, China has
been increasingly able to direct attention and resources towards its naval forces. In the
process, its navy—the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN)—has shifted its focus
from ‘near seas defence’ to ‘far seas protection’, including extension of its training ‘to
the far seas’.20 This underscores a long-term ambition for the PLAN to transform into a
blue water navy—that is, one capable of projecting power in distant waters. The PLAN
has rapidly expanded its capabilities to develop and deploy expeditionary forces, align-
ing with its new mission of far seas protection.?! For example, in 2022 China unveiled
its third aircraft carrier, the Fujian (Type 003), demonstrating its commitment to
enhancing both its expeditionary and its ASW capabilities.??

The stated security objectives behind China’s naval build-up include upholding
state sovereignty and territorial integrity—especially related to China’s claims in the
East and South China seas and to Taiwan—and securing sea lines of communication
(SLOC).2 The so-called nine-dash line—which represents China’s extensive territorial

14 Saif-Ul-Hagq, ‘Indian naval modernization and its implications for Pakistan’, IPRI Journal, vol. 21, no. 2 (Dec.
2021), p. 89.

15 Banerji, A., ‘Contested waters: The maritime dimension of India-Pakistan relations’, South Asian Voices,
Stimson Center, 8 Mar. 2022.

16 Ali, G., ‘China-Pakistan maritime cooperation in the Indian Ocean’, Issues & Studies, vol. 55, no. 3 (Sep. 2019);
and Abbas, B. A., ‘Submarines are key to India’s evolving force posture in the Indian Ocean’, South Asian Voices,
10 May 2024.

17 Melvin, N., Russia and the Indo-Pacific Security Concept (Royal United Services Institute (RUSI): London,
2021).

18 (b4 )\ K R K387 S5 P EIiR %538 E [Delegates to the 18th National Congress of the Chinese Communist
Party strongly support China’s decision to become a strong maritime power], Xinhua, 10 Nov. 2012.

19 Chinese State Council, The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces (State Council Information Office:
Beijing, Apr. 2013); and Chinese State Council, China’s Military Strategy (State Council Information Office: Beijing,
27 May 2015).

20 Chinese State Council (note 11), chapter 4.

21 Chinese State Council (note 11), chapter 4.

22 ChinaPower, ‘How advanced is China’s third aircraft carrier?’, Center for Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS), 17 May 2023.

23 Grandview Institution, ‘G EFI 23T LR 4 %% [Comparison of maritime interests between China and
the United States and management of differences], Oct. 2022.


https://doi.org/10.31945/iprij.210203
https://southasianvoices.org/contested-waters-the-maritime-dimension-of-india-pakistan-relations/
https://doi.org/10.1142/S1013251119400058
https://southasianvoices.org/sec-m-in-r-submarines-key-india-posture-indian-ocean-05-10-2024/
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/emerging-insights/russia-and-indo-pacific-security-concept
http://xinhuanet.com/18cpcnc/2012-11/10/c_113656719.htm
http://xinhuanet.com/18cpcnc/2012-11/10/c_113656719.htm
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2014/08/23/content_281474982986506.htm
https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/white_paper/2015/05/27/content_281475115610833.htm
https://chinapower.csis.org/china-type-003-fujian-aircraft-carrier/
https://www.chinausfocus.com/publication/2022/2022-Management-of-the-Sino-US-Maritime-Interests-Divergences-cn.pdf
https://www.chinausfocus.com/publication/2022/2022-Management-of-the-Sino-US-Maritime-Interests-Divergences-cn.pdf
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and maritime claims in the South China Sea—is a matter of international controversy.?*
In addition to its disputes ‘over the territorial sovereignty of some islands and reefs,
as well as maritime demarcation’, China’s more immediate security interests include
defending its extensive continental coastline.?’ China’s maritime ambitions also relate
to the expanding presence overseas of its interests, citizens and assets, notably those
related to the Belt and Road Initiative, which could be endangered by regional turmoil,
terrorism and piracy.26

China views the moves made by the USA to strengthen alliances and reinforce
deployments in the region as contributing to the ‘daunting task’ of China safeguarding
its ‘territorial sovereignty, maritime rights and interests’.?” It is particularly wary of
possible US intervention, with allied support, in a potential Taiwan crisis. The US focus
on interoperability with allies—which even extends to commercial ships (e.g. merchant
marine and offshore support vessels)—adds a new dimension to these concerns. Indeed,
China views the integrated maritime activities of the USA and its allies as increasingly
offensive, as seen for example in its reaction to the USA’s use of uncrewed surface ves-
sels (USVs) in a naval exercise with Japan in September 2023.28 The trilateral security
partnership between Australia, the United Kingdom and the USA (AUKUS) is similarly
viewed by China as an effort to strengthen the combat readiness of the allies. China
already perceives a greater frequency of what it deems ‘provocative activities’ by the
USA that include ‘illegal entry into China’s territorial waters and maritime and air
spaces near relevant islands and reefs’.2? China is reportedly also concerned about the
possibility that the USA could use its low-yield nuclear weapons to control escalation
during a potential crisis in Taiwan.3°

Moreover, there is a strategic dimension to China’s naval build-up related to its
development of nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs)—which can also
partly be seen to explain its large fleet of tactical submarines (see chapter 3). Specific-
ally, in times of conflict the PLAN would seek to secure access to strategic sea lanes
and enhance its ‘capabilities for strategic deterrence and counterattack’.3! China has
long aspired for its SSBNSs to freely pass into the Western Pacific past the first island
chain—referring to the chain of islands that extends from northern Japan through
Taiwan and the Philippines to Indonesia and Malaysia—thereby accessing deeper
waters where it can conduct training activities and gain better launching positions for
the SSBNs’ nuclear weapons (see figure 2.1).32 However, the ASW capabilities of the
USA and its allies along the first island chain undermine this objective. Arguably related
to this, China has expressed concern about the increased intelligence, surveillance and

24 Caruana, A., ‘Nine-dash line’, Institute for China America Studies (ICAS) Maritime Affairs Handbill, vol. 2,
no.7 (25 July 2023).

25 Chinese State Council (note 11), chapter 1.

26 Chinese State Council (note 11), chapter 1. On the Belt and Road Initiative see also e.g. Anthony, I. et al., China-
EU Connectivity in an Era of Geopolitical Competition, SIPRI Policy Paper no. 59 (SIPRI: Stockholm, Mar. 2021); and
Chinese State Council (note 12).

27 Chinese State Council (note 11), chapter 3.

28 Zhu, J. (%14%), Grandview Think Tank, ‘% E 3B &R EDEFE K TR RS [The US military strengthens the
deployment of underwater reconnaissance systems in our neighbourhood], Kunlunce.com, 3 Oct. 2023; and US
7th Fleet Commander, ‘Unmanned Surface Vessel Division One makes its first port visit in Yokosuka, Japan’, 21 Sep.
2023.

29 Chinese State Council (note 11), chapter 6.

30 Santoro, D. and Gromoll, R., ‘On the value of nuclear dialogue with China: A review and assessment of the
track 1.5 “China-US Strategic Nuclear Dynamics Dialogue”’, Issues & Insights vol. 20, Special Report no. 1 (Pacific
Forum: Honolulu, HI, Nov. 2020), p. 10.

31 Chinese State Council (note 11), chapter 4.

32 01, H. (IBIFS), ‘hEERAT#MEEZER N [Chinese-US maritime competition in the Western Pacific
and itsinfluence], RiX K F %R (FEHESRER) [Wuhan University Journal (Philosophy & Social Science)], vol. 72,
no. 3 (May 2019); and Erickson, A. S. (R1E& - SEERHK) et al., PEZEBELBAAI%RSK [China’s future nuclear
submarine force] (Ocean Press: Beijing, 2015).


https://chinaus-icas.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/ICAS-MAP-Handbill-July-25-2023.pdf#page=12
https://www.sipri.org/publications/2021/sipri-policy-papers/china-eu-connectivity-era-geopolitical-competition
https://www.sipri.org/publications/2021/sipri-policy-papers/china-eu-connectivity-era-geopolitical-competition
https://www.kunlunce.com/ssjj/guojipinglun/2023-10-07/172424.html
https://www.kunlunce.com/ssjj/guojipinglun/2023-10-07/172424.html
https://www.c7f.navy.mil/Media/News/Display/Article/3532868/unmanned-surface-vessel-division-one-makes-its-first-port-visit-in-yokosuka-jap/
https://pacforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/issuesinsights_Vol20No1.pdf
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Source: Marcus, J., ‘Is the US still Asia’s only military superpower?’, BBC, 24 Aug. 2019.

reconnaissance (ISR) activities of US allies near Chinese waters—including their joint
underwater awareness operations.3® China’s long-term objective to overcome these
obstaclesisunderscored by its anticipated introduction of the Type 096 SSBN (explored
further in chapter 3), which will allow it to conduct patrols in the high seas. China’s
enhanced surface combat capability may also partly facilitate submarine deployment
beyond coastal waters.3* Indeed, it is conducting military exercises incorporating sub-
marines and ASW operations in the high seas with increasing frequency.3s

33 Chen, Y. (F5), ‘BN RIZIEA Mk A BAILE Y [The USA is building cold war-style underwater situ-
ational awareness capabilities in the Indo-Pacific], South China Sea Strategic Situation Probing Initiative (SCSPI),
11 Nov. 2023.

34 Fang, X. (ARE), ‘MN38 hEIE SRR IR ML EM S5 TTHIRIT [An analysis of the necessity and feasibility of
strengthening the construction of an ocean-going navy], Journal of China and International Relations, vol. 2 no. 2
(Oct. 2014).

35 A A B AR M B R S L 2 & RIRATET &’ [South Sea Fleet submarine force regularises far-sea training
with unprecedented security risks], People’s Daily, 14 July 2014; and ‘Russia and China hold drills in Sea of Japan’,
Euronews, 20 July 2023.


http://www.scspi.org/zh/dtfx/1699701623
http://www.scspi.org/zh/dtfx/1699701623
https://doi.org/10.5278/ojs.jcir.v2i2.949
https://doi.org/10.5278/ojs.jcir.v2i2.949
http://military.people.com.cn/n/2014/0714/c1011-25277670.html
http://military.people.com.cn/n/2014/0714/c1011-25277670.html
https://www.euronews.com/2023/07/20/russia-and-china-hold-drills-in-sea-of-japan
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-49423590
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The United States

The 2022 US National Security Strategy cites as a key objective keeping the Indo-Pacific
open and accessible, including through FONOPs, and specifically identifies a desire to
build support for open access to the South China Sea.3¢ Much of the US interest in the
region is related to ‘unrestricted seaborne trade’ and ‘unimpeded access to markets’, as
well as reliance on undersea fibre-optic cables.3” The significance of the Indo-Pacific
for the USA also centres on its security commitments to its allies—Australia, Japan and
South Korea, to which the USA provides extended nuclear deterrence; and the Philip-
pines and Thailand, with which it has mutual defence pacts—and a number of regional
partners, including Taiwan. In line with the growing importance of the Indo-Pacific,
Guam—a US territory in Micronesia—has come to play a central role as ‘key theater
operations and logistical support to all US forces in the region’.38

The USA views China’s increased assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific as challenging its
regional dominance and the security of its allies. In particular, it is concerned about
Chinese preparations ‘for a contingency to unify Taiwan with [China] by force . . .,
while simultaneously deterring, delaying, or denying any third-party intervention,
such as the United States and/or other like-minded partners, on Taiwan’s behalf’.3°
Despite China’s long-standing expressed policy of no first use of nuclear weapons, the
USA deems that China ‘probably would . . . consider nuclear use to restore deterrence
if a conventional military defeat in Taiwan gravely threatened CCP regime survival’.40

Moreover, while noting that China has long ‘routinely intercepted foreign air and
maritime assets operating in the Indo-Pacific’, since 2021 the USA has perceived a more
‘centralized, concerted campaign’ of ‘coercive and risky behaviors’—which in many
cases have targeted the ASW aircraft of the USA and its allies (see chapter 4).4! The
USA is also concerned that China continues to ‘signal its willingness to use military
force against Taiwan’.#2 It views any conflict in the region as having a substantial
impact on US economic and security interests, not least through invoking US security
commitments.#? Indeed, the USA has observed that the Indo-Pacific is the locale where
relations with its ‘most consequential geopolitical challenge’—China—‘will be most
acutely shaped’.#*

The nuclear dimension of Chinese-US rivalry is also partly tied to naval dynamics.
While in the past there was a tendency in the USA not to acknowledge the mutual
nature of its deterrence relationship with China, this is changing, particularly with the
latter’s development of SSBNs.%5 In addition to highlighting its role as a nuclear peer,
China’s enhanced sea-based deterrent is narrowing ‘damage limitation’ options for the
USA—that is, it is diminishing the USA’s confidence in its ability to wage nuclear war

36 The White House, National Security Strategy (White House: Washington, DC, Oct. 2022), p. 37.

37 US Chief of Naval Operations, Navigation Plan 2022 (US Navy: Washington, DC, 2022), p. 2.

38 Underwood, K., “The growing importance of Guam’, Signal, Feb. 2021.

39 US Department of Defense (DOD), Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China
2023 (DOD: Washington, DC, Oct. 2022), p. 136.

40yg Department of Defense (note 39), p. 106.

4lyg Department of Defense (note 39), pp. x, 139.

42yS Department of Defense (note 39), pp. 140.

43 0’Rourke, R., US-China Strategic Competition in South and East China Seas: Background and Issues for Congress,
Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report for Congress R42784 (US Congress, CRS: Washington, DC, 15 Nov.
2023).

44 The White House (note 36), p.1L

45 Santoro, D., ‘Introduction: The mutual vulnerability question in US-China strategic nuclear relations’, p. 3,
and Lyon, R., ‘Actors, orders, and outcomes: Distilling an Australian perspective on a US-China acknowledgement
of mutual vulnerability’, p. 57, ed. D. Santoro, US-China Mutual Vulnerability: Perspectives on the Debate, Issues &
Insights vol. 22, Special Report no. 2 (Pacific Forum: Honolulu, HI, May 2022).


https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Biden-Harris-Administrations-National-Security-Strategy-10.2022.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2022/Jul/26/2003042389/-1/-1/1/NAVIGATION PLAN 2022_SIGNED.PDF
https://www.afcea.org/signal-media/growing-importance-guam
https://media.defense.gov/2023/Oct/19/2003323409/-1/-1/1/2023-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2023/Oct/19/2003323409/-1/-1/1/2023-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA.PDF
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R42784/147
https://pacforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Issues-Insights-Vol.-22-SR-2.pdf

8 NAVIGATING SECURITY DILEMMAS IN INDO-PACIFIC WATERS

against China.%¢ In US and allied perceptions, Chinese interests in Taiwan have also
been linked to undersea dynamics, as China’s potential occupation of the island would
facilitate the movement of its SSBNs.47

The USA identifies integrated deterrence as the cornerstone of its approach to secu-
rity in the Indo-Pacific, meaning a tight integration across warfighting domains—land,
sea, air, space and cyberspace.*® At the same time, it views its network of alliances and
partnerships as ‘force multipliers’ that facilitate the projection of power overseas.
For example, the US Pacific Deterrence Initiative, which aims to meet the ‘pacing chal-
lenge’ presented by China, includes major investments to enhance the capabilities of
allies and partners, including in areas such as maritime security and maritime domain
awareness.’® Further, the USA seeks to increase the ‘scope and complexity’ of joint
exercises and operations with its allies and to develop joint force posture initiatives.5!
It has also expressed a desire for opportunities to link industrial bases, integrate supply
chains and co-produce key technologies.>?

Australia

In Australia’s 2024 National Defence Strategy, the ‘increasing strategic competition
between the United States . . . and China’ is recognized as the ‘primary feature of
[Australia’s] security environment’, with an acknowledgment that related build-up is
‘increasing the risk of military escalation or miscalculation that could lead to a major
conflict’.5® Specifically, Australia cites China’s ‘coercive tactics . . . including forceful
handling of territorial disputes and unsafe intercepts of vessels and aircraft’.5¢ The 2023
Defence Strategic Review, the recommendations of which the government accepted,
observes that China’s ‘assertion of sovereignty over the South China Sea’ has led to a
‘new strategic reality’ and calls for substantial changes in Australia’s defence forces.5*
A critical component of Australian national security strategy involves securing SLOC.5¢

In 2021 Australia articulated a need for AUKUS by highlighting the constraints of its
SSKs, particularly in terms of weapon storage, speed and endurance.?” These constrains
are seen as hindering its ability to effectively address the escalating security challenges
in the Indo-Pacific region. In 2023 Scott Morrison, who had overseen the agreement
when he was Australian prime minister, explicitly identified China as the primary
threat that necessitated a ‘credible deterrent’ in the Indo-Pacific; he also observed the
concerns raised regarding the effectiveness of Australia’s SSKs compared to China’s
rapid military advancements.>8

4645 Department of Defense (note 39); Cunningham, F. S., “The unknowns about China’s nuclear modernization
program’, Arms Control Today, vol. 53, no. 5 (June 2023); and Tellis, A. J., Striking Asymmetries: Nuclear Transitions
in Southern Asia (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace: Washington, DC, 2022).

47 deLisle, J., ‘US-Japan-Taiwan dialogue: Deterrence, defense, and trilateral cooperation’, US Defense Threats
Reduction Agency (DTRA), Oct. 2022.

48 The White House, I ndo-Pacific Strategy of the United States (White House: Washington, DC, Feb. 2022), p. 12.

49 The White House (note 36), p. 20.

50 Department of Defense (DOD), ‘Pacific Deterrence Initiative’, Fiscal year 2024 budget, Mar. 2023, p. 4.

51 The White House (note 48), p.12.

52 The White House (note 48), p.13. See also Béraud-Sudreau, L. et al., Arms-production Capabilities in the Indo-
Pacific Region: Measuring Self-reliance (SIPRI: Stockholm, Oct. 2022).

53 Australian Department of Defence, National Defence Strategy (Australian Government: Canberra, 2024),
pp. 6,11.

54 Australian Department of Defence (note 53), p. 12.

55 Australian Government, National Defence: Defence Strategic Review (Australian Government: Canberra, 2023),
pp. 23-24.

56 Australian Government (note 55), p. 56.

57 Australian government, ‘Australia to pursue nuclear-powered submarines through new trilateral enhanced
security partnership’, Media statement, 16 Sep. 2021.

58 Hudson Institute, ‘Partnership of freedom: AUKUS viewed by its architects’, 31 May 2023.


https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-06/features/unknowns-about-chinas-nuclear-modernization-program
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-06/features/unknowns-about-chinas-nuclear-modernization-program
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2022/07/striking-asymmetries-nuclear-transitions-in-southern-asia?lang=en
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2022/07/striking-asymmetries-nuclear-transitions-in-southern-asia?lang=en
https://www.fpri.org/article/2022/12/u-s-japan-taiwan-dialogue-deterrence-defense-and-trilateral-cooperation/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/FY2024/FY2024_Pacific_Deterrence_Initiative.pdf
https://doi.org/10.55163/XGRE7769
https://doi.org/10.55163/XGRE7769
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/strategic-planning/2024-national-defence-strategy-2024-integrated-investment-program
https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-strategic-review
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/marise-payne/media-release/australia-pursue-nuclear-powered-submarines-through-new-trilateral-enhanced-security-partnership
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/marise-payne/media-release/australia-pursue-nuclear-powered-submarines-through-new-trilateral-enhanced-security-partnership
https://www.hudson.org/events/partnership-freedom-aukus-viewed-its-architects
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The AUKUS agreement includes the delivery to Australia of conventionally armed
nuclear-powered submarines (SSNs) that are expected to serve as ‘key assets’ for
executing a ‘strategy of denial’—which Australia defines as ‘a defensive approach
designed to stop an adversary from succeeding in its goal to coerce states through force,
or the threatened use of force, to achieve dominance’.5° At the heart of this strategy is
the ability to conduct strikes deep in the territory of adversaries; Australia is pursuing
this objective though the AUKUS agreement and the related acquisition of Tomahawk
sea-launched cruise missiles (SLCMs) from the USA (see chapter 3).

Japan

Japan’s 2022 National Security Strategy argues that ‘China’s current external stance,
military activities, and other activities have become a matter of serious concern’ and
that they present ‘the greatest strategic challenge in ensuring the peace and security of
Japan’.®0 The strategy notes China’s increasing military spending as well as enhance-
ments in its nuclear and missile capabilities and—apparently also related to the threat
from China—‘mounting pressures by unilaterally changing the status quo by force’ and
‘orey zone situations over territories’.! In particular, it notes that China’s military pres-
ence in the East and South China seas as well as intrusions into the territorial waters
and airspace surrounding the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands—which are administered by
Japan but claimed by China—have ‘expanded and intensified’.%2 Furthermore, Japan
has argued that China’s 2021 Coast Guard Law is problematic in the context of inter-
national law, including in its authorization for use of weapons and the applicable sea
area specified.%®* China’s heightened pressure on Taiwan further exacerbates these
concerns, as did underwater incursions by Chinese submarines into Japan’s contiguous
zone in 2018, 2020 and 2021, and China’s launch of ballistic missiles into the waters of
Japan’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ) in 2022 as part of military exercises.%

Separately, Japan perceives the threat from North Korea as evolving; it is now seen
as an ‘even more grave and imminent threat to Japan’s national security than ever
before’.65 Of particular concern are North Korea’s nuclear and missile programmes,
given Japan’s proximity to missile launch sites and the frequency with which missile
tests have flown over Japanese territory. Moreover, North Korea’s development of
ballistic missile submarines (SSBs) armed with nuclear weapons is closely monitored
by Japan, requiring Japan’s ASW assets to be vigilant.¢¢

Inrecentyears, Japanese threat perceptions have also increasingly focused on Russia.
It views China’s strategic coordination with Russia, alongside increased Russian mili-
tary presence in the region, as being ‘of strong security concern’.¢” The latter includes
Russia’s ‘military activities in the vicinity of Japan’ and ‘strengthening its armaments’ in
the Kuril Islands (the southern part of which Japan claims as its Northern Territories).%8

59 Australian Government (note 55), pp- 49, 56. See also Johns, J. (ed.), Australian Maritime Strategic Thought
2013-2023 (Australian Navy, Sea Power Centre-Australia: Canberra, 2023).

60 Japanese Cabinet Secretariat, ‘National security strategy of Japan’, Provisional translation, Dec. 2022, p. 9.

61 Japanese Cabinet Secretariat (note 60), pp. 2, 8.

62 Japanese Cabinet Secretariat (note 60), p. 8.

63 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Trends in China Coast Guard and other vessels in the waters surrounding
the Senkaku Islands, and Japan’s response’, 1 Apr. 2024; and Coast Guard Law of the People’s Republic of China,
adopted 22 Jan. 2021, entered into force 1 Feb. 2021 (in Chinese).

64 Japanese Ministry of Defense, ‘China’s activities in East China Sea, Pacific Ocean, and Sea of Japan’, Aug. 2023;
and ‘Chinese missiles suspected of landing in Japan’s economic zone’, Al Jazeera, 4 Aug. 2022.

65 Japanese Ministry of Defense (MOD), Defense of Japan 2023 (MOD: Tokyo, Mar. 2023), pp. 1,103.

66 Van Diepen, V. H., ‘The sleeper has awakened: Six key takeaways from the rollout of North Korea’s “tactical
nuclear attack submarine”, 38North, 11 Sep. 2023.

67 Japanese Cabinet Secretariat (note 60), p. 10.

68 Japanese Cabinet Secretariat (note 60), p. 10.


https://seapower.navy.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Australian Maritime Strategic Thought 2013-2023_complete_20231110_updated for digital publication.pdf
https://seapower.navy.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Australian Maritime Strategic Thought 2013-2023_complete_20231110_updated for digital publication.pdf
https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/siryou/221216anzenhoshou/nss-e.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/page23e_000021.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/page23e_000021.html
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/8/4/chinese-missiles-suspected-of-landing-in-japans-economic-zone
https://www.mod.go.jp/en/publ/w_paper/wp2023/DOJ2023_EN_Full.pdf
https://www.38north.org/2023/09/the-sleeper-has-awakened-six-key-takeaways-from-the-roll-out-of-north-koreas-tactical-nuclear-attack-submarine/
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10 NAVIGATING SECURITY DILEMMAS IN INDO-PACIFIC WATERS

Japanese concerns have been further fuelled by joint Chinese-Russian naval exercises,
which include ASW missions, conducted in the Sea of Japan.®®

Like Australia, Japan is pursuing conventional deep-strike capabilities based on
naval platforms to enhance deterrence. In response to evolving security dynamics in
its vicinity, in December 2022 Japan revised its National Security Strategy to include
the acquisition of ‘counterstrike capabilities’ that could leverage its stand-off defence
capability.”? Japan’s plan to deploy precision-guided Tomahawk SLCMs on its SSKs
is in line with this objective (see chapter 3).7! This advancement will enable Japan to
‘respond to invading forces from outside the sphere of threats’—meaning that such a
counterstrike would be directed ‘against the opponent’s territory’.”2 The need for this
capability is justified in terms of the increasing difficulty ‘to fully address missile threats
with the existing missile defense network alone’.”® Reflecting those perceived missile
threats, Japan operates the sea-based Aegis ballistic missile defence system, provided
by the USA.74

Taiwan

The primary maritime interests of Taiwan are twofold: to effectively address any mili-
tary challenges that may arise within its surrounding waters; and to safeguard SLOC.

The threat of China using force to achieve reunification is acute and is specifically
elaborated in Taiwan’s defence documents. Such concerns have intensified over
China’s ongoing military build-up and its increasing assertiveness in the Taiwan Strait,
including through frequent aerial and maritime patrols and drills in close proximity
to Taiwan.”s Taiwan is also concerned by China’s grey zone activities, including the
possibility of the future use of the PLAN, the China Coast Guard, the Maritime Militia
and fishing vessels ‘to approach the median line of the strait and even intrude into the
eastern region of the Taiwan Strait’.”¢ In addition to the difficulty of countering such
activities, experts have suggested that a response by Taiwanese naval forces could drive
escalation and allow China opportunities to create ‘a pretext for conflict’.”” There is also
the particular worry that China could impose blockades on Taiwan’s ports and SLOC as
ameans to cut off the maritime routes necessary for the island’s defence.”®

After procuring its first submarines from Western suppliers in the 1970s and 1980s,
Taiwan’s efforts to further build up its submarine force faced obstacles stemming from
a desire from foreign governments and companies to maintain positive relations with
China.” The launch of Taiwan’s first indigenous submarine in February 2024 arguably

695 apanese Cabinet Secretariat (note 60), p.10; and Joint Russian-Chinese naval drill “North/Interaction-2023”
kicks off in Sea of Japan’, TASS, 20 July 2023.

70 Japanese Cabinet Secretariat (note 60), p. 19

71 Takahashi, K., Japan Commissions third Taigei-class submarine’, Naval News, 8 Mar. 2024; and Honrada, G.,
Japan’s new VLS sub designed to hem in China’, Asia Times, 22 Dec. 2023.

72 Japanese Cabinet Secretariat (note 60), pp. 18, 19.

73 Japanese Cabinet Secretariat (note 60), p. 19.

74 Honrada, G., Japan pouring billions into sea-based missile defense’, Asia Times, 25 Dec. 2023.

75 Taiwanese Ministry of National Defense (MND), fh#RE 1104 E#R %% [Republic of China 2021 national
defence report] (MIND: Taipei, Oct. 2021), pp. 26-27.

76 pang, K. (&8¢%) and Li, H. (Z814%), "hEIKEE [Mr@itds| R8RS AL R E N A{ES 2 %2 EER [The impact
of China’s ‘grey zone’ conflict strategy on our defence operations and responses], = B2 #7# AT [Air Force Bimonthly
Journal], no. 682 (June 2021), p. 21 (author translation).

77 Pang and Li (note 76), p. 21 (author translation).

78 Taiwanese Ministry of National Defense (MND), f#RE112E B3R 52 [Republic of China 2023 national
defence report] (MND: Taipei, Sep. 2023), p. 39.

79 Taiwanese Office of the President, “@%iEZ £ (MARR) H# [The president interviewed by The New
York Times], 31 Oct. 2014; and Hioe, B., “Taiwan’s homegrown submarine at the center of political firestorm’, The
Diplomat, 14 Oct. 2023.
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reflects a shift in Taiwanese thinking towards ‘a self-reliant defence’.8° This develop-
ment has been recognized as key “for the Taiwanese Navy in developing “asymmetric
warfare” capabilities’.8! In particular, in response to China’s grey zone activities, Taiwan
is expected to bolster counter-blockade operations.82 Taiwan also plans to build more
ASW frigates to counter China’s growing tactical submarine force.’? Through these
coordinated efforts, Taiwan seeks to more effectively deter the increasingly frequent
military exercises and patrols conducted by the PLAN.84

South East Asian states

While the emphasis may vary, one security objective shared by all South East Asian
states is securing SLOC to foster economic growth. Indeed, safeguarding SLOC is
viewed as a shared regional interest, given the critical role that these routes play in
economic development. Singaporean submarine forces, for instance, play a crucial role
in this regard, conducting patrols in the Strait of Malacca.8® Moreover, the growing con-
cern over China’s military rise and its assertiveness in the disputed water of the South
China Sea is a major driving force behind the recent military activities by individual
South East Asian states. Rising tensions with China—centred on contested maritime
claims involving Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Viet
Nam-—coupled with increasing grey zone activities by China as well as tensions over
energy exploration, constitute key security considerations for several states. Reported
coercive operations by China in the South China Sea since the 1990s have included, for
instance, expelling and blocking Philippine and Vietnamese vessels.8¢

Disputes between China and its neighbours over islands and reefs in the South
China Sea have intensified over the years. Underlying these are disagreements over the
nine-dash line. After the Philippines brought this dispute to the Permanent Court of
Arbitration in 2013, the verdict was that China’s claims had no legal basis.8” Viet Nam’s
maritime security concerns relate to its dispute with China over the Paracel Islands and
the Spratly Islands. In the 2010s, Viet Nam procured and deployed submarines to more
effectively patrol its territorial waters and EEZ, which has significantly improved its
underwater domain awareness.? The Spratly Islands are also claimed by Malaysia and
the Philippines. Notably, in January 2024 the Philippines signed agreements with Viet
Nam to enhance bilateral cooperation between their coastguards to counter China’s
increasing use of grey zone tactics in the South China Sea.®? Scarborough Shoal—also
disputed between China and the Philippines—is another area where coastguards from

80 Taiwanese Ministry of National Defense (note 78), p. 61 (author translation). See also Lee, C., “Taiwan launches
its first indigenous submarine’, Naval News, 27 Feb. 2024.

81 Taiwanese Office of the President, @4t 45 [BEEIEER B 4B Tk ' [The President presided over the
‘naming and unveiling ceremony of the national submarine prototype’], 28 Sep. 2023 (author translation).

82 Shen, M., “The development of Taiwan’s asymmetric combat capabilities: A case study of the IDS and military
interactions between the US and Taiwan’, Multidimensional Analysis of Taiwan’s Security Landscape, Taiwan
Strategist no. 20 (Prospect Foundation: Taipei, Dec. 2023).

83 Arthur, G., “Taiwan begins building anti-submarine frigate’, Defense News, 23 Jan. 2024.

84 Taiwanese Ministry of National Defense (note 75), pp. 54, 62.
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both sides are increasingly active. In February 2024 the Philippines announced its first
submarine procurement plan, citing energy security is a key driver, as the Philippines
views submarines as a means for ‘the unimpeded and peaceful exploration and exploit-
ation of all natural resources’ in its EEZ.%° Policymakers in Malaysia similarly see its
submarine programme as a means to ‘ensuring the readiness of the country’s strategic
assets in protecting the nation’s maritime borders’. While Indonesia is not a claimant
in the South China Sea, its EEZ in the North Natuna Sea falls within China’s nine-dash
line. Indonesia is also concerned about the activities of the China Coast Guard in this
area and has deployed a warship to monitor those activities.*?

In addition to China’s coercive tactics, these states are concerned about US FONOPs—
they fear that either could trigger inadvertent escalation and drive destabilization in
a manner that impedes national development.?3 The great power competition driving
these concerns has led to a delicate balance of policies: ASEAN held its first-ever joint
military drills in September 2023, but five members states also took part in a land and
sea exercise hosted by China in November 2023. ASEAN also agreed with China in July
2023 to complete negotiations by 2026 on a code of conduct in the South China Sea that
could prevent conflict.?* While there is plenty of scepticism as to whether the parties
can follow through, the process further illustrates the complex relationship that South
East Asian states have with China, and the interplay between economic and security
considerations.”> The diversity among South East Asian states is also demonstrated
by their reactions to AUKUS. For example, Singapore, the Philippines and Viet Nam
have been generally supportive of the agreement, while Malaysia and Indonesia have
expressed concern that it could fuel arms races and undermine peace in the region by
contributing to Chinese threat perceptions.®®

South East Asian states’ decade-long pursuit of military modernization has been
marked by a notable shift in focus from land-based to maritime capabilities.” The
recent efforts of Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Singapore, Viet Nam and now the
Philippines to expand or initiate submarine programmes are, to some extent, integral to
this shift (see chapter 3). Despite encountering financial constraints that have hindered
progress, there is growing anticipation that the collective naval capabilities of South
East Asian countries could compel China to exercise greater caution, particularly in its
grey zone activities in the South China Sea.?® Submarines are viewed as key to this effort,
given their potential to provide asymmetric advantage through sea denial—meaning
efforts ‘to deny in part or full an adversary’s use of the sea for military and commercial
purposes’.?®
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North Korea

North Korea views the United States as the primary threat to its national security, along
with South Korea. This perception derives from the 1950-53 Korean War: given the
lack of a peace treaty, the countries technically remain in a state of war. Viewing Japan
as an extension of this threat, North Korea considers the Japan-South Korea-USA
alliance as ‘an Asian version of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the root
cause of war and aggression’.1%0 Activities by the three allies—including naval exercises
involving aircraft carriers and strategic bombers—are seen by North Korea as a source
of instability and a ‘serious threat’.19? Although North Korea’s rhetoric often highlights
the nuclear dimension of such activities—for example, by describing the deployment of
‘nuclear [aircraft] carriers, nuclear submarines and nuclear strategic bombers to South
Korea’ as a form of ‘nuclear threat and blackmail’—the main threat arguably relates to
its adversaries’ overwhelming conventional strength.192 Indeed, reflecting its conven-
tional inferiority in relation to South Korea and its allies, North Korea itself heavily
relies on nuclear weapons as a source of asymmetric advantage.

North Korea’s concerns focus in particular on what it views as the ‘deep-rooted
plan for a pre-emptive nuclear strike’ by the USA and South Korea.!%® Consequently,
ensuring a nuclear second-strike capability through enhancing the survivability of its
relatively small nuclear arsenal constitutes a critical security objective for North Korea.
Notably, the related modernization efforts include the development of a sea-based
nuclear deterrent—or what North Korea calls the ‘nuclearization of [its] navy’.1%4 In
addition to SSBs and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), they also include
development of a new ‘tactical nuclear submarine’ (see chapter 3). North Korea has
characterized the new submarine as a means to enhance its deterrence against the USA
and to enable the launch of pre-emptive or retaliatory strikes against hostile states
in any waters.1% This reinforces the law on North Korea’s nuclear weapon policy,
updated in 2022, which points to the possibility of nuclear first use.1 The test of the
Haeil-5-23 nuclear uncrewed underwater vehicle (UUV) in January 2024—which
North Korea argued further demonstrated its ‘underwater nuclear response posture’—
also aligns with efforts to enhance the survivability of the country’s nuclear arsenal.20”

Many of the past military confrontations between North Korea and South Korea have
occurred along the Northern Limit Line—a de facto maritime boundary recognized by
the latter but not by the former.18 North Korean Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un has
claimed that the Northern Limit Line is ‘illegitimate and lawless’ and has further stated

100 gorean Central News Agency (KCNA), ‘Z0Hsts ZHSSX|HAM EMpIzzololnlZsta & 1oInis|o| H|147| H|9
Atz oof| M 572 HH S SIAALY [Dear Leader Kim Jong Un makes significant speech at 9th session of 14th North
Korean Supreme People’s Assembly], 28 Sep. 2023 (author translation).
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022 & RMPtzo| Hatet obY g mtalst= 822 HOIRICt D Z X’ [The US Institute of the North Korean Ministry
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century—remains the destroyer of peace and stability of the Korean Peninsula], 26 June 2023 (author translation).
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that, ‘if South Korea encroaches on our territory, airspace or territorial waters, by
even 0.001 millimetre, it will be considered a provocation of war’.19

South Korea

South Korea perceives North Korea—in particular, its nuclear and ballistic missile
programmes—as the most prominent threat to its national security. Its threat per-
ceptions mostly relate to North Korea’s land-based forces.!’® In addition to relying
heavily on security cooperation with the United States, including extended nuclear
deterrence, South Korea is seeking to counter this threat by means of a pre-emptive
strategy based on conventional deep-strike weapons.

South Korea’s new SSKs—which are equipped with SLBMs and other missile types—
reportedly play a key part in its pre-emptive strategy.ll! Although the 2023 National
Security Strategy does not have a particular focus on maritime security issues, South
Korea has increasingly voiced concerns about North Korea’s efforts to build a sea-based
nuclear deterrent.!’2 These concerns are related to the potential for North Korea’s
SSBs to contribute to mutual deterrence between North Korea and the USA—which
from South Korea’s perspective could undermine the credibility of its extended nuclear
deterrence. As for North Korea’s ‘tactical nuclear submarine’, while there is widespread
scepticism about its operational capability, such a development could substantially
enhance North Korea’s ability to launch SLBMs, thereby posing a significant challenge
to South Korea’s defence.’1? In November 2023 South Korea and the USA conducted
joint naval exercises that assumed ‘scenarios involving threats from enemy submarines’,
and which were characterized by an expert as defending against ‘maritime infiltration
by North Korea’.114

While the maritime dimension of the North Korean threat—especially along the
Northern Limit Line—has historical precedence, a more recent sign of the potential
for conflict in the maritime domain was North Korea’s live-fire artillery drills near the
line in January 2024. These appeared to be a response to South Korea’s decision in
November 2023 to partially suspend the 2018 Panmunjom Declaration.!1®> Under the
agreement, the two sides had agreed to turn ‘the area around the Northern Limit Line
in the West Sea into a maritime peace zone’. Such limited confrontations are likely to
persist.116
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Beyond deterring North Korea, the other main mission of South Korea’s submarines is
to safeguard SLOC against broader regional and global challenges. This also aligns with
South Korea’s long-standing aspiration to establish a blue water navy that is ‘capable
of extended operations within East Asia and short-term operations in more distant
theatres such as the Indian Ocean and the Strait of Hormuz’, as was first elaborated in
1995 by President Kim Dae-jung.!'” This strategic ambition has been realized to some
extent, with the South Korean Navy actively engaging in anti-piracy operations off
the coast of Somalia and patrolling the Gulf of Oman in recent years.!® Nevertheless,
despite the South Korean Navy’s advanced capabilities, it appears that there is a lack of
political commitment to fully exploit its potential for a blue water role.

117 Hyun, M., ‘South Korea’s blue-water ambitions’, The Diplomat, 18 Nov. 2010.
118 johnson, J., “In similar move to Japan, South Korea to deploy anti-piracy unit to Middle East amid US
pressure’, Japan Times, 21 Jan. 2020.
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3. Submarine and anti-submarine warfare
capabilities in the Indo-Pacific

This chapter provides an overview of the submarine and ASW capabilities of key actors
in the Indo-Pacific. The focus on these particular components of naval forces is due
to their strategic significance, especially since SSBNs play a pivotal role in the deter-
rence relationships between nuclear-armed states and, in the eyes of some experts,
form the ‘basis of current strategic stability’.1? Several non-nuclear-armed states also
regard submarines as ‘fundamentally important’ for their defence.’?° Small states with
extensive coastal areas view tactical submarines as providing an asymmetric advantage
over the large navies of more powerful adversaries. This rationale can be seen to largely
explain recent investments in tactical submarines by several South East Asian coun-
tries.’?1 For major powers, tactical submarines also serve as a tool for power projection,
especially when armed with conventional precision-strike weapons. The fact that ASW
capabilities can hold under threat both tactical submarines and strategic SSBNs sug-
gests possible scenarios in which conventional conflict can drive nuclear escalation
(explored further in chapter 4).

Highlighting the extent of military build-up involving undersea capabilities provides
a sense of submarine traffic in the Indo-Pacific. Tt also helps to understand the extent to
which ASW capabilities are contributing to more ‘transparent oceans’—meaning that
they are making it increasingly hard for submarines to hide underwater without being
detected. In addition, this overview serves to describe the military balance related to
undersea capabilities, shedding more light on the priorities and threat perceptions
discussed in chapter 2. Notably, most of the building programmes involving submarine
and ASW capabilities take the form of qualitative improvements, as several states focus
primarily on replacing old vessels, rather than increasing their fleets—although the two
objectives sometimes overlap.

Strategic submarines

Several nuclear-armed states have long deployed nuclear weapons on submarines to
ensure their survivability against counterforce attacks.

The United States, which views the sea-based nuclear deterrent as the ‘most surviv-
able leg of the nuclear triad’, currently deploys 70 per cent of its operational US nuclear
warheads attributed to strategic launchers in the 14 Ohio-class SSBNs that are in
service.?? The Ohio class will be retired beginning in 2029, to be replaced by a fleet of
12 Columbia-class SSBNs that are currently being built.123 The Columbia class has been
described as ‘the world’s stealthiest and most potent class of submarines’.12¢ All of the
US SSBNs have unrestricted access to the high seas; eight are home-ported at Bangor,

119 priedman, N., Strategic Submarines and Strategic Stability: Looking Towards the 2030s (Australian National
University, National Security College: Canberra, Sep. 2019), p. 6. See also e.g. Stanhope, M., ‘Lessons on strategic
stability and SSBNs from the cold war’, The Interpreter, Lowy Institute, 12 Dec. 2014.
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Questions Answered (Australian Strategic Policy Institute: Barton, Nov. 2020), p. 4. See also Friedman (note 119).

121 Beng, A., ‘Submarine procurement in Southeast Asia: Potential for conflict and prospects for cooperation’,
Pointer: Journal of the Singapore Armed Forces, vol. 40, no.1(2014).

122 ristensen, H. M. et al., ‘United States nuclear weapons, 2024, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, vol. 80, no. 3
(May 2024).

123 sybmarine Industrial Base Council, ‘Columbia class SSBN’, 2024.
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6 June 2022.
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in Washington state on the Pacific coast of the USA, with the other six on the Atlantic
coast (see table 3.1).

China’s nuclear weapons were for a long time assigned mainly to land-based delivery
systems and, in contrast to the vast Russian and US arsenals, have historically been rela-
tively low in number. However, as part of its recent nuclear modernization and build-up,
China has developed its sea-based deterrent. By 2013 China had deployed the nuclear-
armed Type 094 (Jin-class) SSBN, which was regarded by the USA as China’s “first
credible at-sea second-strike nuclear capability’ given the greater stealth compared
to its predecessors.1?5 China currently has six Type 094 SSBNs in service.!26 However,
even these modern Chinese SSBNs are noisy compared to corresponding Russian and
US vessels.’?” This is why China is developing the quieter Type 096 SSBN.128 Tn add-
ition to noise, the survivability of China’s sea-based deterrent is affected by geography;
Chinese SSBNs, which are based at Longpo on Hainan Island, need to pass through the
first island chain to access the Pacific, thus exposing them to adversary ASW. While
the country’s new SLBM, the Julang-3 (JL-3), could reach the Western parts of the US
mainland even while operating from China’s northern coastal waters, in order to get
there from Hainan the SSBNs would need to pass through narrow straits close to the
territory of US allies.’?® In addition to the JL-3, the Chinese SSBNs carry JL-2 SLBMs,
which would have to be launched in the mid-Pacific Ocean in order to target western
continental USA, or from east of Hawaii to threaten targets on the US east coast.130

The SSBNs of other nuclear-armed states also operate in Indo-Pacific waters. For
example, Russia has five SSBNs assigned to its Pacific Fleet, home-ported at Rybachiy
submarine base on the Kamchatka Peninsula.13! The British, French and Indian SSBNs
also have access to the Indo-Pacific.

Tactical submarines

Tactical submarines—or attack submarines, which they are often called—include SSKs
and SSNs, with the latter having greater underwater endurance and speed. These vessels
perform various military roles. Typically armed with torpedoes, anti-ship missiles
and ASW capabilities, they provide a stealthy option for attacking surface ships and
other submarines, serving the purpose of sea denial. Some also have a land-attack role,
especially when armed with precision-guided missiles (i.e. cruise or ballistic missiles).
Moreover, nuclear-armed states use tactical submarines to protect SSBNs against
adversary ASW capabilities. Countries such as China, whose SSBNs face technological
or geographical limitations that reduce their survivability, probably rely more on this
function of SSKs and SSNs.132

China’s fleet of 69 tactical submarines is the world’s largest (see table 3.1). It consists
mostly of SSKsbutalso includes some SSNs as well as one SSB that can also carry nuclear

125 s Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI), The PLA Navy: New Capabilities and Missions for the 21st Century (ONI:
Washington, DC, 2015), p. 16.

126 Kristensen, H. M. and Korda, M., ‘Chinese nuclear forces’, SIPRI Yearbook 2024: Armaments, Disarmament
and International Security (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2024), pp. 321-22.

127 Zhao, T., Tides of Change: China’s Nuclear Ballistic Missile Submarines and Strategic Stability (Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace: Washington, DC, 2018), p. 26.

128 Kristensen and Korda (note 126), p-322.

129 Kristensen, H. M., Korda, M. and Reynolds, E., ‘Chinese nuclear weapons, 2023’, Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists, vol. 79, no. 2 (Mar. 2023).

130 Kristensen and Korda (note 126), pp. 322-33.

131 International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), The Military Balance 2024 (Routledge: London, 2024),
pp. 202, 205; and Daly, J. C. K., ‘Russia’s Pacific Fleet upgrades Kamchatka submarine base’, Eurasia Daily Monitor,
5Dec.2021.

132 On the different historical roles of Soviet and US SSKs and SSNs see Peppe, P. K., ‘SSNs: Mounting an offensive
defense’, Proceedings (US Naval Institute), vol. 115, no. 9 (Sep. 1989).
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Table 3.1. Selected submarine capabilities in the Indo-Pacific, 2024

Including
SSKs with
SSKs ATIP or LIB SSNs SSBs SSBNs

Australia 6 - [6-8] - -
China 59 20 9[2] 1 6[(®]
Indonesia 4 (5] [2] - - -
Japan 25[5] 14 [5] - - -
Korea, North 20 - - [2] -
Korea, South 20 [7] 11[7] - - -
Malaysia 2 - - - -
Philippines [2-3] - - - -
Singapore 6[2] 4[2] - - -
Taiwan 298] [8] - - -
Thailand [3] [3] - - -
United States? - - 38 - 8¢
Viet Nam 6 - - - -

[] = Planned or in development; AIP = Air-independent propulsion; LIB = Lithium-ion batteries;
SSB = Ballistic missile submarine; SSBN = Nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine; SSK = Diesel-
electric attack submarine; SSN = Nuclear-powered attack submarine.

Note: Midget submarines are not included in this table.

@ This figure excludes Taiwan’s 2 outdated Hai Shih class (Tench) submarines dating from World
War I1, which are used for training.

b projected US capabilities are not included. US numbers represent estimates of its deployments in
the Indo-Pacific (constituting 75% of its global forces). E.g. the USA has a total of 50 SSNs in service.

¢The USA has 14 Ohio-class SSBNs in service, 8 of which are in the Pacific.

Sources: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, Mar. 2024; Pape, A., Jane’s Fighting Ships 2019-2020 (IHS
Markit: Coulsdon, 2019); and International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), The Military Balance
2024 (Routledge: London, 2024).

weapons.133 Similar to the Soviet bastion strategy during the cold war, one major task for
China’s tactical submarines is presumably to provide protection to its SSBNs while they
are moving between their base and their patrol area, especially when passing the first
island chain. As experts have reported, Australia, Japan, the United Kingdom and the
United States are ‘attempting to track the movements of China’s missile submarines’,
while observing that ‘China’s SSBNs typically appear to be accompanied by a protection
detail, including surface warships and aircraft (and possibly attack submarines) cap-
able of tracking adversarial submarines’.13* Some of China’s tactical submarines are
also reported to have a stand-off capability, providing conventional deep-strike options
that could be used in a land-attack role.135

The US fleet of tactical submarines consists solely of SSNs. As described by the US
Navy, these vessels ‘are designed to seek and destroy enemy submarines and surface
ships; project power ashore with Tomahawk cruise missiles and Special Operation
Forces (SOF); carry out [ISR] missions; support battle group operations; and engage
in mine warfare’.13¢ In contrast to China, the USA arguably has less need to use tactical
submarines to support strategic nuclear missions given that its SSBNs have easier
access to the high seas.

133 Roblin, S., ‘Meet the Qing-class: China’s homegrown nuclear missile submarine’, National Interest, 3 Nov.
2019.

134 Torode, G. and Lague, D., ‘Special report: China’s furtive underwater nukes test the Pentagon’, Reuters,
2 May 2019; and Kristensen et al. (note 129), p. 126.

135 Torode, G., ‘China chases US and Russia guided-missile submarine capabilities with new vessels’, Reuters,
250ct. 2023.

136 ys Navy, ‘Attack submarines—SSN’, America’s Navy, 15 Mar. 2024.
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Japan operates the second largest fleet of SSKs in the region, after China, followed by
South Korea and North Korea. While the number of North Korea’s SSKs is roughly equal
to that of South Korea and not far behind Japan, they are based on a design dating from
the late 1950s and so their quality is not comparable; for example, none of the North
Korean vessels include air-independent propulsion or lithium-ion batteries, which
are increasingly used by more modern navies to enhance the underwater endurance
of SSKs. Japan’s SSKs—similar to those of Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan and
Viet Nam—serve the national defence role of safeguarding sovereignty and territorial
integrity in contested waters, apparently reflecting the perceived need for asymmetric
advantage against China’s naval power.13” The delivery of six SSKs from Russia in
2013-17 also marked the establishment of Viet Nam’s submarine force, substantially
bolstering the Vietnamese Navy’s ability to patrol the South China Sea.!38 Meanwhile,
in addition to national defence, Singapore has referred to the protection of SLOC as a
rationale for its SSK procurement.!3®

Australia’s plan to replace its ageing Collins-class SSKs with SSNs as part of the
AUKUS agreement represents a significant increase in terms of the endurance, speed
and sensor technology of its tactical submarine fleet.!*® Although Australia plans
to fill in the gap between the retirement of the current submarines and the expected
delivery of the SSNs in the 2040s with the procurement of Virginia-class SSNs from
the USA, experts have raised questions about the USA’s ability to provide those
vessels.1*! According to Australian experts, the SSNs will enable the country ‘to project
and sustain credible, deterrent force at greater distance from Australia’; ‘provide the
nation with greater strategic weight both alone and with our partners and allies’, and
also equip it with ‘a more future-proof capability, retaining its effectiveness in the face
of developing antisubmarine threats for longer than conventional submarines will’.142
Australia’s objective of achieving deterrence at greater distance is further highlighted
by its acquisition of Tomahawk SLCMs, which can be deployed on both surface ships
and submarines.1%3

Indeed, the land-attack role of tactical submarines has been highlighted by the fre-
quent use of Tomahawk SLCMs by the USA and, more recently, Kalibr cruise missiles
by Russia in conflicts in the Middle East.1#4 In addition to Australia, several actors in the
Indo-Pacific are currently pursuing a similar deep-strike capability based on tactical
submarines. For instance, one class of South Korean SSKs, the KSS-I11, already has a
vertical launch system (VLS) for land-attack missiles.!*5 In addition to SLCMs, these
would include the SLBMs that South Korea is developing—the only non-nuclear-armed
state to do s0.14¢ Japan is also planning to deploy Tomahawk SLCMs on its SSKs.147

137 Japanese Ministry of Defense, ‘National defense strategy’, Provisional translation, Dec. 2022, p. 12.

138 Ng, J., Vietnam’s catch up challenge’, Asian Military Review, 27 June 2019; and Pape, A., Jane’s Fighting Ships
2019-2020 (IHS Markit: Coulsdon, 2019), p. 1007.

139 Beng (note 121).

140 Tarapore, A., ‘AUKUS is deeper than just submarines’, Stanford University, Freeman Spogli Institute for
International Studies, 29 Sep. 2021.

141§ o Turnbull, M., ‘Australia chose Aukus and now it faces the prospect of having no submarine capability for
atleast adecade’, The Guardian, 25 Mar. 2024.

142 Nicholls, A., Dowie, J. and Hellyer, M., Implementing Australia’s Nuclear Submarine Program (Australian
Strategic Policy Institute: Barton, Dec. 2021), p. 17.

143 YWhiteman, H. and Watson, A., ‘US agrees to sell 220 Tomahawk missiles to Australia’, CNN, 17 Mar. 2023;
and Burgess, R. R., ‘AUKUS agreement will provide Tomahawk missiles to Australian Navy’, SeaPower, 1 Nov. 2021.

144 qyhere are the shooters? A history of the Tomahawk in combat’, The Sextant, 7 Apr. 2017; and ‘Russia hits
targets in Syria from Mediterranean submarine’, BBC, 8 Dec. 2015.

145 Bergmann, K., ‘South Korean submarine launch milestone’, Asia-Pacific Defence Reporter, 4 Apr. 2024.

146 Cohen, M., ‘South Korea’s new SLBMs are a signal to North Korea and the US’, NK News, 21 Sep. 2021.

147 Takahashi (note 71).
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Table 3.2. Selected anti-submarine warfare capabilities in the Indo-Pacific, 2024

Major Minor

Aircraft Helicopters surface ships surface ships SSKs SSNs
Australia 12 [15] 23[36] 11[13-17] - 6 [6-8]
China 29 60 88[3] 50 59 9[2]
Indonesia - 5 18 [10] 14 4[5] -
Japan 75 [44] 92 52 [8] - 25[5] -
Korea, North - 4 2 3[2] 20 -
Korea, South 17 [5] 30[12] 27 [12-15] 5 20[7] -
Malaysia - 6 4[6] - 2 -
Philippines - 2 5[2] 1[1] [2-3] -
Singapore 5 8 6 - 6[2] -
Taiwan 12 25-26 24 13 2[8] -
Thailand 2 2 91] 8 [3] -
United States® 108 203 92 - - 38
Viet Nam - 6 4 7 6 -

[] = Planned or in development; SSK = Diesel-electric attack submarine; SSN = Nuclear-powered
attack submarine.

Note: Patrol craft are not included in this table.

4 Projected US capabilities are not included. US numbers represent estimates of its deployments in
the Indo-Pacific (constituting 75% of its global forces). E.g. the USA has a total of 145 ASW aircraft in
service.

Sources: Tables A.1-A.5 in appendix A.
Anti-submarine warfare capabilities

ASW capabilities include both sensors to locate, identify and track submarines and
weapons that can be used to attack them. These can be integrated into several kinds
of military platform, such as other submarines (as discussed above), surface ships,
maritime patrol aircraft and maritime helicopters. While submarines and surface ships
are by nature multipurpose—meaning that ASW is just one of many military functions
they can perform—ASW aircraft and helicopters are typically dedicated mainly to this
particular purpose. The increase in all of these platforms in the Indo-Pacific since 2010
indicates that, alongside submarines, actors in the region are heavily investing in ASW
or capabilities with an ASW function.

The United States Navy is the most powerful ASW force globally, although only a
proportion of its assets are stationed in the Indo-Pacific (see table 3.2 and appendix A).
US ASW capabilities include, among other things, a large number of P-8 Poseidon
aircraft—considered the world’s most capable ASW aircraft.

China’s ASW force is comparable to that of the USA in terms of the number of assets
deployed in the region, although not in terms of quality. The large number of Chinese
ASW assets is the result of a significant expansion of its naval capabilities in the past
two decades. This has also included enhancement in the quality of ASW sensors and
weapons, seemingly a focus area for China’s major surface ships.148

Among US allies in the region, Japan leads both in the quantity and quality of ASW
assets. In addition to modern submarines and surface ships equipped with advanced
ASW sensors and weaponry, Japan operates the largest ASW aircraft fleet of any Asian
country, while most of its major warships have ASW as their primary role.*® All Japan-
ese ships and a significant of part of their ASW equipment are indigenous designs.

South Korea also has an advanced ASW capability, which is focused on North Korea’s
submarines. In addition to SSKs and aircraft, it includes major surface ships. While

148 wong, K., ‘Undersea dragon: Chinese ASW capabilities advance’, Jane’s International Defence Review, 2017.
149 pape (note 138), pp. 443-46.
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most of South Korea’s major surface ships do not have a primary ASW role, they are
well equipped for it. In addition to the procurements of new, more advanced ASW
platforms, South Korea’s older SSKs and major surface ships will be modernized with
improved sonars.1%0

All of Taiwan’s naval capabilities, including ASW, serve to defend against a Chinese
amphibious attack as well as to defend the country’s SLOC in its southern littoral
waters. However, Taiwan’s ships are ageing—a shortcoming that the development of its
new SSK partly seeks to address.15!

While Australia’s surface ships are dedicated to roles other than ASW, they also have
significant ASW capabilities. However, these have been somewhat reduced with the
replacement of Adelaide-class frigates by Hobart-class destroyers, which carry only
one helicopter.152

In South East Asia, Indonesia possesses the most substantial ASW capability, which
is also ageing. Like Indonesia, Malaysia must secure vast maritime territory, yetits ASW
assets are limited.153 Singapore’s ASW fleet is relatively modern, while Viet Nam’s ASW
capability was enhanced significantly with the delivery of six SSKs.15¢ The Philippines
has also recently invested in two ASW helicopters and ASW equipment upgrades to its
frigates in response to escalating tensions with China.155

North Korea’s ASW capabilities are limited. For example, the sensors of its sub-
marines and surface ships only include outdated hull-mounted sonars. North Korea
has reportedly procured ASW helicopters from Cuba, and it has deployed helicopter-
carrying frigates, partly to protect the strategically important naval base at Wonsan on
its east coast.156

150 g o Cha, E., ‘South Korea to upgrade KSS-II Son Won-I1 class submarines’, Naval News, 22 Aug. 2023; and
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153 pape (note 138), p. 30.

154 Ng (note 138); Pape (note 138), p. 995; and Saunders (note 154), pp. 662, 760, 762, 764.
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2024.
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4. How security dilemmas affect regional and
strategic stability

The states of the Indo-Pacific have sought to hedge against aggressive behaviour of
their rivals and adversaries through military build-up and posturing, especially in the
naval domain. At the same time, they have shown a tendency to discount any defensive
intent that might be motivating the other side, and to view them purely as power-
seeking. As highlighted in chapter 2, such security dilemma dynamics in the context
of the Chinese-United States rivalry reverberate across the region, with several states
perceiving risks related to China’s increasing power and assertiveness or a potential
regional conflict involving China and the USA, or both. The conflict dynamics in the
Korean Peninsula also affect the region more broadly, especially through North Korea’s
long-range missile tests. Combined with frequent demonstrations of force—such as
military exercises and coercive operations—any of these dynamics could spiral out of
control, leading to regional crises and, in certain circumstances, they even risk the use
of nuclear weapons.

This chapter discusses the escalation risks that security dilemma dynamics in the
Indo-Pacific pose to regional and strategic stability, highlighting the role of undersea
capabilities. Tt describes how they can expand the risk of escalation both horizontally—
to involve a wider geographical region and wider group of countries—and vertically—to
grow in scale from minor to major. It also observes how the paucity of regulatory
mechanisms applicable to undersea capabilities can compound these effects.

Undersea dynamics and the increased frequency of dangerous incidents

The large scale of maritime traffic, the increased number of military exercises and
the use of grey zone tactics in the Indo-Pacific creates the potential for more frequent
incidents. Indeed, a high number have already taken place: a report on incidents in
2010-22 identifies 21 military-to-military incidents—that is, ‘an accidental or deliberate
encounter between naval vessels or military aircraft or any occurrence that is associ-
ated with the operation of a ship and/or aircraft which affects or could affect the safety
of operation’—and 59 incidents involving non-military (e.g. coastguard or fishing)
vessels;1%7 there were at least a further 7 military-to-military incidents in the region in
2023 and early 2024.158

Most of the reported incidents took place in the maritime domain, with several
military-to-military incidents involving Chinese and US or allied aircraft over the sea.
Of the 28 military-to-military incidents between 2010 and 2024, one-quarter involved
ASW aircraft or helicopters, including 4 incidents with US or Australian P-8 Poseidon
aircraft—which, as noted above, is considered the world’s most advanced ASW air-
craft.’s China also frequently reacts to the presence over the South China Sea and

157 Strating, R., Assessing Military and Non-military Incidents at Sea in the Asia-Pacific (VERTIC/Asia-Pacific
Leadership Network: Seoul, July 2023), pp. 6, 21-22.

158 Graham, E., ‘China’s latest unsafe interception at sea was no accident’, The Strategist, Australian Strategic
Policy Institute, 8 May 2024; Reuters and Karp, P, ‘Australian warship HMAS Toowoomba sailed through sensitive
Taiwan Strait close to China’, The Guardian, 24 Nov. 2023; Gray, M., ‘Chinese warship nearly hits US destroyer in
Taiwan Strait during joint Canada-US mission’, Global News, 3 June 2023; Lieberman, O. and Britzky, H., ‘US says
Chinese jet conducted “unnecessarily aggressive maneuver” intercepting US spy plane over South China Sea’, CNN,
31 May 2023; AP, ‘China threatens consequences over US warship’s actions in South China Sea’, NBC News, 24 Mar.
2023; Watson, 1., Jozuka, E. and Campisi, D., ‘Chinese fighter jet confronts US Navy plane with CNN crew aboard as
tensions simmer in the South China Sea’, CNN, 24 Feb. 2023; and Lendon, B., ‘Videos show both sides of US-China
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the Taiwan Strait of a P-8 in the form of rhetorical objections or by sending its combat
aircraft to shadow it.160

Given the predominant ASW role of the P-8, the incidents involving this aircraft
type can be seen to be driven by undersea dynamics; as noted by one observer, China
is particularly concerned about the ability of the P-8’s sonar systems ‘to collect intelli-
gence about its submarines and their movements’.261 While similar concerns about the
nuclear counterforce potential of ASW capabilities might to some extent also lie behind
other incidents—such as the five encounters between Chinese and US or Australian
surface ships with advanced ASW capability that took place between 2010 and 2024 —
this would be harder to demonstrate given the multipurpose role of these platforms.162

While concerns about the impact on Chinese submarines of the ASW capabilities
of the USA and its allies thus seem to drive at least some incidents above the surface,
reported submarine incidents remain rare. Yet, the risk of submarine-to-submarine
collision will increase as the submarine fleets that operate in the region—particularly in
the shallow waters of the East and South China seas—grow and as more states acquire
them.163 The stealth of the most advanced vessels could in principle prevent submarines
from detecting one another, adding to the risk of collision. This seems to have been the
case with the collision of British and French SSBNs in the Atlantic in 2009.164

Close proximity between submarines might also lead to incidents if the intentions of
adversaries are mistakenly viewed as aggressive. This could happen while the vessels
pass or trail one another.19° Related to this, accidental damage to either a submarine or a
surface ship could be misinterpreted as a malicious act and attributed to an adversary’s
submarine. In addition to stealth, the general lack of transparency in the undersea
environment can also make attribution difficultin such cases. This problem isillustrated
by the 2010 sinking of the South Korean Navy corvette Cheonan, which killed 46 crew
members; while unconfirmed evidence pointed to the possibility of a torpedo attack by
a North Korean submarine, the real cause of the incident remains contested.166

The mere presence of a foreign submarine in waters claimed by a state to be its terri-
torial waters could, if detected, be considered a threat necessitating a response.¢” For
example, in 2021 a US SSN collided with an unidentified object while submerged in the
South China Sea, injuring 11 sailors.1%8 The incident sparked a strong response from
China, with a state-owned television network characterizing the US operation as an
effort to ‘secretly infringe on China’s maritime territory in the [South China Sea]’, which
‘runs the risk of triggering a war between these two major powers by miscalculation’.1¢?

160 o Czachor, E. M., ‘China says its warplanes shadowed “trespassing” US Navy spy plane over Taiwan
Strait’, CBS News, 7 Dec. 2023; and Mongilio, H., ‘US Navy P-8 flies over Taiwan Strait, causing China to scramble’,
US Naval Institute News, 28 Apr. 2023.

161 Strating (note 157), p. 10.

162 Reuters and Karp (note 158); Gray (note 158); and Strating (note 157), pp. 22-23.

163 Robson, S., ‘More undersea activity in South China Sea increases risks, experts say after submarine crash’,
Stars and Stripes, 8 Oct. 2021.

164 Norton-Taylor, R., “Two subs, dozens of nuclear warheads, one huge ocean—And a stroke of bad luck’, The
Guardian, 17 Feb. 2000.

165 Miasnikov, E., ‘Preventing submarine collisions: Answers to the questions of US nationwide policy debaters’,
Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology, Center for Arms Control, Energy and Environmental Studies, 21 Aug.
2003.

166 Strating (note 157), p. 8.

167 Stricker, B., ‘Rules of engagement and undersea incursions: Reacting to foreign submarines in territorial
waters’, Center for International Maritime Security (CIMSEC), 6 Feb. 2023.

168 «gouth China Sea: US submarine collides with unknown object’, BBC, 8 Oct. 2021.

169 Korybko, A., “The US’ nuclear sub accident in the South China Sea is significant’, China Global Television
Network, 9 Oct. 2021.
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Expanded scope of incidents: Horizontal escalation

The greater number of undersea capabilities and the growing number of states operat-
ing them can also expand the geographical scope of incidents and potential conflicts
related to them. This could mean that an incident might spill over to several countries
and across subregional theatres. The risk of such horizontal escalation is highlighted by
the tangled web of alliances and partnerships in the Indo-Pacific. Adding to the risk is
the versatile nature of contemporary submarine and ASW capabilities. Insofar as these
capabilities have implications for both regional security and strategic relations between
nuclear-armed states, China might target US allies based on concerns primarily related
to its strategic relationship with the USA.

Again, incidents with P-8 aircraft can illustrate this point. In 2015 China accused
the USA of ‘regional militarization’” when it deployed a P-8 to Singapore.l”® Yet, as
noted above, P-8s are not only operated by the USA but also by several of its allies in
the region, which have also reported incidents with China. For instance, in May 2022
China intercepted an Australian P-8 over the South China Sea, releasing chaff that was
ingested by the aircraft engine, which Australia termed a ‘dangerous manoeuvre which
posed a safety threat’.1”! China justified its reaction by referring to the ‘dangerous and
provocative acts’ of the Australian P-8.172

These examples underscore Chinese threat perceptions about technological
exchange and procurement among the USA and its allies. Similar dynamics can also be
seen to be at play regarding tactical submarines and surface ships, given their multi-
purpose nature that allows for considerable ASW potential. Perhaps the most telling
example of this is China’s objections to Australia’s planned procurement of SSNs under
the AUKUS agreement. While China has been rather reticent about the exact nature
of its concerns, a 2024 report by a Russian research institute indicates the strategic
rationale that arguably underlies both Chinese and Russian concerns. According to the
report, ‘From the late 2030s onwards, the [Australian Navy’s] SSN capability will be at a
level posing a persistent risk to the survivability of the Russian Pacific Fleet’s strategic
deterrent.7® In particular, the risk is associated with the SSN’s ability to penetrate
Russia’s SSBN bastion in the Sea of Okhotsk and to target SSBNs leaving their base at
Rybachiy submarine base with long-range precision-strike weapons such as Tomahawk
SLCMs.174 Similar considerations arguably lie behind China’s objections to AUKUS as
its SSBNs are even more vulnerable to adversary ASW than Russia’s.

The risk of horizontal escalation can also take the form of a potential dual-crisis
situation: the notion that an escalation in one subregion might instigate escalation in
another. Such a concern has been raised by Japanese, South Korean and US expert and
policy communities in relation to the Taiwan Strait and the Korean Peninsula.l”> For
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9 Dec. 2015.

171 Aystralian Department of Defence, ‘Chinese interception of P-8A Poseidon on 26 May 2022’, 5 June 2022;
and Yeo, M., ‘Details surface on China’s “dangerous” interception of RAAF P-8A’, Australian Defence Magazine,
6 June 2022.
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175 Kim, J., ‘Strategic stability on the Korean Peninsula: Dual crisis and risk reduction measures’, European
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example, it is assumed that, if a conflict over Taiwan were to spread to the East China
Sea, then North Korea might become directly involved.17¢

The interplay of strategic and regional security dynamics and the related risk of hori-
zontal escalation can also function in reverse direction; in other words, capabilities that
have relevance for nuclear operations may have an impact on regional dynamics revolv-
ing around concerns about conventional aggression. For instance, while one key task for
China’s SSKs and SSNs is the protection of its SSBNs, these submarines are also potent
tools of conventional war. Their presence in or near contested regions could therefore
trigger reactions from other regional actors, reflecting concerns that China might be
preparing to use these vessels in conventional military operations—for example, to
impose a blockade or anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) ‘bubble’ around Taiwan or to
defend its territorial claims in the South China Sea.

Expanded scale of incidents: Vertical escalation

Accompanying the expansion in the scope of incidents is the issue of scale, meaning the
potential for an incident to escalate to a major regional conflict. Security dilemmas and
the related worst-case scenario planning create conditions for high-level escalation
through efforts to prepare for and ensure the ability to prevail in a major war. Often
these efforts also involve drills and exercises which, in addition to their training and
rehearsal function, serve to show off military capabilities with the intention of creat-
ing a deterrent effect. However, if—as is likely—worst-case projections are mutual, the
other side is predisposed to view such efforts as a sign of readiness or even of prepar-
ation for aggression. This could lead to inadvertent escalation through misperception,
miscalculation or misunderstanding.

In the Indo-Pacific, such dynamics are prominent especially in the Taiwan Strait
and on the Korean Peninsula. In the case of Taiwan, despite the November 2023 meet-
ing between Chinese President Xi Jinping and US President Joe Biden that aimed to
stabilize their bilateral relationship, experts warn about continuing trends that might
contribute to confrontation.1”” In addition to worst-case projections about each other’s
intentions, these trends include domestic pressure for the leadership of both countries
to demonstrate resolve and assertiveness on the Taiwan issue, and the erosion of
previous Chinese-US understanding over the island’s status.17® Although the threshold
for nuclear weapon use arguably remains high for both China and the USA, a potential
confrontation between these two nuclear-armed states inevitably includes the risk of
nuclear escalation. As noted above, this worst-case scenario is also part of these two
countries’ mutual threat perceptions, with each assuming a readiness by the other side
to seek to control escalation by using nuclear weapons first.

As for the Korean Peninsula, the high degree of tension and mistrust that has
characterized the relations between North Korea and South Korea for decades could
quickly escalate to a high-level conflict. The mutual hostility is fuelled by aggressive
rhetoric and posturing—including frequent missile tests and nuclear threats by North
Korea, as well as regular military exercises by South Korea and the USA. For example,
after calling the South Korean-US military exercises in early 2024 ‘frantic, reckless’,
North Korea warned that ‘a nuclear war may be ignited even with a spark’.1”® The risk

176 Kim (note 175); and Michishita (note 175).

177Wang, C.,‘Chinamilitary exercisingrestrain lately Taiwan officials say’, Bloomberg, 18 Mar. 2024; and Swaine,
M. D., ‘Stabilizing the growing Taiwan crisis: New messaging and understandings are urgently needed’, Quincy Brief
no. 53, Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft, Mar. 2024.
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of a conventional conflict turning into a nuclear war is highlighted not only by North
Korea’s heavy reliance on nuclear weapons, but also by the pre-emptive doctrines of
both sides, which could trigger an inadvertent nuclear war.18 Further adding to the
latter risk is North Korea’s concerns about the vulnerability of its second-strike nuclear
forces. These might lower North Korea’s threshold for nuclear weapon use in case it
perceived the threat of an imminent disarming strike by South Korea and the USA.181

To be sure, incidents related to undersea capabilities alone may not necessarily
trigger a major regional war—even though the 2010 Cheonan incident does point to
the existence of this possibility. However, if such a war were to occur, submarines and
ASW can be expected to play a prominent role, alongside other military capabilities.
For instance, in a potential conflict over Taiwan, China could use its tactical sub-
marines to cut supply routes to the island, to which the USA and allies could respond by
employing their ASW capabilities. Similarly, the USA and its allies could launch SLCMs
against Chinese forces from submarines, to which China could respond with its own
ASW capabilities. In this context of undersea warfare—which might be accompanied
by heightened readiness of both Chinese and US nuclear forces—China could also
react more strongly to any perceived efforts by the USA or its allies to target its SSBNs
with ASW. The nuclear-conventional entanglement in undersea capabilities can thus
be seen to add to escalation risks, meaning that employment of ASW by the USA or
its allies could be mistakenly viewed by China as an effort to undermine its nuclear
second-strike capability in preparation for a nuclear strike. Moreover, were the USA to
resort to nuclear weapon use—whether in the form of a nuclear first strike or a second
strike in response to first use by China—it could choose to do this by using either its
SSBN-launched W76-2 low-yield warhead or other limited nuclear weapon options
delivered from the air.182

As for nuclear escalation risks related to a conventional conflict in the Korean
Peninsula, one scenario is that North Korea might seek to avoid defeat by resorting
to limited nuclear strikes—possibly launched from its tactical nuclear submarine—in
an effort to control escalation. In effect, one key priority for South Korea and the USA
would be to limit the damage from North Korea’s nuclear forces. In case they perceived
an imminent nuclear threat from North Korea, they could attempt to limit the damage
though massive counterforce strikes. These would be likely to involve conventional
deep-strike weapons, such as SLCMs or SLBMs, launched from tactical submarines.
The task of destroying hardened targets, such as missile silos, would also suggest the
need for limited nuclear strikes by the USA—which could be carried out with the SSBN-
launched W76-2 warhead. Perceiving the threat of such a disarming strike, North Korea
might resort to massive nuclear weapon use in line with the ‘use or lose’ logic. While
the sea-based platforms seem to be key to North Korea’s effort to deter such a disarming
strike, the USA and its allies would probably be able to detect and target them using
ASW.

The paucity of regulatory mechanisms for undersea capabilities

Cooperative mechanisms and normative frameworks canregulate behaviour and reduce
mistrust, thereby potentially decreasing the frequency of incidents and mitigating their
consequences, including by preventing horizontal and vertical escalation. There are
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182 K ristensen, H. M. and Korda, M., ‘United States nuclear forces’, SIPRI Yearbook 2024 (note 126), pp. 280, 282.
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already valuable cooperative mechanisms in the Indo-Pacific that have contributed to
building confidence and to normative frameworks in the naval domain, and military-
to-military communication already takes place among several Indo-Pacific actors.183
However, the existing mechanisms have clearly not been sufficient to prevent incidents.
In the case of undersea capabilities, there is the additional challenge of secrecy, given
the centrality of stealth to submarine operations.

Some of the most significant existing regulatory mechanisms are hotlines that have
been established between China and Japan and between China and ASEAN member
states.18* Notably, there is none between China and the USA. However, in 2014 their
defence ministries agreed memoranda of understanding on notification of military
activities and on rules of behaviour.!85 Moreover, at the time of writing, the two count-
ries are reportedly seeking to establish high-level communication channels, notably
between US Indo-Pacific Command and China’s Eastern Theatre Command.18¢

One important forum for regional military dialogue on naval issues is the biennial
Western Pacific Naval Symposium (WPNS), which includes naval leaders from several
Indo-Pacific states.’®” In 2014 the discussions at the symposium produced the Code
for Unplanned Encounters at Sea (CUES), a voluntary and non-binding agreement that
seeks to reduce the risk of naval incidents as well as their escalation.'®® The 21 countries
that are part of the agreement include Australia, China, Indonesia, Japan, South Korea,
Malaysia, the Philippines, Russia, Singapore, Thailand, the USA and Viet Nam. Taiwan
also reportedly implements the agreement.!8?

CUES includes safety procedures related to exercises with submarines, but the related
provision is short: ‘When conducting exercises with submarines, surface naval ships
should consider the display of the appropriate signals from the International Code of
Signals to indicate the presence of submarine(s) in the area.’!°° While CUES contains
more extensive safety measures related to the avoidance of collisions at sea, these are
focused on surface ships.19! As argued by an expert, the signalling and communications
procedures outlined in connection with the provision on submarines are infeasible.19?
To fill this apparent gap in practical measures for safe conduct of submarine operations,
the chief of the Singaporean Navy has proposed an undersea version of CUES.13 There
are also differing interpretations of the geographic scope of CUES.1%4

Navigational rights in international straits as set forth in UNCLOS apply to ships
in their ‘normal modes of continuous and expeditious transit’, including submerged

183 Anthony et al. (note 3).
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transit in the case of submarines.’> But increased traffic in the Indo-Pacific can compli-
cate these transit operations. The undersea dimension remains largely overlooked in
other risk-management frameworks, and the ongoing negotiations between China
and ASEAN members on a code of conduct in the South China Sea reportedly does not
focus on this aspect; indeed, dating back to the 2002 declaration between the parties,
submerged operations have never been part of the conversation on a code.1%

195 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (note 2), Article 39.
196 «China, ASEAN unlikely to achieve Code of Conduct in 2024: experts’, Radio Free Asia, 7 Feb. 2024; and
ASEAN-China Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea, 4 Nov. 2002.
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5. Conclusions: Ways to reduce risks related to
undersea capabilities

The Indo-Pacific is characterized by a complex interplay of geopolitical, economic and
security dynamics, reflected in the ongoing contestation over the region’s conceptual-
ization and boundaries. The emergence of the Indo-Pacific framework underscores the
growing importance of maritime connections in the region. Economic imperatives and
strategic considerations also help to explain the undersea armament of key actors in
the region, with objectives that include safeguarding territorial integrity, sovereignty,
sea lines of communication, energy security and fisheries. As this report demonstrates,
the trends are not limited to great power competition but are instead endemic across
the region, involving numerous actors. Such armament dynamics are significant and
are likely to continue, especially in relation to submarine and ASW capabilities. At the
same time, the risks related to these capabilities are increasing; incidents involving
submarines could have the most severe consequences, and some of the incidents that
have already taken place above the water involve ASW capabilities.

There is thus a need to address the lacuna and to mitigate risks related to such under-
sea capabilities. The existing naval hotlines, which can be used to clarify intentions
during incidents and to prevent worst-case scenarios, could be strengthened and new
hotlines established, notably between China and the United States in line with their cur-
rent efforts. These military-to-military channels could also be used in connection with
incidents involving undersea capabilities. Ensuring routine use of existing hotlines in
peacetime, including through designated points of contacts, and even potential public
reporting on successful cases of using hotlines could serve as transparency measures to
ensure the functionality of such communication during times of tension. While some
scepticism persists regarding the efficacy of hotlines during emergencies, particularly
if one party chooses not to respond, keeping open the option of directly talking to the
other side can have a crucial effect on how events unfold.

Meanwhile, national notification mechanisms, for example on military exercises,
could be expanded to become bilateral or multilateral mechanism. With standard-
ization of data and format, they would provide a means for naval and non-naval actors,
as well as different naval forces, to enhance situational awareness and maintain safe
distances. A regional information hub that facilitates reporting on military exercises,
including those that involve submarine and ASW capabilities, could be helpful in
this regard, drawing on the model of the Vienna Document 2011 on Confidence- and
Security-building Measures of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE).Y7 Instead of leaving the analysis of past incidents to the media, states
could also do more to exchange information on incidents they perceive as dangerous in
a confidential context, as private discussion might allow for more constructive engage-
ment and greater understanding of what constitutes concerning behaviours for each
side.

While rivals and adversaries may find it hard to agree any regulation or confidence-
and security-building measure on submarines, there might be scope for such measures
in relation to ASW capabilities. For example, China might be less prone to react to
reconnaissance flights above the coastal waters where its SSBNs operate if they were to
be conducted by less capable aircraft than P-8s. Establishing rules of behaviour for such
air and maritime encounters, including by updating the 2014 Chinese-US memoranda
of understanding or extending them to US allies, could help prevent such incidents in

197 Vienna Document 2011 on Confidence- and Security-Building Measures, adopted by the participating states
of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 30 Nov. 2011, entered into force 1 Dec. 2011.
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the future from escalating. Separately, a non-binding agreement in the vein of CUES
could be reached to establish rules of the road for undersea operations as previously
proposed by the chief of the Singaporean Navy. This could be piloted between trusted
partners, such as the USA and its allies. At a minimum, such a code could mean avoid-
ance of collision between the submarines of allies, but it could also contain measures
to reassure adversaries on ASW capabilities, notably by minimizing the impact of
reconnaissance flights on strategic threat perceptions related to SSBN survivability.

While the above suggestions assume that risk reduction involving undersea capabilit-
ies is possible, there are obvious limitations to tangible regulatory mechanisms on
undersea capabilities. From this perspective, it is imperative to address the psycho-
logical factors that ultimately drive decision-making. At the national level, there is a
need for training that ensures that the mindset of front-line commanders is oriented
towards de-escalation. This includes recentring on assumptions of accidents and mis-
understandings, rather than malintent, during close encounters, with a high burden of
proof and consultation of superior officers required before the alternative can be con-
sidered. For nuclear-armed states, bilateral or multilateral strategic dialogues present a
path for engagement that can provide a way to better understand the other side’s stakes,
motivations and objectives, including in relation to their strategic submarines and
related underwater capabilities. Insofar as such dialogues generate greater strategic
empathy, they could prevent decision-making based on worst-case assumptions.

The consequences of naval build-up can be severe, with potential for escalation and
long-term destabilization, in the seas and beyond. While risk management alone may
not fully resolve conflicting interests, it will be crucial to explore potential pathways for
de-escalation to prevent inadvertent escalation in the region. This can restore a level
of trust and confidence among key actors and facilitate deeper engagement among the
states of the region on how to strike a balance between advancing national or collective
security goals while maintaining sensitivity to regional and strategic stability.



Appendix A. Compendium of selected anti-
submarine warfare capabilities in the Indo-Pacific

Table A.1. Anti-submarine warfare aircraft in the Indo-Pacific, 2024

No. of
aircraft Types of aircraft and onboard equipment
Australia 12 [15] Type 12 [15] P-8A
Sensors Sonobuoys
ASW weapons Mk-54 Mod-1 torpedo
China 29 Type 5SH-5 24Y-8Q
Sensors Sonobuoys; MAD Sonobuoys; MAD
ASW weapons Yu-2 torpedo; Yu-6 or Yu-11 torpedo;
depth charges depth charges
Indonesia - ..
Japan 75 [44] Type 36[44]P1 39 P-3C Update-3
Sensors Sonobuoys; MAD Sonobuoys; MAD
ASW weapons Mk-46 Mod-5 torpedo Mk-46 Mod-5 torpedo
Korea, North - ..
Korea, South  17[5] Type 16 P-3C Update-3/P-3CK  1[5] P-8A
Sensors Sonobuoys; MAD Sonobuoys
ASW weapons Mk-46 Mod-5 torpedo Mk-54 Mod-1 torpedo
Malaysia -
Philippines -
Singapore 5 Type 5 F-50 Enforcer Mk-2S
Sensors Sonobuoys; MAD
ASW weapons -
Taiwan 12 Type 12 P-3CUP
Sensors Sonobuoys; MAD
ASW weapons Mk-46 Mod-5 torpedo
Thailand 2 Type 1P3-T 1F-27 Enforcer
Sensors Sonobuoys; MAD Sonobuoys; MAD
ASW weapons Mk-46 Mod-5 torpedo Mk-46 Mod-5 or
Stingray torpedo
United States® 108 Type 90 P-8A 18 P-3C
Sensors Sonobuoys Sonobuoys; MAD
ASW weapons Mk-46 Mod-5, Mk-50,or Mk-46 Mod-5, Mk-50, or

Viet Nam -

Mk-54 Mod-1 torpedo

Mk-54 Mod-1 torpedo

[1="Planned or in development; ASW = anti-submarine warfare; MAD = magnetic anomaly detector.

4 Projected US capabilities are not included. US numbers represent estimates of its deployments in
the Indo-Pacific (constituting 75% of its global forces).
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