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Introduction

The changing dynamics of the threats for the United States (US) and for Europe have extended the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) dimensions. Initially, in 1949, during the Cold War,
this joint security alliance was formed to counter the Soviets and promote democracy and
capitalism all over the world. But with the dissolution of the Soviet Union, NATO has been
focusing on new security threats such as terrorism and the Russia-Ukraine war.? At the same time,
with the growing threat of China against the US and the US’s high stakes in the Asia Pacific, there
are debates about the expansion of NATO in the Asian region. Especially, NATO’s plan to set up
a liaison office in Japan has created tensions for China about the ‘Eastward expansion’ of NATO.3
Japan, Australia, the Republic of Korea, New Zealand and like-minded allies can play a vital role

in this expansion.* US’s growing relations with regional superpowers like India and smaller but
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significant countries like the Philippines can result in these countries playing an important role in

the expansion.

The Asia Pacific region

The idea of expanding NATO in Asia is not new, and the responses from the countries of these
regions, especially the ones of the Asia Pacific region, vary according to their national interests.
The talks on the creation of the first liaison office in Japan in 2022° and the participation of the
countries like- Japan, the Republic of Korea (ROK), Australia and New Zealand® have opened new
doors and talks of discussing on NATO’s expansion in Asia. Besides these countries, the

Philippines and India may also play significant roles in this process.

Japan: The Vanguard

The rise of China has been the main concern for East and South East Asian countries as they are
looking for further assistance from their Western allies.” Japan, in response, has increased its
military expenditure to 2% of its GDP, double its previous military expenditure.® The US and
Europe are extending their hands through NATO to provide Japan with military and strategic
alliances as major allies. The Japanese Foreign Minister, Yoshimasa Hayashi, has confirmed they
are in talks with NATO to establish a liaison office in Japan. This is the first step for NATO to
extend its influence in the Asia Pacific. Japan joined the NATO Cooperative Cyber Defense Centre
of Excellence (CCDCOE) last year, facilitating bilateral relations.® The Japanese government
officials had asserted that the Russia-Ukraine war has made Japan realize that the country should

work more closely with its Western allies to develop security strategies.!® Japan joined NATO’S
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Madrid summit in June 2022 along with other Asian partners, where they were in talks about ways

to counter China.!

Source: China Military Online

Japan’s enhanced cooperation with the US and Europe indicates that the country will play a major
role in extending NATO’s influence in the Asia Pacific. NATO may also open up liaison offices
in other countries if it goes well with Japan to consolidate its regional dominance. China, the
challenger of the current global world order, has been the target for the Western allies. For that,
Japan, as a neighboring country to China will play a pivotal role while NATO focuses on its
expansion in Asia. But the Chinese officials are looking into it as a process that will only increase
the tensions in the region. They claimed that the increasing military budget of Japan, along with
the extending cooperation with a military organization such as NATO, would lead this region to

instability.?

South Korea: Enhanced Cooperations

As the dominance of China in the Asia Pacific region is continuously increasing, countries like
Japan and South Korea are facing security challenges. Consequently, South Korea recently has
officially declared its enhanced strategic cooperation with NATO along with its three other allies.*?

South Korea, under the new conservative government, is enhancing its defense cooperation with
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the US.'* Besides traditional security, South Korea has emphasized cyber security. According to
the National Intelligence Service (NIS), “the country is the first Asian country to join the NATO
Cyber Defense group.” “The NIS was formally admitted into the NATO Cooperative Cyber
Defense Center of Excellence (CCDCOE) based in Tallinn, Estonia, Yonhap News reported.”
South Korea and three other countries joined the NATO summit in 2022, which has developed the
trilateral relationship between the USA, Japan and South Korea. The agreements between Japan
and ROK, including resuming military exercise and intelligence sharing has facilitated the two
countries to contribute to the expansion of NATO combinedly.
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Thus, NATO, along with South Korea and Japan, is developing strategies to counter the emerging
threats in the Asia Pacific region, especially the threats from North Korea and China on South
Korea the cyber-attacks. ROK has also agreed to establish a diplomatic mission to NATO.'® The
visit of NATO’s Secretary General, Jens Stoltenberg to Japan and South Korea in 2022 has some
long-lasting effects as NATO is enhancing cooperation with the US allies in the Asia Pacific
region, and it has been ensured to the ROK that NATO will be assisting the country to counter

challenges both from China and North Korea.’
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The development of a trilateral relationship has opened new doors for South Korea and initiatives

have also been taken by the country to add new dimensions in assisting NATO to expand in Asia.

Philippines: Realigning with NATO

A small but strategically important country like the Philippines was always an area of interest for
both China and the US. That is why Philippines was often in a dilemma to choose between the two
and in different scenarios, the country has chosen both China and the US to attain its national
interest.’® Although President Rodrigo Duterte chose the side of China in 2016, he has
reconsidered it and chose to realign with the US. US, on the other hand, considers Philippines as
a major non-NATO ally and ensured its assistance over the increasing tensions with China
regarding the South China Sea. So, Philippines has come under the umbrella of the US and
NATO.®

Source: NATO Association of Canada

But there are negative implications of it as Philippines faces severe challenges from China. Just
like Russia did not tolerate the country getting surrounded with the US allies, China will not accept
it too. So, the increasing challenges from China has become a major threat for Philippines.?’ Even
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after the major threats from China, Philippines, being a significant regional player in the Asia

Pacific will play a central role in extending NATO in the Asia Pacific region.

India: A Blurry Move

India has been a major non-NATO ally of the US especially in the Asia Pacific. US has been
pressing India since the very first decade of this century to join the three defense pacts like the
other NATO members and enhance the defense ties.?:

India’s relations with the NATO is in noticeable terms. India’s Ministry of External Affairs
Spokesperson, Arindam Bagchi, in 2022, had stated that India and NATO are in cooperation with
each other in different levels and this cooperation is not something new. The increase in trade
cooperation, joint military exercises and the mutual interest of countering China have been in the

center of their cooperation.??
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Although India is in significantly good relations with US and NATO, over the history, India has
been following non-alignment and multi-alignment policies.?® It has also been seen in the Russia-
Ukraine war where India did not condemn Russia’s actions and also buying crude oil from

Russia.?* Also in the Taiwan issue where India’s allies of the Quad- US, Japan and Australia were
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actively engaged against China, India did not feel necessary to get itself engaged in these issues.?®
So, it can be said that even after being a major ally of the US in the Asia Pacific, India does not
blindly follow any of its allies, rather India analyzes its national interests from their own point of
view and can take bold decisions.

In case of the NATO, the case is similar. Having a good connection with NATO for several years
and being a major non-NATO ally of the US do not ensure India’s role in expanding NATO in
Asia. India may get itself engaged “in some concrete cooperation with US-led NATO”?5, but there

is hardly any chance of India to join the NATO.

Some other countries

Among the other countries, Australia and New Zealand can play a major role. Australia, which
shares close relationship with the US and also a member of the AUKUS, has joined the NATO
summit in Madrid in 2022. The NATO-Australia partnership is guided by ‘Australia-NATO
Individually Tailored Partnership Program (ITPP)’ which promotes joint military exercises,
capability development, enhanced dialogues and consultations in various issue.?’ In case of New
Zealand, currently it is more focused on the IP4 than the NATO Plus.?® As NATO is focusing on
its eastward expansion, Australia and New Zealand which are US’s close allies can prove vital in

the near future.

Conclusion

With NATO’s focus on its eastward expansion and mark its influence in Asia, the process is in an
initial stage. The idea of creating a liaison office in Japan, the presence of the 4 non-NATO allies
in the NATO summit in Madrid- all these events are driving the expansion of NATO in Asia. But
it is rather very early to ensure a successful expansion in Asia especially in the Asia Pacific. Also,
there are challenges as doubts remain regarding how much the major powers like India would

cooperate in this process. So, even if NATO is to expand in Asia, there are questions about its
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influence in this region with a different geopolitical nature in this region comparing to Europe and

also, the allies’ perceptions regarding this expansion.



