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stroyers to offset scrapped Aegis Ashore plan”
The Japan Times. July 4, 2020. https://www.
japantimes.co.jp/mews/ 2020/07/04 /national/ja-
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pan-destroyers-aegis-ashore/ (December 4,
2020 retrieved)
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Biden and Japan’s Strategic Choices

Jagannath P. PANDA

Research Fellow and Centre Coordinator East Asia Centre
The Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, New Delhi

The coming year marks the beginning
of a new era in the Japan-United
States security partnership, which has
not only been a cornerstone of their bi-
lateral relations but also shaped the
security environment of East Asia.
With Japan under the new leadership
of Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga and
the beginning of Joe Biden's presidency
in the US in January next year, both

countries are set to embark on a new

Japan Forum for Strategic Studies 48

direction in their foreign policy ap-
proaches. At the same time, both states
are also faced with a dramatically
changed security environment amidst
shifts in global and regional power bal-
ance. Such external challenges, along-
side potential rifts within the US-Ja-
pan alliance itself, raise several
questions about the future of the part-
nership. How will a Biden administra-
tion impact Japan’'s strategic foreign
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policy choice? And, what overtures will
the partnership imbibe under a

Biden-Suga arc?

Potential Return to ‘Normalcy’

Japan’s reaction to Biden's victory has
been divided; while conservatives have
largely shown dissatisfaction with the
result', the larger strategic community
has expressed hope for the US-Japan
ties under Biden’. Although Donald
Trump'’s re-election would have offered
a continuity in leadership, his fre-
quently inconsistent foreign policy ap-
proach in the past four years put Japa-
nese interests at risk’. Not only did
Washington's waning and waxing pres-
ence in regional mechanisms create
room for China to expand its influence
in Japan's immediate region, but also
created divisions between the US and
Japan; for instance through Trump's
demand for Japan to undertake in-
creased burden-sharing — by paying
US$8 billion more* — under their Mu-
tual Security Treaty’. A career politi-
cian, Biden's style of comfortable and
traditional alliance diplomacy will be a
welcome change of pace for Tokyo,
thereby returning a sense of normalcy

to their bilateral ties®.

Views that Biden may not take as vocal
and hard-lined a stand against China —
which had been favorable for Japan —
have surfaced with the suggestion that
without a united China strategy,
US-Japan ties will suffer. However,

[FE] BN - R2RBBR ERT

with bipartisan consensus on China in
Washington, Biden's China approach
will primarily see a continuation from
the present administration, despite not
being overtly (and even unnecessarily)
confrontational. In fact, US’" China pol-
icy under Biden, albeit less combative,
will likely be firmer and more mea-
sured, primed to balance China’s coer-
cive, unilateral and expansionist policies
in the region. Additionally, Japan-US
ties do not “exist in a vacuum’”; while
China may be an essential shared con-
cern, their areas of synergy and mutu-
al benefit extend beyond merely coun-
tering China. Rather, for Tokyo, it is
the US credibility and its active global
presence that form a crucial factor for
the success of their bilateral alliance;
Biden brings this to the table.

Renewed Security Partnership

The Japan-US alliance — and the pres-
ence of the US troops on Japanese soil
— has been a critical force shaping Ja-
pan’s security environment in light of
its post-war or pacifist constitution.
With over eighty US military facilities
in Japan today®, and more US service-
men being permanently stationed in
Japan than any other country, changes
in the White House are a matter of na-
tional security for Tokyo, especially
amidst recent tensions between the al-
lies on cost-sharing. Suga’s congratula-
tory message to Biden harkened a posi-
tive future, hopeful for a stronger
US-Japan alliance’. Biden will work

Japan Forum for Strategic Studies 49
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towards making the US a global leader
again'’, looking to break away from
four years of ‘America First' policies
that led to distrust on a global stage.
The primary focus of Biden's presiden-
¢y, in his words , will be on “immediate
steps to renew U.S. democracy and al-
liances, protect the United States’ eco-
nomic future, and once more have

America lead the world.”

This forward-looking attitude is al-
ready reflected in Biden and Suga’s ini-
tial interactions. In a call to leaders of
Japan, Australia and South Korea,
President-elect Biden reassured the US
allies of continued US support in main-
taining regional security'. Suga stated
that Biden reaffirmed' his “deep com-
mitment'"” to the strengthening of Ja-
pan’s defense and the US-Japan alli-
ance, as well as achieving the ‘Free and
Open Indo-Pacific’ strategy'’ that the
Trump administration drew from Ja-
pan’s own Free and Open Indo-Pacific

(FOIP) policy'". Furthermore, a vital
takeaway from the Suga-Biden call
was Biden's declaration that the US al-
liance with Japan extends to the East
China Sea and the disputed Senkaku
islands'’, marking a major foreign poli-
cy move by Biden vis-a-vis China. No-
tably, China reiterated that the islands
are Chinese territory, and the US-Ja-
pan alliance is a ‘Cold War’ product not
suitable for the present environment.
Beijing's reaction was sharp'®, indicat-
ing its concerns over a renewed, stron-

ger Washington-Tokyo partnership.

Japan Forum for Strategic Studies 50

Japan appreciates the US’ robust de-
fence posturing vis-a-vis the Indo-Pa-
cific as it supports Tokyo's own views
on China as the region’'s most signifi-
cant security threat, echoed in Japan’s

2020 defence white paper'™.

Reinforced Shared Commitment to
the Indo-Pacific
The Biden administration also seems
set to continue the US’ present strate-
gic outlook towards both China and the
Indo-Pacific, albeit with a revamp.
During his phone call with the Japanese,
Australian, South Korean and Indian
leaders®, the President-elect Biden re-
portedly emphasized maintaining a “se-
cure and prosperous Indo-Pacific re-
gion””. While this may suggest a tweak
in Trump's existing FOIP approach, this
change will largely be one of rebranding.
In essence, Biden's Indo-Pacific ap-
proach will likely continue under a simi-
lar strategic mentality. Chinese state-spon-
sored media outlet Global Times in an
op-ed contended that Biden might re-
launch a “Rebalance to Asia-Pacific
strategy 2.0" with a refocus on Obama’s
‘pivot to Asia’ — subtly suggesting a re-
turn to the ‘Asia-Pacific’ terminology™.

However, any break away from the In-
do-Pacific’ would entail a major policy
change, which could be read as a China
appeasement strategy and harm US
ties with critical allies like Japan, In-
dia and Australia. It could therefore
downgrade the central regional frame-
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works such as the Quadrilateral Secu-
rity Dialogue (Quad 2.0) — comprising
of the US, Japan, India and Australia
— that have been gradually and pains-
takingly built over the years. The con-
cept and terminology of Indo-Pacific
has become a major part of the US
governmental policy and systemic
makeup; the renaming of the US Pacif-
ic Command to the Indo-Pacific Com-
mand in 2018 solidified such a move
and presented a major nod by Wash-
ington to India, which is a strategic
partner crucial to both Japan and the
US”. In this vein, during their first
call, Biden and Suga highlighted their

“shared commitment” to “reinforce the
US-Japan alliance as the cornerstone
of a prosperous and secure Indo-Pacific

. 24
region” .

Securitization of the Quad

For Japan, which is faced with the Chi-
nese threat directly in its backyard, the
securitization of the Quad 2.0 has been
a major policy ambition. However,
Biden's commitment to the Quad 2.0,
and indeed its place in the Biden ad-
ministration’s foreign policy calculus,
remains unclear. While Biden has al-
ready stated his goal of restrengthen-
ing US ties with the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO), he has
been largely mum with respect to the
Quad 2.0 and creation of an ‘Asian
NATO'. In fact, it seems unlikely that
the militarization of the Quad will be a
top priority for Biden, especially if his

[FE] BN - R2RBBR ERT

objective is to initiate a balancing
strategy with China in order to avoid a
direct conflict between the two great

powers.

Nevertheless, although the Quad (or
its abstract extension, the ‘Quad Plus’)
may not configure centrally in Biden's
Indo-Pacific policy narrative, Biden
will be acutely focused on US ties with
the states that constitute the Quad and

‘Quad Plus’ structures — especially Ja-
pan. In an article by Biden in the For-
eign Policy magazine, Biden severely
criticized Trump’'s “[abdication] of
American leadership in mobilizing col-
lective action” to respond to new secu-
rity threats®, as well as his undermin-
ing and abandonment of US allies. He
also emphasized the need to fortify

“collective capabilities” with demo-
cratic partners beyond the trans-Atlan-
tic by “reinvesting” in the US" well-in-
stituted alliances with Australia,
Japan and South Korea and “deepen-
ing partnerships from India to Indone-
sia®’. Beginning January 2021, Biden
will undoubtedly make every attempt
to rebuild global confidence in the US
leadership and seek to tap into the col-
lective strength of global democratic
coalitions in order to face a new cold
war contest. Here, Washington’'s
friendship with Tokyo will be a key de-
terminant, regardless of differences
over the priority accorded to a securi-
tized Quad 2.0.
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Economic Dimension

As Biden seeks to reassert US leader-
ship, he will want to ensure that the
US (and not China) is the global eco-
nomic leader. This implies the US’ re-
turn to multilateral trade pacts like
the Japan-led Comprehensive and Pro-
gressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CP-TPP). In addition,
US' rejoining of the Paris agreement”,
which lines up® with Japan's green
economic growth and sustainable de-
velopment policies™, and Biden's press-
ing focus on climate change offer Suga
new opportunities to engage with the

. .. . 30
Biden administration”.

Additionally, the Biden administration
may be more amenable when it comes
to defense-economic matters such as
cost-sharing and Tokyo's decision to
cancel the US Aegis Ashore systems”
which were a cause of friction under
Donald Trump and Shinzo Abe®. While
Biden may push for Tokyo's increased
monetary contribution to US bases in
Japan, corresponding to its gross do-
mestic product (GDP), he is unlikely
to threaten a complete removal of US
armed forces from Japanese soil should
it refuse to buy expensive US military
equipment like the F-35 planes.

Biden-Suga Arc

Former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s
diplomatic approach of developing per-
sonal ties with world leaders became a
defining feature of Japanese diploma-

Japan Forum for Strategic Studies 52

cy. However, an unseasoned politician
and diplomat, Suga’s image is largely
framed by a ‘continuity lens”, with the
preservation of Abe's central foreign
policies vis-a-vis the Indo-Pacific,
Quad, India and Southeast Asia™. At
the same time, Biden represents a re-
turn to normalcy in diplomatic ties; Ja-
pan will no longer be constrained by
the narrow range of diplomatic options
under the Trumpian period or intimi-
dated by Trump's transactional and of-

. . 35
ten coercive diplomacy™.

Trump's threats to reduce the US’ mili-
tary presence in Japan and South Ko-
rea and efforts to directly engage with
North Korea while excluding stake-
holders like Japan from the process led
to bilateral frictions. In this vein, Su-
ga’s humble beginnings and diligent
foreign policy work in the backdrop®,
particularly as Abe's right-hand man,
combined with Biden's reliable old-
school diplomatic methods, could help
form personal camaraderie between
both leaders and further bolster bilat-
eral ties.

Nuclear Policy, North Korea and Tai-
wan: Synergizing Responses

Biden has shown a dedicated interest
in nuclear disarmament; he marked
the August 6 Hiroshima anniversary
with a vow to work towards the abol-
ishment of nuclear weapons®, showing
a return to the Obama-Biden nuclear

non-proliferation and disarmament

—p—




4

campaign®. Trump, on the other hand,
had not only suggested that US resume
nuclear testing®, but also withdrawn
from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear
Forces (INF) Treaty in 2019%. Biden's
approach to nuclear disarmament will
encourage Japan’s own long-held goal
of nuclear non-proliferation, allowing

scope for further synergy.

Along such lines, there is a need for a
revisitation of US responses to Pyong-
yang’'s missile and nuclear dangers — a
move Tokyo will welcome. Given that
Trump’s botched endeavors at settling
the security conundrum in the Korean
peninsula have only prompted the le-
gitimization and encouragement of the
North Korean system, Biden can no
longer feasibly follow Obama’s “strate-
gic patience” strategy''. Biden's con-
crete association with South Korea
may offer information to the Japan-US
alliance in reaction to Pyongyang. Su-
ga’s test here will be to guarantee that
the American approach incorporates a

close discussion with Japan.

Similarly, Biden is expected to uphold
strong US ties with Taiwan'*; his arti-
cle for the World Journal, a US-based
Chinese language newspaper, pub-
lished prior to the election, suggested a
continuation of the decades-old US pol-
icy that put Taiwan in a list of Asian
allies that Washington holds crucial®.
With Taiwan being of critical impor-
tance to Tokyo"*, underpinning nation-

al security implications for Japan, Chi-
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na’'s rising belligerence towards the
territory could push Japan to adopt a
more confrontational approach towards
Beijing®. Notably, Taiwan is also com-
ing to occupy a central place in Austra-
lia’s outlook amidst a convergence in
their threat perceptions vis-a-vis Chi-
nese expansionism®. Here, the US, Ja-
pan and Australia can lead a coordi-
nated democratic response to Taiwan's
aid, perhaps even within the aegis of
the Quad.

Conclusively, a move from Trump to
Biden for Japan is poised to have posi-
tive effects for the US-Japan alliance.
Nonetheless, it is vital for Suga and
Biden to work towards creating a per-
sonal camaraderie, not unlike the one
Abe shared with leaders like Obama

(and even Trump), in order to pursue
an open and mutually beneficial future
for the US-Japan partnership.
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