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Introduction

A rich body of literature has emerged over the past few years on the prospects for peace and security in Asia. Two broad streams of thought posit two very different potential outcomes for the region. One hopes for a “liberal peace” of sorts and the other suggests an inevitable drift towards instability amidst the rise of new powers. Within the first stream is one school that focuses on the pacifying effects of economic interdependence. As all Asian nations seek to expand prosperity at home by adapting to the new wave of globalization, it is argued, the costs of conflict are likely to overwhelm the potential benefits from confrontation. A second school does recognize the relevance of power politics for peace in the region, but focuses on the potential of new institutions—the much talked about architecture for Asian security—to mitigate the likely rivalries among the major Asian powers. A third school underlines the unique nature of Asian relations. Arguing that Asia’s future need not resemble Europe’s past, and citing the ASEAN experience in the peaceful resolution of disputes, this view holds that shared  values have created an “Asian way” to peace and prosperity. 

The second stream, composed of different kinds of realists, gravitate to a more pessimistic view. One school argues that the current consequential redistribution of power in the region and could lead to a classic security dilemma among the major powers. Empirical evidence, according to them, does not bear out the view that economic interdependence leads to peace. Pointing to a range of territorial disputes and intense nationalism in many Asian powers, they highlight the difficulties of constructing a stable structure of peace and security in Asia. Another school dismisses the prospect of regional institutions moderating the pursuit of individual national interests by the Asian powers.  Power-balancing, it insists, is the key to Asian stability. Neither the first stream nor the second hold out much hope for democratization of the region, which presumably could generate another version of liberal peace in Asia. 

These continuing academic debates, however, are unlikely to be of much consequence to policy makers, as they cope with mounting pressures to deal with the rapidly evolving security environment in Asia. As governments in the region take actions that could decisively affect the behavior of other powers, the challenge for any policy relevant discourse must be to stave off the worst possible outcomes, develop mechanisms for consultation, and facilitate cooperative security arrangements. The generation of regional public goods has become all the more important amidst the rise of China, unshackling of Japan from many of traditional domestic political constraints, the emergence of India, the inconstancy of American purpose, and the perception of an end to the unipolar moment. This paper focuses on four areas of public goods in the realm of hard security—building inclusive regional institutions, avoiding a conventional arms race, preventing maritime rivalry, and managing the so-called “second nuclear age”.

Building Regional Institutions

It is widely recognized that Asian international relations are under-institutionalized. Considerable diplomatic energy in the region is currently devoted to the creation of new institutions. While they might not necessarily prevent war, it is hoped, regional institutions might help limit many of the potential negative trends in the region. The very process of building these institutions, however, has become susceptible to power politics. The tendency towards the creation of exclusive political and security institutions and the jockeying for primacy have emerged as important sources of mutual suspicion among the great powers. China’s attempt to either build or shape new Asian institutions has already been matched by countervailing moves by other major powers. The declarations of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, founded by China and Russia, have signaled a desire to limit American political influence as well as military presence in Central Asia. The exclusion of the U.S. from the East Asia Summit too has generated considerable anxieties in Washington. China also seemed reluctant to let India, Australia and New Zealand into the EAS. For many nations in East Asia the presence of these countries was seen as an insurance against potential Chinese domination of the EAS. Although the three countries have been admitted to the EAS, Beijing has insisted on making the “ASEAN plus Three” the driving force for East Asian integration. 

China’s open and successful campaign against the bid by Japan and India (along with Germany and Brazil) for permanent membership of the United Nations Security Council has left Tokyo and New Delhi with deep suspicions about Beijing’s strategic intentions. China will find it hard to convince others that its own rise is natural and that of Japan as some how illegitimate. More than six decades after the Second World War, China must recognize that Japan has a legitimate role in the management of Asian affairs. Beijing also cannot afford to dismiss the prospects of India’s emergence as a major power on the Asian scene.   

Meanwhile, the rise of China has promoted the U.S. to strengthen its traditional bilateral alliances with Japan and Australia. It has also begun to build a new strategic partnership with India. Japan has announced a bilateral defence agreement with Australia and is keen to expand its security cooperation with India. Washington and Tokyo have intensified the multilateralization of its bilateral partnerships in Asia by promoting the idea of political cooperation among the democratic powers in Asia. India, U.S., and Japan have conducted their first trilateral naval exercises in April 2007. Senior officials from the U.S., Japan, India and Australia have begun to meet frequently on the margins of other international gatherings. The creation of these exclusive mechanisms points to one big. What seems  a prudent strategy of “hedging” at the moment could easily degenerate into mutual power balancing. Before these trends become irreversible, the EAS must find a way to collectively engage the United States. The so called “democratic quad”, in turn, needs to dispel the growing apprehensions in Beijing that a ring fence of containment is being set up. 

Avoiding a Conventional Arms Race

In the last few years, the Bush Administration has launched an open campaign against the perceived Chinese military build-up; in a style reminiscent of the diplomatic offensive against the Soviet Union during the Cold War, the Pentagon now issues annual reports on Chinese military power. China has rightly pointed to the fact that the U.S. spends more annually on defence than all the other major powers put together. Beijing also bristles at the American pressure on the European Union to retain the embargo on arms sales imposed after the events of Tiananmen in 1989. The U.S. argues that European arms sales will complicate its alliance management in Asia. As Beijing claims its own rise is peaceful, the U.S. argues that the threat to China’s Asian neighbours is real. The allegations on the lack of transparency in Beijing’s defence policies have been reinforced by China’s anti-satellite weapon test in January 2007 and the handling of its consequences.  

Asia must move beyond the all round posturing and focus on ways to limit an arms race that the region seems poised for. More than two decades of dramatic economic growth rates have given Beijing considerable resources to undertake a significant military modernization. Japan has always been a major defence spender and has found new political incentives for building up its own military forces and discarding many self-imposed restrictions on its defence policy. The acceleration of India’s economic growth rates beyond 8 per cent since the early years of this decade has ended a long phase of moderate defence spending. New Delhi has emerged as one of the world’s largest arms markets. The U.S., which prevents Europe from selling arms to India, has offered to transfer the full range of advanced weapons to New Delhi in a declared policy that promises to assist its rise to great power status. Any attempt to prevent an arms race in Asia must begin with an acknowledgement of one important reality. The modernization of the armed forces of the Asian region is inevitable and not all of it may be rooted in hostile intentions. The political challenge, however, lies in drawing a line between the natural processes of military transformation and a competitive arms race. Although there might be much to learn from the history of European conventional arms control during the Cold War and before, there is no institutional framework for addressing similar issues in Asia. One way forward could be to initiate and strengthen bilateral consultations among the Asian powers on the full spectrum of defence related issues from weapons acquisition to military doctrines. The EAS should consider a mechanism for annual multilateral defence consultations among the member states. The initial steps within Asia will necessarily have to focus on information exchange and transparency before taking up big ideas on “arms control and limitation”. 

Preventing a Maritime Rivalry

The need for military confidence-building measures is perhaps the greatest in the maritime domain. Given the substantive dependence on imported hydrocarbons among China, Japan and India, their concerns on access to energy resources and secure sealanes of communication have grown manifold. All three have cited energy security considerations in rapidly raising their naval profile in the Indian Ocean and Western Pacific regions. While the Chinese and Japanese navies are increasingly seen in the Indian Ocean, Indian Navy has begun to show flag in the distant South China Seas and beyond. In order to minimize the risks of disruption in the supply of energy and other mineral resources, India and China have sought to develop maritime access in the Indian Ocean littoral. India is deeply concerned about the Chinese activity in building port infrastructure in and around South Asia, including Gwadar (Pakistan), Chittagong (Bangladesh), Sittwe (Burma) and Hambantota (Sri Lanka). India is also warily watching Beijing’s diplomatic offensive in the small island states of Western Indian Ocean for potential naval facilities. India, indeed, is not sitting on its hands. It is reported to be developing maritime facilities in Mauritius. 
China might indeed have good reasons to seek reliable maritime access in southern Asia as it mulls the threat of being squeezed at various chokepoints like the Malacca Straits through which its energy supplies currently traverse. Further, western China is closer to the South Asian ports than its traditional outlets to sea on the eastern coast. New Delhi, on the other hand, given the history of its rivalry with Beijing, fears a potential Chinese encirclement.  India and China are in the danger of making the worst possible assumptions about each other’s intentions in the Indian Ocean. Unless the two sides agree to openly discuss their mutual fears and the logic behind their actions, naval competition between them seems inevitable. India, China, Japan and the U.S. must also initiate small steps for cooperative naval activity that could eventually be extended to joint civilian projects to build maritime infrastructure and trans-border energy pipelines in southern Asia.       

Managing Nuclear Insecurity  
The current debate on nuclear issues tends to be treated either in the framework of multilateral treaty arrangements or initiatives to deal with specific problems like North Korean and Iran. Greater clarity might emerge on the nature of the new challenge if we recognize the idea of a “second nuclear age”. This term captures the essence of a number of  changes in global nuclear politics including the shift in the contested terrain from Europe to Asia, growing Asian military capabilities, the rise of nuclear nationalism, the late-mover advantages to new proliferators, and the rise of the non-state actors. The conscious or unconscious international responses to these are indeed part of the unfolding structural change in the global nuclear politics. The Bush Administration has accelerated the change in three areas. One, it has redefined the relationship between offence and defence in the calculus of nuclear deterrence. Two, Washington has looked beyond the established non-proliferation law to deal more vigorously with the spread of weapons of mass destruction. Missile defence, counter-proliferation, pre-emption, regime change, and a willingness to differentiate between good nukes and bad nukes are part of this new game. Three, the Bush Administration has reversed nearly three decades of American opposition to the spread of civilian nuclear power.  

All these three revolutions are bound to have profound consequences for Asia. The focus on missile defence has introduced a new tension between the Chinese nuclear arsenal and the plans for protection against a nuclear attack by the U.S. and its allies. India, too, is planning to develop its own missile defence capabilities. All Asian nations have also begun to accelerate their military space programmes. The Bush Administration’s “forward policy” on non-proliferation has drawn strong criticism from much of the world, including Asia. More germane are the significant differences among Asian powers on new means for non-proliferation being developed by the Bush Administration. Finally, the Asian plans to rapidly expand  civilian nuclear power programmes will bring in their wake a whole range of new difficulties. Building a new consensus for the second nuclear age demands a  focused and sustained dialogue on all nuclear related issues among the Asian nations. 
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