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IN BRIEF
Amid the escalating US–China trade war, all eyes were on US Acting Defense Secretary Patrick Shanahan and Chinese Defence Minister Wei Fenghe at the recent Shangri-La

Dialogue. Those hoping for fireworks would have been disappointed. Shanahan offered a mild restatement of the Trump administration’s 'Free and Open Indo-Pacific' strategy,

while Wei gave a robust but unsurprising rehearsal of China’s long-held core interests — particularly on the question of Taiwan.
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More significant was the language and behaviour of regional states who made it clear that there is no appetite in the region for a ‘new Cold War’ between the United States and

China.

Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong captured the mood best when he spoke of the 200 years of great power competition that had been fought — often violently — in

Southeast Asia, and that the dangerous hardening of US and Chinese postures could lead to a similar future. He challenged both the United States and China to do better —

calling on the United States to preserve the multilateral order and make the ‘difficult’ but necessary adjustments to China’s rise and aspirations, and exhorting China to ‘convince

other countries through its actions that it does not take a transactional and mercantilist approach’.

There may not be much that regional states can do to avert greater contestation between the United States and China. But in the meantime, a number of states are starting to

make their own efforts to shape key aspects of the regional security and economic order.  Indonesia importantly has put its head above the parapet in the G20 on defending the

multilateral trade order but that’s not the only sign of the regional awakening to the new reality.

On the North Korean nuclear issue, South Korean Defense Minister Jeong Kyong-doo outlined significant steps that the North and South Korean governments are taking to

reduce inter-Korean hostilities. The two sides have begun implementing the 2018 Panmunjom Declaration by removing firearms from key joint guard posts within the

Demilitarized Zone, and commenced the recovery of war remains from the Korean War. While Jeong welcomed the Trump administration’s bilateral negotiations with North

Korea as ‘an important step towards denuclearization’, he emphasised that peace on the Korean Peninsula could only be reached by making simultaneous progress on both the

inter-Korean and US–North Korean relationships.

Japan is also adjusting its approach to North Korea. In May, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe struck a note of engagement by offering an unconditional meeting with North Korean

leader Kim Jong-un, and in April the government removed language about Japan applying ‘maximum pressure’ on North Korea from its 2019 Diplomatic Bluebook.

Underpinning this shift in strategy is the Japanese government’s concern that the grandiose summitry between Trump and Kim has so far failed to reach any significant deal. As

Japanese Minister of Defense Takeshi Iwaya reminded his counterparts at the Shangri-La Dialogue, there has been ‘no essential change’ in North Korea’s nuclear and missile

capabilities, and Pyongyang still possesses hundreds of missiles that could reach Japan.

The Shangri-La Dialogue also had much to say about infrastructure and how the region should be responding to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The US government has

described the BRI as a form of ‘debt trap diplomacy’, while China counters by extolling its ‘mutual benefits’.

Key regional countries instead offered a much messier and more realistic picture of how BRI is unfolding and how they are shaping the initiative. Ministers from Myanmar and

Mongolia made clear that their countries see BRI as a great development opportunity for the region. They argued that whether Chinese investment resulted in a debt trap or loss

of sovereignty for recipient countries turned on decision-making procedures and principles within the recipient country.
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Japan is also playing a creative role in shaping regional — and Chinese — approaches to infrastructure development. The Abe government is working alongside traditional partners

like Australia and the United States to introduce a new scheme for ‘high quality’ infrastructure development in an apparent counter to China’s BRI. But Japan is unique among US

allies in simultaneously engaging China on joint development of infrastructure projects and working with key Chinese institutions to shape China’s operating principles.

In October 2018, a Memorandum of Understanding on joint infrastructure development was signed between the Japan Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC) and China

Development Bank, with JBIC Governor Tadashi Maeda admitting at the Dialogue that the Chinese side surprised him by unreservedly signing on to all of Japan’s principles on

transparency, inclusiveness, project viability, debt sustainability and rule of law.

These are some of the ways that key states are attempting to shore up Asia’s fragile security and economic order. But much more will be needed — across issues ranging from

cyber to maritime security and trade — if the region is to avoid the worst consequences of the growing competition between the United States and China. Sitting back and

waiting for Trump and Xi to find common ground is no longer possible.

Regional states will need to be prepared to take a leaf out of Lee Hsien Loong’s book and call out the misbehaviour of both the United States and China when they diverge from

regional norms, and to work together to develop new norms on security and economic issues that remain under-regulated.

Dr Amy King is a Senior Lecturer at the Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, The Australian National University. Dr King was a delegate to the 2019 Shangri-La Dialogue.
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Just what will the regional states do if the USA and China will not cooperate nor rein in their misbehavior?

CONNECT WITH THE WORLD’S TOP ASIA ANALYSTS Subscribe

RELATED ARTICLES

3 days ago

Don’t play Trump’s game on trade

EAF editors

ECONOMICS WORLD

3 days ago

Trump’s trade madness risks
global depression if retaliation’s
not measured

Shiro Armstrong

Tom Westland

ECONOMICS WORLD

6 days ago

A divided Taiwan faces cross-strait
pressures

T.Y. Wang

NORTHEAST ASIA

1 week ago

Taiwan’s e
prevails d
intimidat

Chiang Min-H

NORTHEAST

Select a region Or select a topic

And search keywords

I'M INTERESTED IN

SUPPORT QUALITY ANALYSIS Donate

About Contributors The Quarterly Submissions Advertise
0:00 / 0:00 1.0x

×

Stay updated
Did you know you can receive East Asia Forum analysis directly to your inbox?

Join our mailing list to never miss an update from top Asia analysts.

Subscribe

2/13/25, 10:06 AM No appetite for a ‘new Cold War’ in Asia | East Asia Forum | East Asia Forum

https://eastasiaforum.org/2019/06/09/no-appetite-for-a-new-cold-war-in-asia/ 2/4

https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2018/10/28/japan-joins-to-shape-chinas-belt-and-road/
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/belt-and-road-initiative
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/china
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/feature-piece
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/japan
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/north-korea
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/rise-of-china
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/shangri-la-dialogue
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/united-states
https://eastasiaforum.org/tag/us
http://240%20grand%20aveapt%201/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/10/dont-play-trumps-game-on-trade/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/10/dont-play-trumps-game-on-trade/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/10/dont-play-trumps-game-on-trade/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/10/dont-play-trumps-game-on-trade/
https://eastasiaforum.org/author/eaf-editors/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/economics
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/world
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/09/trumps-trade-madness-risks-global-depression-if-retaliations-not-measured/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/09/trumps-trade-madness-risks-global-depression-if-retaliations-not-measured/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/09/trumps-trade-madness-risks-global-depression-if-retaliations-not-measured/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/09/trumps-trade-madness-risks-global-depression-if-retaliations-not-measured/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/09/trumps-trade-madness-risks-global-depression-if-retaliations-not-measured/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/09/trumps-trade-madness-risks-global-depression-if-retaliations-not-measured/
https://eastasiaforum.org/author/eastasiaforum/
https://eastasiaforum.org/author/tomwestland/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/economics
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/world
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/06/a-divided-taiwan-faces-cross-strait-pressures/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/06/a-divided-taiwan-faces-cross-strait-pressures/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/06/a-divided-taiwan-faces-cross-strait-pressures/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/06/a-divided-taiwan-faces-cross-strait-pressures/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/06/a-divided-taiwan-faces-cross-strait-pressures/
https://eastasiaforum.org/author/t-y-wang/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/northeast-asia
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/04/taiwans-economic-growth-prevails-despite-chinas-military-intimidation/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/04/taiwans-economic-growth-prevails-despite-chinas-military-intimidation/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/04/taiwans-economic-growth-prevails-despite-chinas-military-intimidation/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/04/taiwans-economic-growth-prevails-despite-chinas-military-intimidation/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/04/taiwans-economic-growth-prevails-despite-chinas-military-intimidation/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/02/04/taiwans-economic-growth-prevails-despite-chinas-military-intimidation/
https://eastasiaforum.org/author/chiang-min-hua/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/northeast-asia
https://eastasiaforum.org/?s=
https://engage.anu.edu.au/giving/give-now?id=ccdcf618-f17a-49de-974c-142c0b0cb12b
https://eastasiaforum.org/
https://eastasiaforum.org/about/
https://eastasiaforum.org/contributors/
https://eastasiaforum.org/quarterly/
https://eastasiaforum.org/submissions/
https://eastasiaforum.org/advertise/


Topics

Diplomacy

Environment

Politics

Security

Society

CONNECT WITH THE WORLD’S TOP ASIA ANALYSTS

Sign up to receive free daily think pieces from leading analysts or our weekly digest, that includes our editorial and a collection of recent articles in brief.

First name

Last name

Email *

Daily Weekly

reCAPTCHA
I'm not a robot

Privacy  - Terms

Subscribe

About Contributors The Quarterly Submissions Advertise
0:00 / 0:00 1.0x

Stay updated
Did you know you can receive East Asia Forum analysis directly to your inbox?

Join our mailing list to never miss an update from top Asia analysts.

Subscribe

2/13/25, 10:06 AM No appetite for a ‘new Cold War’ in Asia | East Asia Forum | East Asia Forum

https://eastasiaforum.org/2019/06/09/no-appetite-for-a-new-cold-war-in-asia/ 3/4

https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/diplomacy/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/environment/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/politics/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/security/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/society/
https://www.google.com/intl/en/policies/privacy/
https://www.google.com/intl/en/policies/terms/
https://eastasiaforum.org/
https://eastasiaforum.org/about/
https://eastasiaforum.org/contributors/
https://eastasiaforum.org/quarterly/
https://eastasiaforum.org/submissions/
https://eastasiaforum.org/advertise/


Economics

Regions

Central Asia

Northeast Asia

Southeast Asia

South Asia

Oceania

World

Links

The Quarterly

Contributors

Submissions

Advertise

Privacy Policy

Comments Policy

Cross-Post And Re-Use Policy

Follow

Facebook

LinkedIn

X

The East Asia Forum office is based in Australia and EAF acknowledges the First Peoples of this land — in Canberra the Ngunnawal and Ngambri people — and recognises their

continuous connection to culture, community and Country.

©2025 EAF

About Contributors The Quarterly Submissions Advertise
0:00 / 0:00 1.0x

Stay updated
Did you know you can receive East Asia Forum analysis directly to your inbox?

Join our mailing list to never miss an update from top Asia analysts.

Subscribe

2/13/25, 10:06 AM No appetite for a ‘new Cold War’ in Asia | East Asia Forum | East Asia Forum

https://eastasiaforum.org/2019/06/09/no-appetite-for-a-new-cold-war-in-asia/ 4/4

https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/economics/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/central-asia/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/northeast-asia/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/southeast-asia/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/south-asia/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/oceania/
https://eastasiaforum.org/topics/world/
https://eastasiaforum.org/quarterly/
https://eastasiaforum.org/contributors/
https://eastasiaforum.org/submissions/
https://eastasiaforum.org/advertise/
https://eastasiaforum.org/privacy-policy/
https://eastasiaforum.org/comments-policy/
https://eastasiaforum.org/cross-post-and-re-use-policy/
https://www.facebook.com/eastasiaforum
https://www.linkedin.com/company/east-asia-forum-australia
https://twitter.com/east_asia_forum
https://eastasiaforum.org/
https://eastasiaforum.org/about/
https://eastasiaforum.org/contributors/
https://eastasiaforum.org/quarterly/
https://eastasiaforum.org/submissions/
https://eastasiaforum.org/advertise/

