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 Introduction 

 
The Indo-Pacific region is the economic engine of global growth, home to critical sea lanes of 

communication (SLOCs), development needs including infrastructure and connectivity, and 

challenges to the current rules-based order.  

On the occasion of former Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe’s visit to Canada in 2019, Prime 

Minister Justin Trudeau conveyed Canada’s commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific region. 

Despite this declaration, Canada is still conceptualizing the substance of its own Indo-Pacific 

vision and the manner in which it will engage in this region.  

As a self-declared middle power, Canada has a longstanding commitment to rules-based 

behaviour, open and free maritime environments, economies and the cyber-domain. These are 

the concepts of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) as articulated by Japan and other 

countries, such as Germany, France and the Netherlands, that have recently adopted Indo-

Pacific guidelines. The same is true for the support of development, infrastructure and 

connectivity, and enhancing good governance. 

Developing an Indo-Pacific vision of its own would contribute to Canada’s longstanding 

strategic goals of deepening its political, economic and security footprint in the region.  

To contribute to this vision formulation, the Canadian Global Affairs Institute (CGAI) held an 

open webinar with Canadian and Japanese foreign policy experts who research the Indo-Pacific 

region to examine Canadian and Japanese FOIP visions through the lens of purpose, form and 

practice. Purpose refers to why such a vision is important. Form refers to the manner in which 

Canada and Japan conceptualize the region and the core pillars of their visions. Last, practice 

refers to practical, sustainable and meaningful ways to pro-actively engage and contribute to 

free and open Indo-Pacific visions that are informed by each country’s shared and individual 

national strategic interests.  

To achieve these objectives, Canadian and Japanese speakers were asked to speak on each 

country’s perspectives on the Indo-Pacific through the following lines of inquiry: 1) Why develop 

the vision?,  2) Core pillars of Canada’s and Japan’s FOIP vision and 3) Practical activities that 

fall under the FOIP umbrella in the areas of infrastructure, connectivity and supply chain 

diversification, and security co-operation in the maritime domain, good governance, etc. 

This collection of policy briefs is organized into five briefs. In brief one, Professor Akiko 

Fukushima of Aoyama University discusses the rationale for Japan’s shift from an Asia-

Pacific to Indo-Pacific framing of the region. Her brief discusses the factors behind the shift, 

aims and practice from Japan’s perspective. Professor Fukushima will focus on the relationship 

between a free and open Indo-Pacific vision and Japan’s interest in promoting peace and 

stability in the region in her brief entitled “From Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific.” 
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Shifting from broader strategic framing of the region to supply change diversification and 

trade, Professor Shujiro Urata, formerly of Waseda University, highlighted the relationship 

between Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific Vision and the investment in supply change 

diversification and deepening regional integration along the littoral states of the Indo-Pacific 

region in his brief “Economics of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) Vision: The Objectives, 

Challenges and Japan’s Role.”  

Pivoting from Japanese perspectives on the Indo-Pacific, the final three policy briefs focus on 

Canadian interests in the region. Stephen Nagy, a professor at the International Christian 

University in Tokyo and CGAI Fellow, focuses his brief’s discussion on Canada’s interests in the 

Indo-Pacific region from the vantage point of development and contributing to resilience 

through international co-operation in supply chain resilience, diplomacy and the promotion of 

good governance. His brief is entitled “Indo-Pacific Resilience, Prosperity and Stability: 

Canada’s Capabilities-led Approach.” 

Cleo Paskal, Associate Fellow with Chatham House, London and Non-Resident Senior Fellow 

for the Indo-Pacific with the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, then segues into examining 

the Pacific Islands in the Indo-Pacific region. She investigates Canada’s interests in the region 

and how Canada can contribute to strengthening the region’s strategic autonomy to enhance its 

development and ability and better integrate it into the broader Indo-Pacific region. The title of 

her brief is “Oceania and Canada: Building Bridges in the Indo-Pacific.” 

The last brief in this series is by Jonathan Berkshire Miller, Director and Senior Fellow of 

the Indo-Pacific program at the Ottawa-based Macdonald-Laurier Institute and Senior Fellow 

with the Japan Institute of International Affairs (JIIA). His brief examines Canada’s interests 

and public diplomacy in the region with a focus on Canada’s security interests, and is entitled 

“Canada and the Indo-Pacific: A Need for a Strategic Course.” 

While these briefs are meant to shed light on Canadian and Japanese views of the Indo-Pacific, 

they are not meant to be exhaustive. They do not represent the official views of the Canadian 

and Japanese governments. They represent the informed views of each contributor.  

Last, I would be remiss not to stress that this policy brief series was designed to highlight that a 

free and open Indo-Pacific concept is inclusive with central pillars focusing on prosperity and 

stability, infrastructure and connectivity, and trade and rules-based promotion in the maritime 

and continental domains. Conveying this to a broad audience is critical to avoid conflating the 

concept of a free and open Indo-Pacific vision with a containment strategy or primarily 

security-focused vision, an approach that could alienate important stakeholders in realizing a 

free and open Indo-Pacific region.  
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FROM THE ASIA-PACIFIC TO THE INDO-PACIFIC: 
DRIVERS AND HURDLES 

 

By Akiko Fukushima 

 

he name of the region that encompasses Japan and the West Coast of Canada has evolved 

over the years. Initially, it started simply as Asia, with the Pacific Ocean between us as 

reflected in Nitobe Inazo’s wish to be “Japan’s Bridge across the Pacific”.  Transpacific co-

operation was ushered in during the 1980s, when the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council 

(PECC) and the Pacific Basin Economic Council (PBEC) acknowledged the area known as the Pan-

Pacific or the Pacific Rim. With the 1990s, came the term “Asia-Pacific”.  Japan and Canada have 

actively supported regional institutions such as Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) or the 

ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) at track 1 and the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia 

Pacific (CSCAP) at track 2. In the late 1990s, East Asia arrived, led by the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN), ASEAN Plus Three, the East Asia Summit and the ASEAN Defence 

Ministers’ Meeting-Plus (ADMM Plus). The term “Indo-Pacific” emerged in the 2010s. During 

this evolution of names, none of the regional institutions were dissolved, thus creating multi-

layered architectures for regional co-operation. 

Japan was one of the first countries to use the term “Indo-Pacific”. Japan’s Free and Open Indo-

Pacific (FOIP) concept has spread to countries in the region and beyond. Participants have sought 

to co-ordinate and co-operate in the broader region. As for Canada, Prime Minister Justin 

Trudeau and Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga spoke on the phone on February 3, 2021 and 

exchanged views, including co-operation on FOIP, according to the Japanese Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs.1 

Given this background, this policy brief analyzes the Indo-Pacific concept in its aims, drivers and 

hurdles from a Tokyo perspective. 

 

Evolving from the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-Pacific 

Why has Japan broadened the name of the regional scope from the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-

Pacific? Akihiko Tanaka, president of the National Graduate Institute for Policy Studies, observed 

that an Indo-Pacific concept emerged “as the region had become a centre for global economic 

dynamism in the 21st century.”2 Kurt Campbell, Indo-Pacific co-ordinator at the U.S. National 

Security Council (NSC), also observed that the Indo-Pacific is “a region home to roughly half of 

 
1 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Telephone Summit between Japan and Canada,” February 3, 2021. Accessed February 5, 2021. 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/na/na1/ca/page3_003011.html. 
2 Akihiko Tanaka, Keynote Speech at the Foreign Press Centre Symposium: “A Free and Open Indo-Pacific – Ensuring Peace and Prosperity in 

the Region,” March 7, 2019. 

T 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/na/na1/ca/page3_003011.html
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the global economy.”3 Without exception, this economic importance is cited by all who have 

launched their Indo-Pacific concept as the reason for their engagement. Included in this scope is 

the important sea lane for transportation that supports the global economy. Here again, the idea 

of connectivity is shared. 

Furthermore, as Rory Medcalf, a professor at the Australian National University, argues: “The 

Indo-Pacific is more than a geographical concept but includes security, economics and 

diplomacy.”4 The countries involved embrace various geographical footprints, ranging from the 

East Coast of Africa, the Indian Ocean and Southeast Asia to the South Pacific and the United 

States. Moreover, the narrative of the Indo-Pacific has not been static but remains dynamic and 

is evolving. Elements included in the Indo-Pacific also vary by country.  

Although there is debate over who initiated the concept of the Indo-Pacific,5 Japan was one of the 

first to launch it in the form of FOIP. On August 22, 2007, former prime minister Shinzo Abe 

spoke to the Indian parliament and alluded to “the confluence of the two seas (the Indian and the 

Pacific oceans)” which marks FOIP’s origin. Abe explained his concept with key words such as 

openness, freedom and co-operation,6 which remain major points in Japan’s FOIP. Subsequently, 

when he returned to the office of prime minister in December 2012, Abe contributed an article to 

Project Syndicate, entitled “Asia’s Democratic Security Diamond.” Recalling his speech in 2007, 

he wrote that peace, stability and freedom of navigation in the Pacific Ocean are inseparable from 

those values in the Indian Ocean. He also expressed his concerns about maritime security in the 

South China Sea, which was becoming “Lake Beijing”.7 This explains why Japan broadened its 

regional narrative from the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-Pacific. 

The confluence of the two seas and Asia’s security diamond subsequently developed into FOIP, 

which was officially launched in August 2016 at the Sixth Tokyo International Conference on 

African Development (TICAD VI), held in Kenya.  

 

Evolution of the Indo-Pacific Concept 

Japan originally envisioned FOIP as a “strategy” with maritime security at its core. China 

criticized it as a containment strategy. However, from the beginning, Japan’s FOIP included 

connectivity, the rules-based order and capacity building as important elements, which lent it 

further weight. According to a document published by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in August 

2020, FOIP is a concept “to develop a free and open Indo-Pacific region as an ‘international public 

good,’ through ensuring the rule-based international order, in a comprehensive, inclusive and 

 
3 Kurt M.Campbell and Rush Doshi, “How America Can Shore up Asian Order,” Foreign Affairs, January 12, 2021: 15. 
4 Rory Medcalf, Indo-Pacific Empire, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020): 3-4.  
5 There is debate over who was the first to use the term “Indo-Pacific”. In 2012, “Indo-Pacific” appeared for the first time officially in the white 
paper, “Australia in the Asian Century.” In August 2016, Shinzo Abe launched FOIP at the Tokyo International Conference on African 

Development (TICAD). In November 2017, at the APEC summit in Da Nang, Donald Trump described the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” as his 

policy on Asia. This was followed by the section on FOIP in the national security strategy announced the following month. In June 2018, Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi presented his Indo-Pacific concept in his speech at the IISS Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore.  
6 Shinzo Abe, Speech to the Indian Parliament. Accessed January 27, 2021. https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html.  
7 Shinzo Abe, “Asia’s Democratic Security Diamond,” Project Syndicate, December 27, 2012. 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html
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transparent manner.”8 According to Foreign Minister Toshimitsu Motegi, its three pillars are       

(1) promotion and consolidation of fundamental principles of the international community,         

(2) pursuit of economic prosperity through ensuring connectivity and (3) commitment to peace 

and stability, including maritime security.9 

In 2018, the Japanese government dropped the term “strategy” and substituted “initiative”. This 

change initially silenced the Chinese who had harshly criticized the FOIP strategy as a 

containment policy, although their criticisms re-emerged, not on FOIP per se but in relation to 

the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue on October 6, 2020. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi said 

in his meeting with Malaysian Foreign Minister Hishammuddin Hussein in Kuala Lumpur on 

October 13, 2020 that a group underpins “a so-called Indo-Pacific NATO”, although two years 

earlier, he had compared the Quad to sea foam.10     

The evolution from “strategy” to “initiative” also reflected Japan’s transition from an exclusive 

regional narrative reflected in Asia’s security diamond to a more inclusive one. In fact, Japan has 

shown its inclusivity by agreeing to let FOIP coexist alongside the Belt and Road Initiative. At the 

Japan-China summit on July 8, 2017, Abe and President Xi Jinping reportedly agreed that “Japan 

and China will discuss how to contribute to the stability and prosperity of the region and the 

world, including the Belt and Road Initiative.”11 Japan has actually explored co-operating on 

infrastructure investment on a project-by-project basis. The Diplomatic Bluebook 2020 clearly 

states that “the concept of FOIP does not intend to create new institutions or compete with 

existing institutions” and “no country is excluded from partnership.”12 

Other key words in the narrative’s evolution have been competition vis-à-vis co-operation. As 

Matake Kamiya, a professor of international relations at the National Defense Academy of Japan 

has argued, Japan’s FOIP consists of two facets; namely, a “competitive strategy” and a “co-

operative strategy.” Kamiya observed that Japan emphasized a competitive strategy in the 

beginning but has started to focus on co-operation.13  

Japan has long sought a balance between competition and co-operation with China. While Japan 

relies heavily on China economically, it suffers from the intrusion of official Chinese vessels into 

its contiguous waters and even in its territorial waters in the East China Sea. Such intrusions have 

increased lately, threatening Japan’s territorial integrity and security.14 The new Chinese coast 

guard law is a source of concern as well. 

Competition and co-operation are no longer unique to Japan’s relations with China but are shared 

by others, including great powers. While China and the U.S. are perceived as engaging in a fierce 

rivalry, China’s former vice-foreign minister, Fu Ying, wrote in the New York Times on November 

 
8 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Accessed January 19, 2021.  https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000430632.pdf. 
9 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Foreign Minister Motegi’s Attendance at the EU Foreign Affairs Council,” January 25, 2021. Accessed 

February 10, 2021. https://www.mofa.go.jp/press/release/press1e_000168.html. 
10 Abhijnan Rej, “China and the Quad: From Sea Foam to Indo-Pacific NATO,” The Diplomat, October 15, 2020. Accessed February 20, 2021. 
https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/china-and-the-quad-from-sea-foam-to-asian-nato/.  
11 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Japan-China Summit Meeting,” July.  
12 Diplomatic Bluebook 2020. Accessed February 8, 2021.   https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/other/bluebook/2020/html/feature/f0104.html. 
13 Matake Kamiya, “Kyoso senryaku” notameno “kyoryoku senryaku,” Society of Security and Diplomatic Policy Studies, February 2019: 1. 
14 The data on Chinese vessels’ intrusion into Japanese territorial waters and contiguous waters are available on the website of Japan’s coast 

guard. Accessed February 21, 2021. https://www.kaiho.mlit.go.jp/mission/senkaku/senkaku.html. 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000430632.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/press/release/press1e_000168.html
https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/china-and-the-quad-from-sea-foam-to-asian-nato/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/other/bluebook/2020/html/feature/f0104.html
https://www.kaiho.mlit.go.jp/mission/senkaku/senkaku.html
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24, 2020 that the U.S. and China must develop a relationship of “co-opetition”, which is 

competition plus co-operation.15 On the other hand, the NSC’s Kurt Campbell wrote in Foreign 

Affairs on January 12, 2021, of the need to restore balance and legitimacy and noted that it is 

neither practical nor profitable to exclude Beijing from a promising future. The Atlantic Council 

issued a paper recommending to the Biden administration that the U.S. “strengthen and defend 

(itself) vis-à-vis China but also engage China”.16  

Countries have used different adjectives and nouns to describe the Indo-Pacific. Japan has used 

the adjectives “free and open” from the beginning and has not varied them, even when Yoshihide 

Suga took over from Abe. This was reflected in Suga’s policy speech to the Diet in January 2021. 

He stated that “establishing a free and open order based on the rule of law is extremely important 

in the Indo-Pacific region, which is the hub of the world’s dynamism. While deepening co-

operation with the United States, ASEAN, Australia, India and Europe, we will work together with 

more countries and regions to achieve a ‘free and open Indo-Pacific.’”17 Yuichi Hosoya, a political 

science professor at Keio University, argues for the importance of “free and open”, emphasizing 

that “free” includes freedom of navigation and “open” includes freedom and democracy in the 

region.18  

The U.S. under Donald Trump also used the adjectives “free and open”19 although the emphasis 

was on maritime security. Although President Joe Biden reportedly used “peace and stability” in 

referring to the Indo-Pacific immediately after his election,20 he used “free and open Indo-Pacific” 

with Suga after his inauguration during their January 28, 2021 conversation.21 Meanwhile, 

Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison, in his foreign policy speech in June 2019, cited “a free, 

open, inclusive and prosperous Indo-Pacific” and promoted “Pacific Step-up#” in the Pacific 

island region. 

When Prime Minister Narendra Modi spoke at the Shangri-La Dialogue: Asia Security Summit in 

June 2018, he elaborated upon India’s relations with regional players including ASEAN, Japan, 

Australia and the U.S. Modi said India shares the vision of an open, stable and prosperous Indo-

Pacific, balancing its need for strategic autonomy with its need for partnership in the region.  

As for nouns, Japan used “strategy” in the beginning but has since shifted to “initiative”. The U.S. 

has consistently used “strategy”.  ASEAN has used “outlook” as in “the ASEAN outlook on the 

Indo-Pacific (AOIP)”. This acknowledges ASEAN’s own vision of the broader region, without 

sacrificing its centrality in regional co-operation and the need to survive under U.S.-China rivalry. 

 
15 Fu Ying, “Cooperative Competition is Possible between China and the U.S.,” New York Times, November 24, 2020. 
16 The Atlantic Council, Global Strategy 2021, December 2020. Accessed February 20, 2021. https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/global-strategy-

2021-an-allied-strategy-for-china/. 
17 Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga, Policy Speech to the 204th Session of the Diet on January 18, 2021. Accessed February 10, 2021. 
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/99_suga/statement/202101/_00013.html. 
18 Yuichi Hosoya, “Indo Taiheiyo Chiiki niokeru jiyuu to kaihousei no owarika,” Mpve.ner 16, 2020. Accessed February 8, 2021. 

http://blog.livedoor.jp/hosoyayuichi/archives/2003137.html. 
19 U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report, Preparedness, Partnerships, and Promoting a Networked Region, Washington, 

D.C., June 1, 2019. 
20 Phone conversation between Prime Minister Suga and President-elect Biden on November 12, 2020. Accessed February 8, 2021. 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/na/na1/us/page3_002922.html. 
21 Telephone conversation between Prime Minister Suga and President Biden in January 2021. 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/na/na1/us/page1_000925.html.  

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/global-strategy-2021-an-allied-strategy-for-china/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/global-strategy-2021-an-allied-strategy-for-china/
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/99_suga/statement/202101/_00013.html
http://blog.livedoor.jp/hosoyayuichi/archives/2003137.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/na/na1/us/page3_002922.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/na/na1/us/page1_000925.html
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AOIP stresses “dialogue and co-operation instead of rivalry” and “development and prosperity for 

all”.22         

French President Emanuel Macron referred to an “Indo-Pacific axis” when he visited Australia in 

May 2018. France later presented its vision of the region in France and Security in the Indo-

Pacific in 2018, updated in 2019. The French government identified the Indo-Pacific as “the 

world’s economic powerhouse” where France’s major trading partners are located. It also 

explained that France has its own territories in the region. Céline Pajon, head of Japan research 

at the Centre for Asian Studies at the French Institute of International Relations (IFRI), observes 

that France can promote “its very own vision for a balanced, inclusive Indo-Pacific regional order, 

upheld by key liberal principles and multilateral schemes”.23  

Germany, which formerly hesitated to join the narrative for fear of antagonizing China, published 

Policy Guidelines for the Indo-Pacific region in September 2020. Germany used “guidelines” 

rather than “strategy” or “initiative”.  The guidelines expressed Germany’s “great interest in 

participating in Asia’s dynamic growth”. The guidelines also noted Germany’s wish to develop a 

future EU strategy on the Indo-Pacific.24 Germany’s interests went beyond trade, and included 

order, peace and security, digital transformation and connectivity, along with a wish to develop 

relations with ASEAN.25 The Netherlands published its own guidelines soon after Germany and 

has proposed that the EU consider drafting an Indo-Pacific policy.   

 

Motives and Obstacles  

FOIP is the first foreign policy strategy for which Japan took the initiative rather than leading 

from behind and it successfully brought other liberal democracies within and beyond the region 

on board. Countries that are on board have their own motives and aims, some of which converge 

while others diverge. However, the common motivating factor is a wish to be part of the region’s 

economic potential.  

These countries also share a concern about the fraying regional and international order which, for 

example, may affect sea lines of communication (SLOC). The U.S. led the liberal international 

order in the post-Second World War period, but doesn’t seem keen now to carry the burden alone. 

Former president Barack Obama, in his speech to Congress on Syria, said that “our ideals and 

principles, as well as our national security, are at stake in Syria, along with our leadership of a 

world where we seek to ensure that the worst weapons will never be used. America is not the 

world’s policeman.” 26 This means great powers should co-ordinate their policies with the U.S. if 

they aspire to upgrade the regional and global order. 

 
22 ASEAN, ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, Bangkok, June 23, 2019: 2. 
23 Celine Pajon, “France’s Indo-Pacific Strategy and the Quad Plus,” Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs, Special Issue 2020: 166. 
24 Government of Germany, “The Policy Guidelines for the Indo-Pacific Region,” September 2020. Accessed February 20, 2021. 

https://rangun.diplo.de/blob/2380824/a27b62057f2d2675ce2bbfc5be01099a/policy-guidelines-summary-data.pdf. 
25 Ibid., 6. 
26 Barack Obama, “America is Not the World’s Policeman: Text of Barack Obama’s Speech on Syria,” NDTV, September 11, 2013. Accessed 

February 21, 2021. https://www.ndtv.com/world-news/america-is-not-the-worlds-policeman-text-of-barack-obamas-speech-on-syria-534239. 

https://rangun.diplo.de/blob/2380824/a27b62057f2d2675ce2bbfc5be01099a/policy-guidelines-summary-data.pdf
https://www.ndtv.com/world-news/america-is-not-the-worlds-policeman-text-of-barack-obamas-speech-on-syria-534239
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Next, many nations are concerned with the assertive and sometimes coercive actions on the part 

of rising powers, which have inhibited the narrative’s launch. Potential participants hesitate to 

join the Indo-Pacific narrative because they fear being seen as antagonistic to these rising powers. 

At the same time, they are concerned with the rising powers’ assertive activities and coercive 

diplomacy. 

The Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada in its Canada and the Indo-Pacific report concluded that 

“alignment with Japan on the FOIP concept is unnecessary” for Canada as it co-ordinates its 

security policies through the G7. On trade and economic development, there are other Asia-Pacific 

institutions, including the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (CPTPP).27  

However, the Indo-Pacific narrative is not meant to kill off other existing structures but rather to 

build on them. Whether one sees merit in a broader regional scope or not depends on one’s 

motives and goals as well as upon an assessment of inhibiting reasons. To achieve their goals, 

these countries need to weigh the risks of acting alone or together. 

 

Japan’s Practice of FOIP 

Japan has taken initiatives on connectivity by promoting quality infrastructure development in 

numerous corridors from Eastern Africa all the way to the South Pacific, including the East-West 

Economic Corridor, the Southern Economic Corridor in Southeast Asia, the North East Road 

Network Connectivity Improvement project in India and the Bengal Bay Industrial Growth Belt 

in Southwest Asia. Japan is not acting alone on connectivity development but together with the 

U.S. and EU. On September 27, 2019, Japan signed the Partnership in Sustainable Connectivity 

and Quality Infrastructure with the EU. This pact encompasses not only physical infrastructure 

but also digital, transport, energy and human resource exchange. 

On the rule of law, Japan promotes maritime order in the region and shares its insights and 

experience in maritime law, including the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) and other international laws with countries in need through capacity building. Japan 

provides equipment and human resource development for maritime law enforcement in 

Southeast Asia. Japan has provided patrol vessels, high-speed boats and coastal monitoring radar 

equipment to littoral countries. Japan also provides capacity-building assistance on maritime 

domain awareness to countries in the Indo-Pacific region. Also, Japan supports ASEAN in the 

area of disaster management, including through providing funds to the ASEAN Coordinating 

Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on disaster management.28  

 

 
27 Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, Canada and the Indo-Pacific: Diverse and Inclusive, Not Free and Open, September 2020: 97-99. 
28 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Free and Open Indo-Pacific.” Accessed February 8, 2021. https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000430632.pdf.; 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Japan’s Efforts for a Free and Open Indo-Pacific.” Accessed February 8, 2021. 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100056243.pdf. 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000430632.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100056243.pdf
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Conclusion 

How will Indo-Pacific policies evolve? The Indo-Pacific is facing intensifying great-power politics, 

from the strain on the rule-of-law order and competition over vaccines to disputes about 

territorial waters, domestic problems, widening inequality and nuclear proliferation. The region 

is filled with potential as well as with uncertainties and anxieties which the author believes could 

be drivers for co-operation in broader Asia.  

There certainly are obstacles to co-operation, ranging from strategic autonomy and competition 

to possible coercive actions, etc. Another obstacle is how we frame our co-operation, managing 

the balance of competition and co-operation. The oceans are linked, but so are geopolitical and 

geo-economic agendas. We have to address them as a whole. In order to promote peace, stability 

and prosperity in the region and beyond, great and middle powers need to co-ordinate and co-

operate for our regional and global public good. The Biden administration has offered the world 

hope. In his speech to the 2021 virtual Munich Security Conference, Biden stated that “America 

is back” and announced that the U.S. would make a $2 billion pledge to COVID-19 Vaccines Global 

Access (COVAX). The U.S. has also rejoined the Paris Agreement on climate change. There is new 

momentum. 

Japan plans to further advance its FOIP. In his foreign policy speech to the Diet on January 18, 

2021, Motegi emphasized FOIP and expressed his intention to co-operate with countries that 

share this vision.29 Canada is one of those countries. The author recalls working together with 

Canadian colleagues on the Asia-Pacific at track 2 and believes that Japan and Canada have 

mutual interests in co-operating in the Indo-Pacific for the sake of the peace, stability and 

prosperity of the broader region.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
29 Foreign Minister Toshimitsu Motegi, foreign policy speech to the 201st Session of the Diet, January 18, 2021. 
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THE ECONOMICS OF THE FREE AND OPEN INDO-
PACIFIC VISION: THE OBJECTIVES, CHALLENGES 

AND JAPAN’S ROLE 
 

By Shujiro Urata 

 

he COVID-19 pandemic has created a global economic and social crisis. Except for a few 

places such as China, many countries’ economies have recorded sizeable negative growth 

rates, widening the income disparities among them. The pandemic has also widened the income 

gap between the rich and poor in many countries. Both these types of income gaps are likely to 

cause social and political instability. The prospect of a prolonged pandemic and the potential 

emergence of new infectious diseases have magnified the pre-pandemic political and economic 

uncertainties fostered by the heated rivalry between the United States and China, leading to 

pessimistic economic prospects. However, successful development of the Free and Open Indo-

Pacific Vision (FOIP) would directly address these issues and promote economic growth in the 

Indo-Pacific region, which is comprised of rapidly growing countries in Asia and Africa. This 

would contribute to global economic growth and stability. 

 

FOIP’s Emergence 

Former Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe introduced FOIP in his speech at the sixth Tokyo 

International Conference on African Development (TICAD VI) in Kenya in August 2016; however, 

the idea dates back to Abe’s first term in 2006-2007. Abe spoke about the Pacific and Indian 

oceans dynamically coupled as seas of freedom and prosperity in his speech, “Confluence of Two 

Seas”, delivered before India’s parliament in 2007. 

The Japanese government considers FOIP a very important foreign economic policy and a key to 

achieving international stability and prosperity with two oceans and the collaboration of two 

continents. Asia is rapidly growing and Africa has an enormous potential for growth. The 

Japanese government believes that maintaining and strengthening the Indo-Pacific region’s free 

and open maritime order provides “international public goods” that will bring stability and 

prosperity to every country, as FOIP does not discriminate. FOIP aims to achieve this goal through 

international co-operation, specifically with the U.S., Australia, India and the members of the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), whom Japan has pursued. 

Three forces drive FOIP: the rise of China, the relative decline of the U.S. and Japan’s gloomy 

economic prospects. With its successful economic development and rapid economic growth, 

China has been expanding its global influence, especially in Asia, by using various approaches 

such as providing loans in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) framework. The relative decline of 

the U.S. in the global economy and its international presence mainly stems from a slowdown in 

T 
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its economic growth, due to the impacts of the 2007-2008 global financial crisis on the domestic 

economy. The U.S.’s preoccupation with internal problems, such as the increasing income gap 

and unemployment, diminished its influence in the international arena, including in the Indo-

Pacific. Coupled with these changes, the Japanese economy’s pessimistic prospects are mainly 

due to a rapidly declining and aging population. Japan realizes the importance of maintaining and 

promoting a free and open Indo-Pacific region to expand and further integrate its economy into 

the region as well as contribute to regional sustainable economic growth, which would lead to 

peace and political stability. 

 

The Three Pillars of FOIP 

The FOIP initiative consists of three pillars: (1) the promotion and solidifying of fundamental 

principles such as the rule of law, freedom of navigation and free trade; (2) the pursuit of economic 

prosperity through enhancing connectivity, including through quality infrastructure development 

in accordance with international standards and (3) a commitment to peace and stability that 

includes assistance for capacity building in maritime law enforcement, anti-piracy measures, 

disaster reduction and non-proliferation. 

FOIP was initially formulated mainly to deal with national security issues. Aspects such as 

economic development and co-operation were added later, but the coverage of economic aspects 

is rather limited. Among these three pillars, the first two address economic issues. The first pillar 

is important for achieving economic prosperity. The second pillar emphasizes three kinds of 

connectivity: 1) physical connectivity, including quality infrastructure development such as ports, 

railways and roads, energy and information and communication technology (ICT); 2) people-to-

people connectivity through human resources development and 3) institutional connectivity 

through facilitating customs, among others. Strengthening economic partnerships through free 

trade and other agreements, as well as investment treaties, which have grown more important in 

recent decades, may be included in institutional connectivity. With the establishment of rules-

based trade and an investment environment, and the enhancement of connectivity, the Indo-

Pacific region can achieve economic growth based on global value chains. 

 

International Co-operation 

The Japanese government has been communicating with like-minded countries to share a 

common view on FOIP’s importance and has implemented a number of policies. These countries 

include not only the U.S., Australia and India, or the members of the Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue (Quad), but also Canada, ASEAN and several European countries including the United 

Kingdom, Germany and France. Some specific economic policies implemented in FOIP’s 

framework include the enactment of the Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (CPTPP) Agreement and the Japan-U.S. Trade Agreement to promote free trade. In 

the interests of enhancing connectivity, a number of infrastructure projects have been 

implemented, including construction of roads and bridges along the Southern Economic Corridor 
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and the East-West Economic Corridor, in the Mekong region. At the 2019 G20 summit in Osaka, 

Japan obtained an endorsement for the G20 principles for quality infrastructure investment, 

which include Japanese priorities for infrastructure projects such as openness, transparency, 

economic efficiency and debt sustainability. 

 

Counterbalancing China’s BRI 

FOIP’s importance may be best explained by discussing the problems associated with China’s Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI). FOIP’s objective is to prevent the Indo-Pacific region from being 

dominated and contaminated by problems associated with the BRI.  

The BRI began in 2013 to promote the connectivity of the Asian, European and African continents 

by building infrastructure, and to achieve diversified, independent, balanced and sustainable 

development in these regions. Despite the favourable intentions outlined in the official documents 

and statements, observers have pointed out various real and potential problems. Most of these 

problems stem from the fact that China uses the BRI to benefit itself and its economy while the 

countries and regions involved in the BRI do not benefit. Here are some specific examples: 

First, building infrastructure in participating countries is a major BRI component. For many of 

these projects, Chinese businesses, notably state-owned enterprises (SOE), win contracts and they 

procure machinery, equipment and materials from China. Many Chinese workers are also brought 

in to work on the projects. This way, the BRI contributes to ameliorating the over-supply of 

materials and products and unemployment in China. Meanwhile, the host countries gain little in 

the way of increased business opportunities, employment generation or technology transfer. 

Second, Chinese businesses participating in the infrastructure projects have been criticized for 

violating the rules and policies of the host countries in areas such as the environment, safety, 

labour, competition and others. The unjustifiable behaviour of Chinese businesses prevents the 

healthy development of market economies in the host countries. 

Third, the Chinese government has been accused of being involved with debt-trap diplomacy 

through the BRI. The Chinese government lends money to the host government to finance 

infrastructure projects. However, the loans carry stringent conditions such as high interest rates. 

One notorious example is the financing of the construction of Hambantota port in Sri Lanka. 

Some observers think the Chinese obtained a 99-year lease for the use of the port in exchange for 

the debt incurred by the Sri Lankan government, which has difficulty repaying it. There are similar 

cases of extending loans without properly considering debt sustainability in other countries, 

including Lao PDR and Kyrgyzstan.  

Fourth, these problems create a concern that China is using the BRI to export and transplant an 

authoritarian political system into developing countries with poor financial situations and to 

expand its influence and change the existing international order for its own benefit.  
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Challenges for FOIP’s Successful Development   

FOIP was introduced to counterbalance the growing influence of a rising China, whose strategy 

contains elements that would affect regional peace and stability. Ideally, China should expand its 

economic co-operation by correcting problems such as the lack of transparency and preferential 

treatment of Chinese businesses. Many countries in the Indo-Pacific region are eager to benefit 

from both FOIP and the BRI. FOIP provides an open, free, transparent, fair trade and investment 

environment as well as quality infrastructure, while the BRI offers financial assistance and an 

attractive Chinese market. One challenge for FOIP is to establish a constructive relationship with 

the BRI. 

One important area of possible co-operation is infrastructure building. China’s infrastructure 

projects have been criticized for a lack of transparency and due consideration of debt 

sustainability. China seems willing to deal with these problems and eager to improve the quality 

of its infrastructure projects, in order to win international support. China has endorsed Japan’s 

initiative for quality infrastructure. Japan and China are engaged in economic co-operation in 

infrastructure building in third-party countries under conditions that satisfy Japan’s 

requirements, such as transparency and debt sustainability.  

Another challenge for FOIP is the expansion of programs and projects.  

More than 120 countries have signed BRI agreements and a large number of projects, including 

six mega-economic corridors, are underway. However, a comprehensive blueprint of 

infrastructure projects under FOIP has not been drawn up. Eleven Asia-Pacific countries are 

signatories to the CPTPP, which establishes a rules-based trade system, and the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), involving 15 East Asian countries, has been signed 

and is in the ratification process. However, neither of them covers all potential countries under 

FOIP. 

Countries that share FOIP’s vision need to get together and exchange their views to formulate a 

blueprint and decide on concrete programs. While drawing up a framework, FOIP participants 

need to expand the ongoing projects by integrating and extending the existing programs.  

Japan, the U.S. and Australia have set up the Blue Dot Network, which aims to bring together 

governments, the private sector and civil society under shared standards for quality 

infrastructure. The Blue Dot Network should expand by accepting countries that share its vision. 

The CPTPP and RCEP need to increase their membership. The U.S. is expected to return to the 

CPTPP and the U.K., South Korea, Thailand and others should join if they satisfy the 

requirements. India is expected to return to the RCEP, and South Asian countries such as Sri 

Lanka and Bangladesh should also join. It is important for RCEP members to upgrade its rules to 

make them equivalent to those of the CPTPP. Accomplishing these steps would lead to the 

establishment of a desirable trade system under FOIP. 

For formulating and implementing FOIP programs, ASEAN should be given a central position, 

not only because of its importance in FOIP, but also its extensive collaboration on projects with 
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many FOIP countries. Indeed, ASEAN has played important and effective roles in establishing 

and managing many regional frameworks such as the East Asia Summit and ASEAN Regional 

Forum. Other members of FOIP including Japan, Australia, the U.S. and India need to work 

closely with ASEAN. 

 

Japan’s Role in FOIP’s Successful Development   

Getting through the COVID-19 pandemic is a top policy priority for many countries. With the 

increasing availability of vaccines, economic and social activities could soon recover. It is an 

opportune time to accelerate the implementation of various policies and initiatives, which would 

help achieve economic prosperity and political and social stability in the post-COVID-19 era. FOIP 

is an important policy that would contribute to realizing that goal. 

As a responsible founder, Japan needs to play an active role in promoting and implementing 

FOIP. Japan has begun communicating with like-minded countries, mainly the U.S., Australia, 

India and ASEAN countries, to deepen understanding of FOIP’s importance in the face of China’s 

rapid rise. Japan should expand the network to include other important countries such as Canada, 

South Korea, the U.K., Germany and France, which in turn could reach out and communicate with 

other potential FOIP members. China would not be excluded, for it can contribute to the region’s 

economic development and political stability with appropriate policies and behaviour, which may 

be learned and adopted through communication and co-operation with Japan and other 

members. 

Recognizing the difficulty in conducting constructive communication between the U.S. and China 

regarding regional policy in the Indo-Pacific, Japan can mediate between them as a U.S. ally; 

Japan also has relatively good relations with China. However, Japan cannot condone China’s 

aggressive and assertive behaviour because it would undermine the existing international order 

and threaten important common values such as human rights, freedom of speech and democracy. 

To move FOIP forward, a core group should be formed to prepare a blueprint and lead discussions 

– a group of middle-power countries and ASEAN dialogue partners – Australia, Canada, India, 

Indonesia and Japan – as core members, which may be expanded if appropriate. For FOIP to 

function effectively, a forum for communication and dialogue should be set up. APEC’s 

experiences may be useful in drawing up a roadmap for the realization of FOIP. Specifically, a 

meeting of foreign and economic ministers should be organized with a view to upgrading this to 

a leaders’ meeting in the future. These meetings should be held on the sidelines of G20 meetings, 

as the proposed core members are also G20 members. 
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INDO-PACIFIC RESILIENCE, PROSPERITY AND 
STABILITY: CANADA’S CAPABILITIES-LED APPROACH 

TO STRATEGIC FREE AND OPEN INDO-PACIFIC 
ENGAGEMENT 

 

By Stephen Nagy 

 

anadian interests in the Indo-Pacific are broadly defined by ensuring the region remains 

resilient, prosperous and stable. Tangentially connected to those interests is the pursuit 

of a rules-based order in the region, contributing to its stability through supporting its 

sustainable, transparent and rules-based development. This includes supporting infrastructure 

and connectivity, strengthening good governance and championing human rights.  

Traditional and non-traditional security challenges in the Indo-Pacific region, such as the 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, threats to sea lanes of communication (SLOCs), 

piracy, sanctions evasion, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR), search and rescue 

and climate change are also critical areas of interest for Canada. Germanely, these are consistent 

with Canada’s middle-power identity and longstanding commitment to development. 

A strategic approach to the Indo-Pacific region is essential to successfully realize these national 

interests and shift away from a tactical approach. A Canadian formulation of a free and open Indo-

Pacific vision (FOIP) is critical. It will ensure that Canada is part of shaping the region’s rules-

based and inclusive evolution, as opposed to being “side-lined from core regional dynamics and 

damaging the prospects for Canadian trade diversification”30 for adopting an Indo-Pacific vision, 

as some commentators have argued.  

Working with like-minded polities such as Japan, Australia, India, Taiwan, Southeast Asian states 

and EU member states will be essential to crafting a Canadian free and open Indo-Pacific 

blueprint for sustainable, interest-based engagement in the region. At the same time, excluding 

China from such an exercise would misconstrue such a vision as an anti-China strategy, as some 

analysts have surmised.31 China is part of the Indo-Pacific region, it is the largest trading partner 

for many Indo-Pacific states and it is a needed partner for global and regional challenges.  Any 

Canadian free and open Indo-Pacific vision will need to find a way to balance its shared interests 

with like-minded states that prioritize a rules-based order and the opportunities and challenges 

associated with today’s China.  

 

 
30 Zachary Paikin, “Canada’s ‘Indo-Pacific’ future? Not so Fast,” Global Brief, December 4, 2020. Accessed December 21, 2020. 

https://globalbrief.ca/2020/12/canadas-indo-pacific-future-not-so-fast/.   
31 Jeff Reeves, “Canada and the Indo-Pacific: Diverse and Inclusive, not Free and Open,” Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, September 2020. 

C 

https://globalbrief.ca/2020/12/canadas-indo-pacific-future-not-so-fast/
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Rationalizing a Shift from an Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific Regional View 

Hitherto, Canada’s foreign policy orientation has been traditionally North American and Atlantic-

focused. Canada’s economic interests in Asia were prompted by Japan’s post-Second World War 

high-growth economics and that of the four Asian tigers of Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan and 

South Korea in the 1960s onward. The region’s attractiveness deepened for Canada with China’s 

re-emergence as an economically dynamic state in the late 1970s as it began its reform and 

opening.32  

The end of the Cold War led prominent scholars such as Peter Drysdale to advocate for an Asia-

Pacific economic community (APEC) conceptualization of the region.33 The Asia-Pacific 

formulation of the region was sound as the Southeast and South Asian economies remained 

relatively small compared to those in Northeast Asia. Today, the economic dynamism that 

characterized East Asia and the Asia-Pacific has expanded eastward to include Southeast Asia and 

South Asia, requiring a new formulation to encompass the region’s economic dynamism and the 

reality that a broader strategic view is needed to secure Canadian interests. 

The global economy is centred in the Indo-Pacific region, which is also home to a paucity of rules-

based institutions and consequential traditional and non-traditional security challenges. Without 

proactive, multilateral engagement, these challenges could potentially derail the region’s stability 

and prosperity.  

Climate change and the dearth of infrastructure and connectivity are the most salient examples of 

non-traditional security challenges. Traditional security challenges in contrast range from the 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction to states that eschew international law. We saw this 

in July 2016 when China rejected all the Permanent Court of Arbitration’s decisions34 on its claims 

in the South China Sea (SCS), and China’s regular, illegal incursions into the contiguous zone or 

intrusions into the territorial sea surrounding the Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea (ECS).35   

The SCS and ECS are not the only areas of concern in the region. More recently, we have witnessed 

a coup d’état in Myanmar, the calcification of military rule in Thailand and an authoritarian tilt 

in the Philippines, not to mention intra-religious strife in India between the Hindu majority and 

Muslim minority.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated developmental and security challenges in the 

region, requiring multilateral co-operation to ensure the region’s development is not arrested or 

spirals towards instability.  

 

 
32 M.I.A.O. De-gang, “Economic and Trade Growth in China: 1978-2007 [J],” Journal of Guizhou College of Finance and Economics 1, 2010. 
33 Andrew Elek, “APEC: Genesis and Challenges,” APEC at 20, 2009: 1-14. 
34 PCA Press Release, “The South China Sea Arbitration (The Republic of the Philippines v. The People’s Republic of China),” Permanent Court 

of Arbitration, July 12, 2016. Accessed February 1, 2021. 

https://pca-cpa.org/en/news/pca-press-release-the-south-china-sea-arbitration-the-republic-of-the-philippines-v-the-peoples-republic-of-china/.  
35 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “The Numbers of Chinese Government and other Vessels that Entered Japan’s Contiguous Zone or 

Intruded into Territorial Sea Surrounding the Senkaku Islands,” February 12, 2021. Accessed February 18, 2021. 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000465486.pdf. 

https://pca-cpa.org/en/news/pca-press-release-the-south-china-sea-arbitration-the-republic-of-the-philippines-v-the-peoples-republic-of-china/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000465486.pdf
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A Canadian Free and Open Indo-Pacific Vision? 

Canadian interests in the Indo-Pacific depend on how the region’s geographical scope is defined, 

the functional domain that we wish to focus on and the purpose for which Canada decides to 

engage based on its capabilities and capacities.   

The vastness of the Indo-Pacific region demands that Canada identify the broader boundaries of 

its interests there. Expansive views of the Indo-Pacific that stretch to East Africa and the Middle 

East do not match Canadian economic interests in the far eastern borders of the Indo-Pacific 

region. Canada has little economic presence or interest in this Indo-Pacific geographic 

formulation. In contrast, a free and open Indo-Pacific region that stretches through the Pacific 

Ocean to the West Indian Ocean is a more suitable and manageable geographic scope to formulate 

a strategy to engage in the Indo-Pacific based on supporting resilience, prosperity and stability, 

and grounded in the promotion of a rules-based, inclusive order.  

The functional domains that Canada establishes for its free and open Indo-Pacific vision are also 

important and should be built on, but not exclusive to, pre-existing engagement in the region. 

This would include multilateral architecture such as the Asia- Pacific Economic Cooperation 

(APEC), as a dialogue partner in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and international 

development in the form of support, co-operation and membership in the Asian Development 

Bank (ADB) and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). Recent activities monitoring 

ship-to-ship transfers of North Korean-flagged vessels that are prohibited by United Nations 

Security Council resolutions,36 participation in the Keen Sword joint exercises alongside the U.S. 

and Japan37 and recently in Operation Sea Dragon38 demonstrate that Canada has an important 

and appreciated role in lending its capabilities to security as well.  

Promoting a free and open Indo-Pacific region that is rules-based and inclusive is in the interests 

of Canada and of like-minded states that have benefited from the post-Second World War rules-

based order.  

 

Canada’s Capabilities-led Strategic Approach to its Free and Open Indo-Pacific 

Engagement 

Canadians’ support for engagement with Asia is robust, as  a “majority of Canadians (83%) feel 

that Canada should stand up to China as Canadian national values such as the rule of law, human 

rights, and democracy are on the line”, according to a 2020 Asia Pacific Foundation (APF) 

 
36 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Press Release: “Monitoring and Surveillance Activities by Canada against Illicit Maritime Activities 

Including Ship-to-Ship Transfers,” May 24, 2019. Accessed February 14, 2021. https://www.mofa.go.jp/press/release/press4e_002934.html. 
37 Staff, “U.S. Military and Japan Self-Defense Forces Kick Off Keen Sword,” Naval News, October 26, 2020. Accessed February 8, 2021. 

https://www.navalnews.com/.  
38 Staff, “Sea Dragon 2021 Kicks Off Between US and Partner Nations,” Commander, U.S. 7th Fleet, January 11, 2021. Accessed January 28, 

2021. https://www.c7f.navy.mil/Media/News/Display/Article/2468589/guam-hosts-partner-nations-in-exercise-sea-dragon-2021/. 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/press/release/press4e_002934.html
https://www.navalnews.com/
https://www.c7f.navy.mil/Media/News/Display/Article/2468589/guam-hosts-partner-nations-in-exercise-sea-dragon-2021/
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survey.39  Areas of greatest concern according to the survey include cyber-security, environment 

and climate change, and public health, which Canadians see as critical for engagement. 

Being realistic about its diplomatic bandwidth and the capacities it can bring to the Indo-Pacific, 

Canada should leverage its comparative advantages to a capabilities-led approach to a strategic, 

free and open Indo-Pacific engagement by focusing on initiatives that support a resilient, 

prosperous and stable region. 

Canada can lend its capabilities in a number of areas through multilateral co-operation with the 

region; importantly, these areas are consistent with Canada’s longstanding commitment to 

development, multilateralism and buttressing a rules-based order. These areas include the 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) and other forms of multilateral co-operation, pro-active 

middle-power diplomacy,40 supporting cyber-initiatives and an open, well-regulated digital 

economy, contributing to diversifying and making supply chains more resilient, promoting 

multilateral trade through the CPTPP, and co-operating on non-traditional security issues.    

Security Co-operation to Promote Stability 

Canada could engage in some concrete initiatives in the traditional security domain, such as 

leveraging Canadian intelligence-gathering capabilities to enhance maritime domain awareness 

in the ESC and SCS. It could also participate in joint exercises with the QUAD members, as we 

saw with the recent Sea Dragon exercises, and participate in the Malabar exercises, the Keen 

Sword or the trilateral exercises between the U.S., Japan and Australia as an observer or 

participant.  

These initiatives are critical for contributing to traditional and non-traditional security initiatives 

in the Indo-Pacific while remaining consistent with Canadian views that Canada should do more 

to “stand up” to China and invest in the region. 

Pro-active Middle-Power Diplomacy Promoting Multilateralism and Non-military Solutions to 

Indo-Pacific Challenges 

On the diplomatic front, forming a middle power commission41 to discuss North Korean 

denuclearization is another area where Canada can use diplomatic resources to find creative 

solutions to security challenges in the Indo-Pacific that resonate with U.S. interests. Here, the 

precedent has already been set with the January 2018 Vancouver foreign ministers’ meeting on 

security and stability on the Korean Peninsula42 but it needs to be regularized.  

 
39 Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, “2020 National Opinion Poll: Canadian Views on Asia,” November 25, 2020. Accessed February 1, 2021. 

https://www.asiapacific.ca/publication/2020-national-opinion-poll-canadian-views-asia. 
40 Stephen R. Nagy, “Pivoting Towards Neo-Middle-Power Diplomacy: Securing Agency in an Era of Great Power Rivalry,” Policy Perspective, 

Canadian Global Affairs Institute, November 2020. Accessed January 25, 2021. 

https://www.cgai.ca/pivoting_towards_neo_middle_power_diplomacy_securing_agency_in_an_era_of_great_power_rivalry#Supply. 
41 Jeffrey Robertson, “In Search of a Middle-power Rethink on North Korea Policy,” The Interpreter, The Lowy Institute, November 25, 2020. 

Accessed January 25, 2021. 

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/search-middle-power-rethink-north-korea-policy. 
42 Global Affairs Canada, “Canada and United States to Co-host Vancouver Foreign Ministers’ Meeting on Security and Stability on Korean 

Peninsula,” December 19, 2017. Accessed February 6, 2021. https://www.canada.ca/en/global-

affairs/news/2017/12/canada_and_unitedstatestoco-hostvancouverforeignministersmeeting.html?wbdisable=true. 

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/search-middle-power-rethink-north-korea-policy
https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2017/12/canada_and_unitedstatestoco-hostvancouverforeignministersmeeting.html?wbdisable=true
https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2017/12/canada_and_unitedstatestoco-hostvancouverforeignministersmeeting.html?wbdisable=true
https://www.asiapacific.ca/publication/2020-national-opinion-poll-canadian-views-asia
https://www.cgai.ca/pivoting_towards_neo_middle_power_diplomacy_securing_agency_in_an_era_of_great_power_rivalry#Supply
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/search-middle-power-rethink-north-korea-policy
https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2017/12/canada_and_unitedstatestoco-hostvancouverforeignministersmeeting.html?wbdisable=true
https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2017/12/canada_and_unitedstatestoco-hostvancouverforeignministersmeeting.html?wbdisable=true
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Coalition building to push back against hostage diplomacy43 and economic coercion44 are other 

areas in which Canada can contribute to its allies on the diplomatic front.  Here, Canada’s Foreign 

Affairs minister is already setting the stage by presenting a multilateral initiative to link hostage 

diplomacy to collective sanctions against offending countries. The same could be done when an 

offending country enacts economic and other forms of coercion. 

Cyber and Digital Trade Co-operation 

In the cyber-domain, Canada already has a role in bolstering North American cyber-infrastructure 

with the U.S. through cyber-security regulation and by enhancing the 2012 cyber-security action 

plan between Public Safety Canada and the Department of Homeland Security. This should be 

expanded at a multilateral level so that cyber-security can be further promoted in forums such as 

the G7 and among the Five Eyes through rubrics such as data free flow with trust (DFFT),45 

initially floated at the G20 in Osaka in June 2019. Both levels will be critical to defending against 

cyber-threats46 emanating from China, Russia, Iran and North Korea.  

Supply Chain Resilience and Diversification 

Diversifying and making supply chains more resilient is another area where Canada can and 

should work with like-minded countries in the Indo-Pacific. Here, Canada can lend its technical 

expertise, good governance and private sector to help contribute to a bilateral supply chain 

initiative and lobby for both Canada and the U.S. to join the resilient supply chain 

initiative (RSCI)47 initiated by Australia, Japan and India.  

High-standard Multilateral Trade Promotion  

Canada’s participation in the CPTPP gives it an opportunity to work with current members to 

advocate for the inclusion of additional members such as, but not exclusive to, South Korea, 

Taiwan, Thailand and the U.K., as well as the U.S. and China. The core principle for inclusion 

should be based on meeting the agreement’s standards. Additional members would inculcate a 

21st century rules-based approach to trade with protection for intellectual property rights, high 

labour and environmental standards, digital chapters to protect data and limits on state-owned 

enterprises to ensure that rules-based market forces determine the outcome of economic 

competition, not state intervention.  

 

 
43 John Ivison, “Canada Leads Multilateral Move to Fight China’s ‘Hostage Diplomacy’: Foreign Affairs Minister,” The National Post. 

November 25, 2020. Accessed February 6, 2021. https://nationalpost.com/news/canadas-multilateral-move-on-fighting-chinas-hostage-
diplomacy. 
44 Stephen R. Nagy, “Mitigating China’s Economic Coercion,” The Japan Times, May 2, 2020. Accessed January 27, 2021. 

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/05/21/commentary/mitigating-chinas-economic-coercion/. 
45 Rachael Stelly, “Japan, G20 Shine Spotlight on Digital Trade,” The Disruptive Competition Project (DisCo), July 3, 2019. Accessed January 

28, 2021. https://www.project-disco.org/21st-century-trade/070319-japan-g20-shine-spotlight-on-digital-trade/. 
46Staff, “Chinese Malicious Cyber Activity,” Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA). Accessed February 2, 2021. https://us-
cert.cisa.gov/china. 
47 Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Australia-India-Japan Economic Ministers’ Joint Statement on Supply Chain Resilience,” September 1, 

2020. Accessed January 28, 2021. https://www.meti.go.jp/press/2020/09/20200901008/20200901008-1.pdf. 

https://nationalpost.com/news/canadas-multilateral-move-on-fighting-chinas-hostage-diplomacy
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/05/21/commentary/mitigating-chinas-economic-coercion/
https://www.project-disco.org/21st-century-trade/070319-japan-g20-shine-spotlight-on-digital-trade/
https://www.meti.go.jp/press/2020/09/20200901008/20200901008-1.pdf
https://www.meti.go.jp/press/2020/09/20200901008/20200901008-1.pdf
https://nationalpost.com/news/canadas-multilateral-move-on-fighting-chinas-hostage-diplomacy
https://nationalpost.com/news/canadas-multilateral-move-on-fighting-chinas-hostage-diplomacy
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/05/21/commentary/mitigating-chinas-economic-coercion/
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Conclusion 

Any Canadian free and open Indo-Pacific vision requires a broader vision of how Canada 

understands its interests in the region and a strategy to achieve them. Instability, stunted 

development and a region that is characterized by a “might is right” set of rules is neither in 

Canada’s interests, nor those of our friends in the region. Such situations would make trade 

engagement less predictable, and lead to the balkanization of trade, technology and the digital 

economy, making it more difficult to seize the economic opportunities that exist in the region.  

Erosion of a rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific would also make it more difficult to deal with 

regional challenges such as climate change, and development and militarization of the region, 

among others. All of these have the potential to cascade into unprecedented humanitarian and 

economic crises that would not remain in the region.  

The suggestions forwarded in this policy brief are not exhaustive but meant to be constructive 

ways for Canada to conceptualize a capabilities-led approach to strategic free and open Indo-

Pacific engagement. Importantly, they are consistent with Canada’s middle-power identity, 

longstanding commitment to development and support for a rules-based order which strengthens 

and supports Canadian national interests and the interests of our friends and allies. These are 

mutually beneficial and reinforcing. 
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OCEANIA AND CANADA:                                           
BUILDING BRIDGES IN THE FREE AND OPEN       

INDO-PACIFIC 
 

By Cleo Paskal 

 

s Canada formulates its own Free and Open Indo-Pacific policy that supports its interests, 

engages on development, and promotes a rules-based order in the region, Ottawa will 

have to decide how to balance between bolting on to the existing structures and approaches of 

allies and partners versus trying to find niches that are uniquely Canadian. 

An example of bolting on was the recent Sea Dragon 2021 Quad (United States, India, Japan and 

Australia) Plus Canada anti-submarine warfare exercise in Guam. It is important that Canada 

show willingness and ability to work with allies and partners, but from the point of view of 

countries in the Indo-Pacific, there was little uniquely Canadian about the engagement. 

In contrast, remnants of an example of Canada engaging effectively bilaterally can still be seen in 

the Kingdom of Tonga in the Oceania sector of the Indo-Pacific. Years ago, when Canada had a 

different approach, it prioritized human security infrastructure. In Tonga, Canada partnered with 

local communities to build much-needed water tanks that still today sport the maple leaf and keep 

families more secure. It was a practical Canadian approach that worked.  

Today, Canada’s approach to aid in Tonga seems influenced in part by New Zealand’s approach 

(Canada doesn’t have direct diplomatic representation in Tonga; it is managed out of the 

Wellington High Commission).  The projects tend to be more about social issues, and most 

Tongans would be hard pressed to identify anything uniquely Canadian about the engagement. 

The same is largely true across Oceania. Canada does engage – it is a Dialogue Partner of the 

Pacific Islands Forum, supports community-based projects across the region through the Canada 

Fund for Local Initiatives, and is a donor for the Global Environment Facility (to date it has 

approved $15 million USD for projects in Vanuatu to support initiatives of climate adaptation and 

resilience). It also works with Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands and elsewhere through the Trade 

Commissioner Service at the High Commission of Canada in Australia and contributes to the 

Pacific Catastrophe Risk Assessment and Financing Initiative, which provides Vanuatu with 

disaster risk assessment and financing tools, including sovereign risk insurance. 

Additionally, Canada provides long-term institutional support to multilateral and global 

organizations that are present in the Pacific and has forged a partnership with UN Women to 

provide funds to implement the Pacific Islands Markets for Change Project, supporting female 

merchants in Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands by ensuring that markets provide safe, inclusive, 

and non-discriminatory environments. In the Solomon Islands, the High Commission of Canada 

in Australia focuses on several areas of cooperation including but not exclusive to gender 

A 

https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/funding-financement/cfli-fcil/index.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/funding-financement/cfli-fcil/index.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.canadainternational.gc.ca/australia-australie/bilateral_relations_bilaterales/canada_vanuatu-vanuatu.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.canadainternational.gc.ca/australia-australie/bilateral_relations_bilaterales/canada_solomons-salomons.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.canadainternational.gc.ca/australia-australie/bilateral_relations_bilaterales/canada_vanuatu-vanuatu.aspx?lang=eng
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equality/women’s empowerment projects and climate change initiatives. Moreover, Canada and 

the Solomon Islands also share interests the fishing industry and are party to the United Nations 

Fish Stocks Agreement. 

While not an exhaustive list of Canadian activities in the region, Canada’s approach seems to work 

in familiar ways, with the stated goals of building social, economic, political, and environmental 

resilience and sustainability in the region and of supporting institutions that are considered 

transparent, robust, and rules-based for promoting sustainable development. 

This resonates with the “Free” and “Open” Indo-Pacific Visions that several states including Japan 

are promoting to help build a more prosperous and stable region. And while important, and many 

aspects are worth continuing, they are hard to identify as uniquely Canadian, or unique to 

Oceania. This is cookie-cutter engagement and on the ground Canadian projects are difficult to 

distinguish from what comes from many other, often larger and more visible, partners.  

Dovetailing with allies and partners is essential, but it is also worth considering if there are areas 

where Canada might be able to offer something unique – something that ultimately will be more 

helpful to allies and partners to support the Free and Open Indo-Pacific concept while at the same 

time is more directly about Canada finding its own way to engage with the region, for the benefit 

of all concerned. 

 

Oceania 

One way to start thinking about a new way to engage is to assess Oceania on its own terms in order 

to see where the deeper compatibilities lie. Broadly, Oceania is the vast area in the triangle with 

Hawaii, Japan and New Zealand at the points. Its estimated 10,000 islands are grouped in around 

20 countries, territories and freely associated states. Given that each inhabited island can claim 

up to a 200-nautical mile exclusive economic zone, some of the countries of Oceania cover large 

parts of the Pacific – they often refer to themselves not as small island states, but large ocean 

states.  

From a Western security perspective – and especially from a Five Eyes perspective – the main 

countries of Oceania are politically roughly divided into three areas, Melanesia (Fiji, New 

Caledonia, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu), Polynesia (Cook Islands, French 

Polynesia, Niue, Samoa, Tonga and Tuvalu) and Micronesia (Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Federated 

States of Micronesia, Nauru and Palau). Broadly, Australia tends to take the Five Eyes lead in 

Melanesia, New Zealand in Polynesia and the U.S. in much of Micronesia. 

Japan is highly aware of the strategic importance of the region and engages comprehensively in a 

range of ways to bolster regional security and prosperity. This has gained urgency in the context 

of expansion into the area by China, which has very different goals for the region. While an area 

of special focus for Tokyo is Micronesia, and especially Palau, Japan has a large number of 

diplomatic missions across Oceania, funds a range of well-targeted infrastructure projects, runs 
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practical training programmes, convenes high-level meetings (including of regional Defence 

Ministers) and hosts the regular Pacific Islands Leaders Meeting (PALM).  

For Japan, the pillars of its comprehensive engagement in the region are articulated in “PALM8” 

as supporting a free, open and sustainable maritime order, resilient and sustainable development 

and human resource development, and people-to-people exchange. Tokyo has been very good at 

finding Japan’s niche in the region – while it supports allies and partners where appropriate. As 

a result, the people of the region know, and appreciate, Japan’s low key, effective partnership. It 

is something from which Canada can learn. 

Especially as there are currently two complicating trends in Oceania. First, China is making rapid 

inroads across the region (economic, political and strategic). Second, as a result of a longstanding 

feeling of marginalization in the main regional body, the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF), the five 

Micronesian countries have said they will withdraw from the PIF. 

These events have raised questions about Australia’s and New Zealand’s effectiveness in providing 

the countries of Oceania with options preferable to China, as well as questions about Canberra’s 

and Wellington’s ability (or willingness) to provide allies accurate assessments of what is going 

on in the area. When the Solomon Islands and Kiribati – both the sites of major battles during the 

Second World War – switched recognition from Taiwan to the PRC in 2019, it was a wake-up call.  

What is happening at the PIF – which one Micronesian leader directly attributed to Australian 

and New Zealand actions – added the extra element of giving the impression that Canberra and 

Wellington were fine with politically fracturing Oceania into two regions, a South Pacific 

(Melanesia and Polynesia), where they held a privileged position, and a Central Pacific 

(Micronesia) where the U.S. and Japan would focus.  

Add to this France’s large territories in the region, in particular New Caledonia (Melanesia) and 

French Polynesia (Polynesia). In the PIF debacle, France (in the form of French Polynesia) 

seemingly sided with Australia and New Zealand against a solution that would have ensured 

keeping U.S.-affiliated countries in the PIF. 

Japan, as mentioned above, prefers a regional approach with like-minded countries that is 

comprehensive, rules-based and focuses on its FOIP vision. This is embodied in PALM, which 

includes the Pacific Island countries, Australia, and New Zealand. However, Tokyo is also 

concerned about the implications of a fracturing of the PIF, and strategically may end up much 

closer to the U.S. in Micronesia, even while trying to maintain its position in the South Pacific.  

The result is that Oceania is strategically fraught internally among allies, at the same time that 

Beijing is actively trying to gain influence as it tries to jump beyond the first island chain and 

establish de facto beachheads (initially economic and political, but with strategic potential) in 

Oceania that could permit it to exert pressure from all sides on Taiwan, Japan, the U.S., the 

Philippines and elsewhere.  

 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/press/release/press4e_002949.html


 

 

Canadian and Japanese Free and Open Indo-Pacific Visions: Purpose, form and Practice 
March 2021 

Page 25 

 

Canadian and Japanese Free and Open Indo-
Pacific Visions: Purpose, Form and Practice 

A Unique Role for Canada? 

So, what does all this mean for Canada? The easy way is to just continue with the current bolt-on 

approach. However, if Ottawa wants. there are several ways Canada can play a unique role in the 

region to support a rules-based order and contribute to the promotion of a truly Free and Open 

Indo-Pacific region, and several reasons why it should.  

Why Canada should prioritize the Oceania part of the Indo-Pacific: 

• Geographically, the countries of Oceania are some of Canada’s closest Indo-Pacific 

neighbours.  The Canadian navy passed through parts of Oceania on its way to Sea Dragon 

in Guam, which is also part of Oceania.  

• Canada has expertise and markets in several of the areas of economic development 

Oceania has prioritized (fisheries, mining and agriculture). 

• Geopolitically, Oceania is currently in strategic flux. It less congested than some other 

zones in the Indo-Pacific, leaving more room for a relatively new actor to be helpful, even 

with a relatively small footprint. 

• Traditional relationships with partners are not delivering for the people of the region, as 

seen by the fracturing of the PIF and the gains by China. 

• Most countries are currently stable, relatively well educated and democratic. A little 

bolstering now can help keep them that way and buttress their strategic autonomy so they 

are less prone to the side effects of great power competition. If things go wrong, it will be 

much harder to get back to where we are now and at great cost to the people of the region. 

• Oceania contains a lot of votes in international forums, something that Canada 

sporadically considers important; for example, around the UN Security Council votes. 

There are many reasons to engage, and there are also many unique ways Canada can do it. Here 

are two: 

First, there are cultural and historic linkages between the Polynesians and some of the first 

peoples of Canada; for example, the Haida, making them “cousins”. Also, many Canadian First 

Nations and Inuit leaders know and understand the challenges of tight-knit communities living 

on small islands, in many cases with complex communal land laws. A knowledge-exchange 

program between First Nations and Inuit and the people of Oceania would be groundbreaking. 

This sort of para-diplomacy would not only highlight the successes and leadership in Canadian 

communities, it would enable a “family reunion” that could lead to deep and enduring bonds 

between Canada and the region. 

Second, there is clearly a crisis in analysis of the region, as the PIF fragmentation demonstrated. 

An added challenge is that part of the region has English as a first or second language, while part 

of it uses French. There is some, but limited, cross-fertilization between the English and French 
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analysis. Canada, in particular Quebec, might be well placed to set up a global centre of excellence 

for bilingual Oceania analysis that can host visiting scholars from the region as well as the U.S., 

Japan, India and elsewhere.  

An added facilitator is that French citizens can study for graduate degrees in Quebec at the same 

low rates Quebecers pay. As a result, a large number of students from French Polynesia and New 

Caledonia are already studying in Quebec. Also, Canada has little political baggage in the region 

so can present itself as more objective. Quebec’s proximity to Washington and New York (home 

of UN headquarters where many of the countries of Oceania have resident representatives), at a 

time when the U.S. and the wider international community are increasingly focusing on the area, 

is also a benefit. 

If a decision is made to prioritize Oceania, there are some logistical elements that would help. Two 

examples: 

Currently, as Canada has sparse on-the-ground diplomatic representation in Oceania, the people 

of the region largely don’t know about opportunities in Canada, or even how to apply for a visa. If 

Canada isn’t going to establish permanent representation, it should at least set up regular 

diplomatic circuits through the area, providing visa camps and workshops on things like academic 

and business opportunities in Canada. 

Ideally, flights to Canada would be made easier. For example, once a week the Air Canada flight 

between Auckland and Vancouver could stop in two countries in Oceania along the way.  

Unfortunately, likely the biggest resistance to Canada engaging in this way with Oceania will come 

not from the countries themselves, or China, but from Australia and New Zealand, who tend to 

jealously guard what one Australian politician called “our patch”. Conversely, the U.S. and Japan 

and others, would welcome Canada filling this niche. Japan in particular is keen to work with like-

minded countries that share its FOIP vision, in whole or in part, especially the promotion of a 

rules-based order. 

If Canada is serious about engaging effectively, in a way that benefits not only the people of the 

region and Canada, but also ultimately allies and partners, Ottawa must be willing to have a 

difficult conversation with Canberra and Wellington. It should work in consort with Washington 

and Tokyo to explain that the goal is not to sideline Australia and New Zealand, but to help provide 

the people of the region with the sort of Stability, prosperity, and strategic autonomy they need to 

weather the geopolitical storm. Unlike China’s version of win-win, that result would truly be a 

win-win for everyone. 

If Canada wants to do more than bolt on, the opportunities to innovate and bring a truly Canadian 

approach to the region are ready and waiting. All it will take is that rare and valuable element – 

political will.  
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CANADA AND THE INDO-PACIFIC: A NEED FOR A 
STRATEGIC COURSE 

 

By Jonathan Berkshire Miller 

 

he Indo-Pacific, as a geographic concept that connects the vast Indian and Pacific oceans, 

along with the states in between, is not a new geostrategic idea. Indeed, the notion of a 

broader geographic region – rather than more traditional subsets such as East Asia, South Asia 

or the more expansive Asia-Pacific – has been used for more than a decade by scholars and 

practitioners in the region. An Indian naval captain began using the concept in geopolitical terms 

more than a decade ago, but the terminology has not been limited to scholars in Delhi. Japan’s 

former prime minister, Shinzo Abe, during his first term in 2007, spoke to India’s parliament 

about his country’s vision for the Indo-Pacific, noting a “confluence of the two seas”. He stressed 

a need to transcend the traditional frameworks that often separated or minimized the geopolitical 

connections between South Asia and the Indian Ocean region with that of East Asia and the 

Pacific.   

While others have since developed Indo-Pacific approaches, it is crucial to remember that the 

intellectual origins of this kind of strategic thinking came from the region – especially from policy-

makers and officials from Japan, India and Australia – and will largely continue to evolve based 

on the strategic interests and resulting policy approaches from regional states. That said, other 

states invested in the Indo-Pacific, but direct residents have also been developing approaches in 

recent years, including the United States, Germany, France, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands 

and others. These approaches, while not identical and obviously premised on unique national 

interests, largely converge on a range of shared pillars – principally the respect for maintaining a 

rules-based system in the region that prioritizes a peaceful settlement of disputes and follows 

international law. All of these approaches also underscore the importance of open and transparent 

infrastructure development in the region so as not to burden donor-recipient countries in the 

region with heavy debt based on infrastructure projects that don’t serve their long-term interests.  

Understanding the regional origins of the Indo-Pacific concept, including its articulation as a Free 

and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) first introduced by Japan, is essential to modify an incorrect – yet 

often stated – framing that FOIP is merely a hard-stick tool created by the United States and 

aimed at curtailing China’s rise. This narrative, which is often spun by detractors who don’t see 

the value in Canada following through on an Indo-Pacific strategy, misses the complexities of 

other states in the region and their shared interest in FOIP principles which are often aligned, but 

not completely congruent, with those of the United States.  

For Canada, the idea of framing the region in Indo-Pacific terms is in its nascent stage of 

development. Traditionally, the lens with which the region has been looked at is that of the “Asia-

Pacific”. This traditional framing is understandable to some extent considering that the history 

and focal points of Canadian engagement have been premised on the multilateral forums through 

T 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html
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which it is engaged. Examples of this include Canada being a founding member of the Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation (APEC) and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). Canada also is a 

longstanding dialogue partner with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and a 

member of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). More recently, Canada has joined other 

organizations, including the Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank (AIIB). 

This multilateral underpinning of Canada’s engagement to date has been decidedly “Asia-Pacific” 

in its focus for the past several decades. Yet it has become increasingly clear that, while many 

forums which Canada traditionally engages in remain relevant, its approach to the region is 

antiquated and needs significant policy evolution. Some detractors might argue that Canada 

should not look at developing an Indo-Pacific approach because it would betray our commitment 

and experience to organizations and partnerships centred around the Asia-Pacific, such as ASEAN 

and its related bodies. The short answer to these critiques however is that the development of an 

Indo-Pacific approach, in line with the principles of a free and open region, is not mutually 

exclusive or meant to replace our traditional engagement in the region. To the contrary, the 

development of an Indo-Pacific approach – which is currently being developed in Ottawa – would 

complement and outline strategically, and ideally with clarity, the stakes and interests Canada has 

in this pivotal region.  

This telegraphing of a strategic purpose for Ottawa in the region is of utmost importance to alter 

long-held – and often-deserved – perceptions from key regional stakeholders that Canada is 

largely disinterested in the geostrategic evolutions and fast-changing dynamics of the Indo-

Pacific. In this sense, the public diplomacy articulating the “why and how” behind its new strategy 

will be equally as important as the tangible deliverables and priority action areas being built into 

the approach.  

 

The Role for Canada in the Indo-Pacific 

How should Canada become more involved in the emerging Indo-Pacific framework? First, 

Canada must assertively and unapologetically promote its interests and values in the region – 

most of which align closely with its key partners there such as the U.S., Japan and others. For 

example, if one dives into the FOIP policies by Washington and Tokyo, they will find more 

convergence than divergence with regard to Canadian interests. The U.S. strategy stresses the 

need to “promote transparency, openness, rule of law, and the protection of human rights and 

fundamental freedom”. Tokyo meanwhile stresses the importance of peace and stability in the 

region through common rules, open investment and the provision of international public goods. 

Most would agree these are rules and norms that Canada also subscribes to. A corollary to this is 

that greater engagement with the Indo-Pacific would help us further national areas of excellence 

desperately needed in the region’s approach to preventive diplomacy, such as women, peace and 

security.   

However, it would be incorrect to think that the Indo-Pacific concept only appeals to a handful of 

states concerned about the rise of China and its often revisionist approach to the region. In fact, 

https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/11/287433.htm
https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/11/287433.htm
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several states both inside and on the peripheries of the Indo-Pacific have demonstrated a definite 

interest in developing a strategic approach to the region. In addition to longstanding interest from 

“resident” powers such as Japan, India and Australia, there has also been a steady uptick of 

interest from countries further afield including those in Europe. In the past year, several countries 

have either developed or released approaches to the Indo-Pacific region, including France, the 

Netherlands, the United Kingdom and Germany.  

Second, Canada can manage both an effective and pragmatic relationship with China and 

simultaneously enhance its engagement with the Indo-Pacific region. Beijing may be wary of the 

framing of the Indo-Pacific, because of its tense relations with Washington under the Trump 

administration, but it would be incorrect to label the different national approaches as a 

containment strategy aimed at China. Rather than alliance politics, this is a loose grouping of like-

minded and progressive states that are standing up for a prosperous and stable region that follows 

rules and maintains a sustainable trajectory – not to benefit one, but for the region as a whole. 

This is something Canada should stand up for, and it should not let its recent bilateral difficulties 

with Beijing distract it from the larger strategic dynamics playing out in the region.   

Finally, just as engaging China and the Indo-Pacific framework are not mutually exclusive, so are 

the fundamentals of our existing engagements in the region. Ottawa will continue to be a key part 

of APEC, the ARF, ADB and other multilateral organizations – with ASEAN at the core – but it 

need not pursue this road in isolation from co-operation that makes sense with regional partners 

and allies in the broader Indo-Pacific. In fact, ASEAN has also produced an Indo-Pacific outlook 

which prioritizes many of the same values and interests – the respect for international law and 

the peaceful settlement of disputes – that other regional approaches address.  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations:  

Despite a long history of engagement, the consistency of Canada’s role often appears unmoored 

and not fully aligned with our interests and stakes in the significant geopolitical shifts taking place 

in the region. A frequent critique from stakeholders and officials in the region is that Canada must 

make a more consistent and comprehensive approach that demonstrates an investment of time 

and capital that goes beyond merely trade and investment. Specifically, there is a need and desire 

– at least from most states – for a strong Canadian voice on political security developments in the 

region, be it on maritime security, nuclear non-proliferation or humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief.  This is where the tenets, rules and values that form the basis of the emerging 

growth of Indo-Pacific frameworks will help Canada better serve its interests and promote its role.   

In order to re-orient our role and position in the region, Canada will first need to answer two 

fundamental questions. The first question that any senior Canadian policy-maker will ask when 

thinking about deeper engagement relates to why we need to devote scarce resources to the Indo-

Pacific. The second related question should be a more reflective one on why the region needs 

Canada. In sum, Canada must find a balance between the answers to these two questions – it must 

be in the region because it is in Canada’s interest to have more meaningful engagement for a 
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variety of reasons (to support a rules-based order, international law and to ensure this centre of 

geo-economic and geostrategic gravity is not ruled through coercion but based on accepted laws 

and norms). However, Canada must also carefully assess and attend to – as best as possible – the 

needs, concerns and realities of its partners in the region rather than singularly focusing on how 

it wants to contribute.   

With this in mind, there are a number of positive steps forward. These moves must encompass 

both our economic and security interests (although this section will only focus on the latter). First, 

it will be important for Canada to visualize its strategic approach to the region through an open 

and widely distributed strategy. The process of developing an Indo-Pacific strategy is already 

underway and considerable thought is being put into its formulation. However, the 

implementation and distribution stages are equally important. Canada should try its best to put 

maximum political weight behind the strategy and its release, ideally through a keynote speech at 

a key regional event such as the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore, to signify to the region that its 

Indo-Pacific approach is not just another bureaucratic document.  

Second, with a strategic guidance marker in hand – Canada should look carefully for opportunities 

that make sense for it to become more intertwined with the growing regional groupings. As noted 

earlier, this will include stepped-up engagement in the current multilateral forums but also 

finding more opportunities to engage with mini-lateral partners. One example is to build off 

Canada’s defence co-ordination with the U.S. and Japan. In 2019, the two sides commenced a 

second round of bilateral naval drills dubbed Kaedex (“kaede” meaning maple leaf in Japanese). 

The Canadian navy also participates as a trilateral participant in the U.S.-Japan Keen Sword naval 

exercises. Similarly, Canada has also been working with Japan, and other allies in the Five Eyes 

intelligence network, to help monitor and disrupt attempts by North Korea to evade sanctions 

over its nuclear and missiles programs – through surveillance of ship-to-ship transfers in the East 

China Sea.  

Third, Canada should look at ways to become more involved in active defence diplomacy through 

maintaining and increasing its engagement in regional summits such as the Shangri-La Dialogue, 

the Asia-Pacific Roundtable, the Ulaanbaatar Dialogue and other track 1.5 meetings. These 

meetings provide another opportunity for Ottawa to signal the growing importance it attaches to 

the region. While resource issues always remain a concern, it is possible to defray some effort for 

these engagements to a growing number of intellectuals and academics in Canada who are focused 

on the Indo-Pacific region. Complementing participation in these dialogues is the welcome uptick 

of the Royal Canadian Navy in the region and its participation in port visits and regional exercises.  

Increasing and visualizing these engagements under the chapeau of a new Indo-Pacific strategy 

will form a crucial step in deepening Canada’s commitment and ties in the region in the long term.  
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