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                  Southeast Asia has long been a foreign policy priority for Japan, but Tokyo has intensified
                     its engagement – both with the ASEAN Community as a whole and with individual member
                     states – since 2012.
                  

               

               	
                  Japan views China’s growing influence in Southeast Asia as a major foreign policy
                     challenge and is seeking to prevent the emergence of a hierarchical order centred
                     around China. It has economic as well as foreign and security policy interests in
                     the region.
                  

               

               	
                  Tokyo’s engagement in Southeast Asia aims to uphold the rules-based multilateral order
                     in the region, underpinned by US involvement. Of particular significance is Tokyo’s
                     commitment to shared rules, principles and norms – for example, in the areas of free
                     trade, infrastructure development and maritime security.
                  

               

               	
                  Japan’s approach to Southeast Asia since 2012 has been characterised by both continuity
                     and change. Unlike in the past, Japan is now seeking more comprehensive security cooperation
                     with the region, including through dialogues, military exercises and capacity building
                     programmes.
                  

               

               	
                  ASEAN is important for Japan as the linchpin of regional cooperation. Tokyo supports
                     the institutional development of the Community and helps reduce socio-economic differences
                     between individual member states.
                  

               

               	
                  Japan is intensifying its relations both with countries that are more critical of
                     China – such as the Philippines – and with those considered more aligned with China
                     – such as Cambodia. This approach extends to security policy. By offering to cooperate,
                     Japan provides Southeast Asian countries with alternatives to Chinese initiatives
                     and thereby prevents China from monopolising the region.
                  

               

               	
                  Japan and Europe are both interested in a stable, multilateral order in Southeast
                     Asia. The two sides should therefore step up their engagement with the region and
                     leverage their influence over regional geopolitical dynamics through complementary
                     or joint initiatives.
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            Issues and Conclusions

            Southeast Asia is of enormous geostrategic, political and economic importance at the
               global level. Situated at the intersection of the Pacific and Indian oceans, the region
               is a focal point of the escalating Sino-American rivalry. However, the United States
               and China are not the only key players in developments in Southeast Asia; other regional
               powers – above all, Japan – play an important role, too.
            

            For decades, Tokyo has maintained close economic, political and cultural relations
               with the countries of Southeast Asia. The depth of those ties was revealed in 2023,
               when the dialogue partnership between Japan and the Association of Southeast Asian
               Nations (ASEAN) celebrated its fiftieth anniversary. Over the course of that year,
               Japan and the ten ASEAN states (Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar,
               the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam) met twice at summit level and thirteen
               times at ministerial level to discuss a wide range of topics, including finance, the
               environment, defence and transportation.
            

            From a historical perspective, Japan’s far-reaching cooperation with the countries
               of Southeast Asia is noteworthy. After 1945, Tokyo was confronted with considerable
               resentment from within the region over its colonial past and involvement in World
               War II. But in recent years, opinion polls have documented Japan’s positive reputation
               in those countries. For example, an annual survey conducted by the Singapore-based
               ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute in all the ASEAN states consistently shows that Japan
               enjoys the highest level of trust among the region’s political elites – far ahead
               of other extra-regional players such as the US, the EU and China.
            

            A characteristic feature of the region that is home to the ASEAN member states is
               its diversity – cultural, religious, political and economic. In its bilateral relations
               with individual countries, Japan seeks to take into account this heterogeneity while
               at the same time pursuing an all-embracing approach towards the region as a whole
               through overarching initiatives – an approach it has followed for decades in acknowledgement
               of the region’s political and economic importance.
            

            Even though Japan has long regarded Southeast Asia as a priority, its engagement in
               the region has intensified since 2012. Japan has underlined the importance of Southeast
               Asia through the political attention it has been paying to the region at the highest
               level: Prime Minister Abe Shinzo (2012–20) visited all the ASEAN countries within
               his first year in office, while his successor, Suga Yoshihide (in office for only
               one year in 2020–21), made his first official trip abroad to Vietnam and Indonesia.
               Prime Minister Kishida Fumio (2021–24) visited Southeast Asia seven times and maintained
               close contact with all the ASEAN countries except Myanmar, whose military regime,
               installed following the violent coup in 2021, Tokyo has not recognized. And Kishida’s
               successor, Prime Minister Ishiba Shigeru, has already made three trips to Southeast
               Asia in his first seven months in office, declaring the region to be one of Japan’s
               top diplomatic priorities.
            

            Tokyo’s intensified engagement since 2012 has been prompted by China’s growing geostrategic,
               economic and political influence in Southeast Asia. Over the past fifteen years, China
               has emerged as the region’s most important economic and trading partner. There are
               both cooperative and confrontational aspects to its policy vis-à-vis the region. On
               the one hand, Beijing has courted Southeast Asian countries through diplomacy and
               economic cooperation; on the other, it has become increasingly uncompromising and
               aggressive in asserting its own interests, especially in territorial disputes in the
               South China Sea. At the same time, China’s power politics are exacerbating tensions
               with the US, which for a long time was a hegemonic power in the region, serving as
               the backbone of Asia’s security architecture.
            

            In light of these developments, the current research paper examines Japan’s response
               to China’s growing influence in Southeast Asia and the role it is seeking to play
               there. What interests does Japan have in the region and how does it see them being
               affected by China? What goals is Tokyo pursuing and what are its priorities? The analysis
               focuses on Japan’s relationship with the ASEAN Community and includes two country
               case studies – on the Philippines and Cambodia.
            

            The key findings of the research paper are:

            
               	
                  Japan views China’s growing influence in Southeast Asia as a major foreign policy
                     challenge. It wants to prevent the emergence of a hierarchical regional order based
                     on power asymmetries and centred around China. It has economic and security policy
                     interests in Southeast Asia as well as in multilateral cooperation and the region’s
                     institutional frameworks.
                  

               

               	
                  Tokyo’s engagement in Southeast Asia aims to uphold the rules-based multilateral order
                     in the region, underpinned by US involvement. Its commitment to shared rules, principles
                     and standards – demonstrated by the negotiation of regional free trade agreements,
                     for example – is noteworthy. In its security policy, Tokyo is committed to upholding
                     the common norms and rules enshrined in the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea.
                  

               

               	
                  Japan’s approach to Southeast Asia since 2012 has been characterised by both continuity
                     and change. Tokyo has continued its development assistance policies and even intensified
                     its long-standing commitment to infrastructure funding. People-to-people exchange
                     still plays an important role in building trust. In what is a shift from its past
                     approach, Japan is now seeking to expand its security policy cooperation with regional
                     players – for example, through dialogue, military exercises and capacity-building
                     programmes, including the supply of armaments.
                  

               

               	
                  The ASEAN Community is of huge importance to Japan as the hub for multilateral cooperation
                     formats in the broader region. By promoting joint institutions for exchange and cooperation,
                     Tokyo is supporting the Community in its institutional development. In order to strengthen
                     cohesion within ASEAN, Japan’s development aid is targeted at reducing socio-economic
                     differences in the region.
                  

               

               	
                  Japan is intensifying its relations both with countries that are more critical of
                     China – such as the Philippines – and with those considered more aligned with China
                     – such as Cambodia. This approach extends to security policy. Through its offers to
                     cooperate, Japan provides Southeast Asian countries with alternatives to Chinese initiatives
                     and thereby prevents China from monopolising the region. For their part, the ASEAN
                     countries value Japan as a partner in their attempts to diversify their relations
                     and enhance their resilience and strategic autonomy.
                  

               

               	
                  Japan and Europe are both interested in a stable, multilateral order in Southeast
                     Asia. The two sides should therefore step up their engagement with the region and
                     leverage their influence over regional geopolitical dynamics through complementary
                     or joint initiatives. Further, the approaches adopted by Japan can serve as inspiration
                     for Europe – for example, Tokyo’s policies aimed at promoting the cohesion of the
                     ASEAN Community.
                  

               

            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Looking Back: Japan’s Role in Southeast Asia since 1945

            After 1945, Japan sought to reshape its relations with Southeast Asia and overcome
               its legacy as an exploitative and aggressive colonial subjugator. With the support
               of the US, which wanted the East Asian state to develop into an economically strong,
               anti-communist regional power politically anchored in the Western camp, Japan pursued
               its economic reintegration into geographically nearby Southeast Asia (see Map 1, p. 8). And to counter historical resentment within the region, it offered reparation payments
               and development aid – for example, by funding infrastructure projects.
            

            From the 1960s onwards, as its own economy grew rapidly, Japan became an economically
               dominant power in Southeast Asia. By as early as 1966, it had replaced the US as the
               largest trading partner of today’s ten ASEAN states.1 And by the end of the 1980s, it had become one of the most important investors in
               Southeast Asia – at the time, it was the largest foreign financier of countries such
               as Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand.2 Moreover, Japan played a central role in development. By the late 1980s, it had assumed
               the mantle of the world’s largest provider of development aid, with a focus primarily
               on the countries of East Asia.3

            In 1977, Japan reformulated its Southeast Asia policy in response to the resurging
               historical resentments in the region. The US withdrawal from Vietnam further motivated
               Japan to expand its influence. Japan’s Southeast Asia policy drawn up at the time
               became known as the “Fukuda Doctrine” and still serves as a guide today.4 It is based on three fundamental principles. First, Japan renounced its role as a military
               power. Second, it aimed to build a trusting (“heart to heart”) partnership with the
               region – one that went beyond mutual economic benefit and was supported by people-to-people
               exchange. Third, it sought close cooperation with the ASEAN Community, which had been
               founded in 1967 by Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore.
            

            By promoting development aid and people-to-people exchange, Japan established trusting
               relations with Southeast Asia. In the 1990s, Tokyo launched a growing number of political
               and diplomatic initiatives, particularly in the area of multilateral cooperation.
               By 1999, the ASEAN Community had expanded to its current composition of ten member
               states and had thereby gained greater international significance. Tokyo advocated
               the creation of regional cooperation formats centred around the Community and, among
               other things, was a driving force in the establishment of the ASEAN Regional Forum,
               the first multilateral security dialogue in the East Asia region (which today comprises
               27 countries).5 In the multilateral arena, Japan also began to play a role in security policy in Southeast
               Asia – for example, as part of United Nations peace missions. When, in the early 2000s,
               piracy and armed robberies of ships were on the rise in Southeast Asia, Tokyo took
               the lead in negotiating a regional cooperation agreement to deal with the problem.6 Together with Japan, the main actor in economic and security policy in the region
               was the US.
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            Growing Japan-China Rivalry from 2012 onwards

            Like the US, Japan has watched the rapid growth of China’s economic, political and
               geostrategic influence in Southeast Asia with concern, especially from around 2012
               onwards. Back in the late 1990s, Beijing launched a “charm offensive” towards Southeast
               Asia that led to an intensified diplomatic exchange and greater economic cooperation.
               By 2009, China had overtaken Japan as the ASEAN Community’s most important trading
               partner outside the region.9

            In 2012, China began to promote its interests more confidently, more uncompromisingly
               and more forcefully.
            

            Around 2012, however, China’s behaviour in Southeast Asia changed noticeably. It began
               to promote its interests not only more confidently but also more uncompromisingly
               and more forcefully. Its leadership ambitions in the region became apparent, above
               all, in two areas. First, China expanded its military and paramilitary presence in
               disputed areas in the South China Sea and started to behave in an increasingly confrontational
               manner.10 In 2012, for example, it seized Scarborough Shoal, which is also claimed by the Philippines.
               In the years that followed, China built numerous military-capable ports and airstrips
               following extensive land reclamation in the area surrounding the similarly disputed
               Spratly Islands.11 And when the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague ruled in 2016 that China’s
               extensive territorial claims in the South China Sea were unlawful, Beijing rejected
               that decision as “null and void”.12 Since then, China’s attempts to bring disputed territories under its own control
               have regularly escalated, particularly vis-à-vis the Philippines.13

            Second, China’s leadership aspirations were revealed in the Belt and Road Initiative
               (BRI), presented by President Xi Jinping in 2013. The initiative involves the massive
               promotion of infrastructure projects through which China aims to secure market access
               and investment opportunities in various countries, particularly in its neighbourhood.
               Southeast Asia has been a focus of the initiative.
            

            Meanwhile, the US, which is the most important security partner of many countries
               in Southeast Asia, has seen its global supremacy increasingly challenged by China
               over the past decade. Today, Washington and Beijing are wrestling for influence in
               the region. Under Presidents Barack Obama, Donald Trump (first term) and Joe Biden,
               Washington increased its military presence in Southeast Asia and stepped up security
               cooperation with regional partners.14 Through high-level visits, it managed to draw at least some diplomatic attention
               to Southeast Asia, although many observers pointed to the lack of a clear strategic
               orientation, especially under the first Trump administration.15 The approach of the second Trump administration to Southeast Asia remains unclear,
               but there is widespread anticipation in the region of reduced US engagement.16 Another cause for concern is President Trump’s threat of tariffs, which would have
               a significant negative impact on the export-oriented Southeast Asian countries. Moreover,
               the effective dissolution of the US Agency for International Development (USAID) will
               have consequences for Southeast Asia. Until recently, the ASEAN Community benefited
               from its technical assistance.17

            Japan’s view of China has changed, too, over the past decade. According to the prevailing
               opinion in Tokyo, China is jeopardising stability and security, particularly in East
               Asia, through its uncompromising stance in maritime and territorial disputes and is
               increasingly becoming a revisionist superpower.18 From the Japanese perspective, China poses a serious challenge to the existing international
               order, based on common rules and principles.19 Japan also sees China’s growing military clout as a direct security threat.
            

            While the countries of Southeast Asia have benefited from China’s economic upturn,
               they remain wary of its power politics. Approaches may differ to some extent, but
               in general these states are pursuing hedging strategies aimed at minimising risks
               and keeping options open in the context of the Sino-American rivalry.20 Their goal is to maintain good relations with both the US and China while at the
               same time intensifying cooperation with other countries – such as Japan, South Korea,
               Australia, India and various European states – in order to strengthen their strategic
               autonomy.
            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Japan’s Interests in Southeast Asia

            There are three key areas in which China’s growing influence and aggressive stance
               in Southeast Asia affect the interests pursued by Japan in the region: namely, the
               economy, security policy and multilateral regional cooperation.21 The general fear among Japanese observers is that China is seeking to establish and
               assume leadership over a hierarchical order in Southeast Asia that would replace the
               existing liberal, rules-based order.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Economy

               Southeast Asia is of huge economic importance to Japan. Overall, the ASEAN states,
                  which have a total population of around 678 million, are experiencing solid economic
                  growth, despite differences between individual countries.22 Thanks to its economic dynamism and geographical proximity, the region is as attractive
                  for Japanese private-sector investors as it is for trade. It is able to offer companies
                  what is largely a well-trained workforce at competitive labour costs. In the past
                  decade, Japan has increasingly sought to diversify its economic relations and, in
                  particular, wants to boost cooperation with Southeast Asia. Since 2020, it has been
                  providing financial support to Japanese companies relocating production sites from
                  China to Southeast Asia, whereby the goal is to make Japan’s supply chains more resilient.
                  Most such projects funded between 2020 and 2023 involved relocations to Vietnam, Thailand,
                  Malaysia and the Philippines.23

               The ASEAN Community is Japan’s third-largest trading partner after China and the US
                  (which is only narrowly ahead of ASEAN) and accounts for 15 per cent of its total
                  foreign trade in goods.24 In 2023, the volume of Japan-ASEAN trade in goods was US$225.6 billion and Japan
                  had a trade deficit of US$15.9 billion (see Figures 1 and 2, p. 12). Japan’s most important trading partners among the ASEAN countries are Thailand,
                  Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines. Despite steady increases
                  in absolute bilateral trade volumes, Japan’s relative importance for the ASEAN states
                  has diminished as the latter have increasingly diversified their trading partners.
                  In 2023, its share of the ASEAN Community’s foreign trade was just 6.8 per cent, making
                  it the fourth-largest trading partner outside the region after China (including Hong
                  Kong) with 22.8 per cent, the US with 11.2 per cent and the EU with 7.9 per cent (see
                  Figure 3, p. 13). At the beginning of the 1990s, Japan’s share of foreign trade with Southeast Asian
                  countries was still around 21 per cent.
               

               Japanese direct investment in Southeast Asia amounted to US$274.2 billion in 2022.25 Based on this figure, ASEAN accounts for 14.2 per cent of Japan’s total foreign direct
                  investment, trailing only the US with 34.8 per cent and the EU with 15.8 per cent
                  (see Figure 4, p. 12).
               

               Figure 1
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               Figure 2
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               Figure 3
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               Figure 4
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                        Conversely, if we look at the foreign direct investment stock of ASEAN, Japan is the
                           third-largest investor from outside the region with a share of 9.8 per cent, after
                           the US with 17.8 per cent and the EU with 12.9 per cent but ahead of China (including
                           Hong Kong) with 8.7 per cent.26 Around 15,000 Japanese companies are active in ASEAN countries.27
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               It is evident that Japan no longer plays the economically dominant role in Southeast
                  Asia that it once did. Nevertheless, it remains an important economic partner for
                  the ASEAN countries and vice versa. Tokyo fears that China is increasingly using its
                  growing economic clout in the region as a political lever to assert its interests.30 If those fears are founded, the countries in the region are in danger of losing their
                  strategic autonomy. For its part, Beijing has repeatedly prevented joint ASEAN positions
                  from being formed by bringing pressure to bear on individual member states.31

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Security policy

               Because of its close economic ties and geographical proximity to Southeast Asia, Japan
                  has a fundamental interest in protecting the stability and security of the region.
                  A significant share of Japan’s trade takes place via the shipping routes of Southeast
                  Asia, which means they are crucial for the country’s economy. According to one estimate,
                  92 per cent of resource-poor Japan’s oil imports and 50 per cent of its gas imports
                  are transported through the South China Sea.32 This means that disruptions to civilian shipping in Southeast Asia can have a severe
                  impact on the Japanese economy.
               

               Since 2012, China has vastly strengthened its military and paramilitary presence around
                  the Japanese-administered Senkaku Islands.
               

               Moreover, the tensions over territorial claims in the South China Sea have implications
                  for Japan’s own security as well as for the rules-based international order. China’s
                  attempt to gradually gain control over disputed territories in the South China Sea
                  is not unlike its approach to the territorial dispute with Japan over the Senkaku
                  Islands (Chinese: Diaoyu Dao) in the East China Sea. Since 2012, China has vastly
                  strengthened its military and paramilitary presence around the Japanese-administered
                  islands.33 In Japan’s view, Chinese expansionism in the East and South China seas not only increases
                  the risk of military conflict in the region; it also undermines international legal
                  norms such as the Law of the Sea and thereby jeopardises the rules-based order of
                  the maritime space.34

               China’s military presence in the South China Sea also has an impact on the strategic
                  position of the US. By dint of its growing military capabilities, China could make
                  access to the region more difficult for the US armed forces, particularly in the area
                  that lies within the so-called first island chain, which runs from Japan via Taiwan
                  and the Philippines to Indonesia (see Map 1, p. 8).35 As Japan is dependent on its ally, the US, for its security, such a development would
                  not be in its interests. In February 2025, President Trump and Prime Minister Ishiba
                  emphasised in their first joint statement that they reject China’s militarisation
                  and its provocations in the South China Sea.36

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Multilateral cooperation in the ASEAN context

               The ASEAN Community is also of great importance for Japan’s foreign policy. Not only
                  does it promote peaceful cooperation between the member states; it also plays a role
                  – one that extends beyond Southeast Asia – in shaping regional governance structures.
                  It serves as a platform for almost all key multilateral forums in East Asia, such
                  as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), the East Asia Summit (EAS) and the ASEAN Defence
                  Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus), which take place regularly under the chairmanship
                  of an ASEAN member state and involve actors such as Japan, China and the US. The Japanese
                  academic discourse identifies three important functions that the ASEAN Community performs
                  in this context.37

               First, ASEAN-centred multilateral forums provide a framework for exchanges between
                  regional actors on political, economic and security issues and for encouraging cooperation.
                  Because each meeting is planned by the ASEAN Community or the chairing member state,
                  great power interests – especially those of the US and China – are prevented from
                  setting the agenda. Second, the ASEAN Community supports common principles, norms
                  and rules in the region and is committed to ensuring they are adopted.38 ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, for example, emphasises principles such
                  as peaceful conflict resolution and respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity
                  in inter-state relations. The ASEAN Community’s fundamental interest in a rules-based
                  order is shared by Japan.39 Third, ASEAN creates a framework in which the comparatively smaller Southeast Asian
                  powers can develop common positions and represent them vis-à-vis the global major
                  powers. Thus, from the Japanese perspective, the Community can help prevent the emergence
                  in the region of a hierarchical order centred around China and based on power asymmetries.40

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Japan’s Goals in Southeast Asia as Part of Its ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ Vision

            Speeches on Southeast Asia by Japanese prime ministers and foreign ministers provide
               an insight into the goals that Tokyo has been pursuing since 2012 to promote cooperation
               with the region. Four guiding principles can be identified from the messaging of the Abe,
               Suga and Kishida governments. First, Japan wants to promote the rules-based order
               in Southeast Asia. The further development of the international free trade system
               as well as the safeguarding of international law – particularly in the maritime space
               – are key areas of focus.41 Second, Tokyo wants to support the ASEAN Community in its integration efforts.42 By promoting connectivity and infrastructure development, it is seeking to strengthen
               cohesion among the members and contribute to reducing disparities in socio-economic
               development.43 Third, it is aiming to help ASEAN countries build capacity in various areas.44 Through training, education and knowledge transfer on topics such as infectious diseases,
               disaster prevention, resilient supply chains and digital infrastructure, Tokyo is
               seeking to contribute to human resource development. At the same time, it is helping
               those countries bordering the South China Sea to boost capabilities to monitor and
               patrol marine areas.45 Fourth, Japan aims to continue its partnership with the region.46 In order to build trust, Japan is particularly keen to promote people-to-people exchange
               with ASEAN.
            

            The concept of a ‘Free and Open 

            Indo-Pacific’ is Japan’s central foreign-policy leitmotif.

            Overall, the foreign policy speeches analysed demonstrate that Japan sees Southeast
               Asia as a key region in what it envisages as a multilateral, rules-based order in
               the Indo-Pacific. Japan’s central foreign-policy concept for this vision is a “Free
               and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP), which was first outlined by former Prime Minister Abe
               Shinzo during his first term in office (2006–07) and formulated in more detail during
               his second term in a speech delivered in 2016. There are three pillars in the FOIP
               vision, which can be summarised as follows. First, a rules-based order built on the
               principles of free trade and freedom of navigation is to be maintained. Second, economic
               prosperity is to be secured through improved physical, institutional and people-to-people
               connectivity. Third, peace and security are to be ensured through capacity-building
               assistance, humanitarian aid and disaster relief.47 In 2023, Prime Minister Kishida expanded the FOIP vision to include a fourth dimension:
               international cooperation for the protection of global commons such as climate and environment, food and energy security, health protection and security
               in cyberspace.48

            Although Abe did not explicitly mention the countries of Southeast Asia in his 2016
               speech, Tokyo has since repeatedly made it clear that they play a central role in
               Japan’s FOIP vision. In December 2023, for example, Prime Minister Kishida declared
               that the ASEAN states were the “linchpin of a free and open Indo-Pacific”.49 Thus, Japan’s priorities for cooperation with Southeast Asia are in line with the
               basic principles of FOIP.
            

            In their speeches on Southeast Asia, Japanese prime ministers and foreign ministers
               have referred to China’s role only implicitly – by calling for “maintaining the existing
               order through the rule of law” in the maritime space and by condemning the use of
               force.50 But there can be no doubt that Japan’s FOIP vision is to be understood as a reaction
               to China’s rise and the relative loss of US power in East Asia. It signals Tokyo’s
               desire to play an active role in shaping the regional order and to promote or develop
               common practices, norms and institutions.51 For its part, the Japanese Foreign Ministry has emphasised Tokyo’s willingness to
               cooperate “with any countries” that support the idea of a rules-based order.52 This inclusive approach leaves the door open for China’s participation if the Middle
               Kingdom were to endorse the Japanese conception of common norms and rules.
            

            At the same time, Japan’s FOIP vision also includes competitive elements vis-à-vis
               China, based on a balance-of-power logic. Tokyo’s approach aims to involve the US
               – the only country that can serve as a clear counterweight to China in the region.53 At the same time, it is supporting countries in the development of capabilities that
               would enable them to counter China’s confrontational and unlawful actions in the South
               China Sea. And it is also expanding its own defence capabilities in response to China’s
               growing military clout. However, Japan is distancing itself from the FOIP approach
               of the US. When, in 2017, Washington began to talk about a FOIP strategy – with a
               strong military focus and a confrontational stance on China – Tokyo dropped the term
               “FOIP strategy” and from then onwards referred only to a “concept”. In this way, Japan
               also responded to critical views among ASEAN countries that feared US policy was too
               confrontational.54

         

      

   
      
         
            Implementation: Japan’s Policy Towards ASEAN

            Since 2012, Japan has strengthened its relations with the ASEAN Community. Among other
               things, it has used joint meetings to announce initiatives for the entire region and
               to underscore its support for ASEAN-centred multilateral cooperation.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Overview and main pillars of relationships with ASEAN

               Japan has frequent diplomatic exchanges with the ASEAN Community through annual summits
                  and ministerial-level meetings on topics ranging from foreign and economic policy
                  to transportation. Japanese representatives regularly participate in ASEAN-led forums,
                  such as the East Asia Summit and ADMM-Plus. Tokyo takes advantage of such occasions
                  to demonstrate its engagement – for example, by co-chairing working groups in ADMM-Plus.55

               Japan’s leading role as supporter of ASEAN institutional integration is particularly
                  noteworthy. Among other things, it supported the establishment of the ASEAN-Japan
                  Cybersecurity Capability Building Centre in 2018 and the ASEAN Centre for Public Health
                  Emergencies and Emerging Diseases in 2022.56 Within their respective policy areas, these institutions are intended to promote
                  cooperation between the member states while at the same time contributing to exchanges
                  with Japan.
               

               At a joint summit in 2020, Japan underlined the importance of ASEAN as a partner for
                  its FOIP vision. In response to the Indo-Pacific strategies of Japan, the US and other
                  countries, the Community published its own vision – ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific
                  (AOIP) – in 2019.57 Tokyo saw significant convergence between its own approach and the core principles
                  expressed in AOIP.58 Both visions focus on the maintenance of a rules-based regional order, peaceful conflict
                  resolution, multilateralism and the strengthening of international law. At the 2020
                  summit, Japan became the first country to formally agree to cooperation on AOIP, thereby
                  demonstrating – as a key regional player – its support for the ASEAN Community.59

               Despite some ASEAN member states having been divided in recent years over important
                  foreign policy issues, Japan continues to be diplomatically engaged with the Community.
                  International crises have put ASEAN’s unity to the test. For example, the military
                  coup that took place in member state Myanmar in 2021 was – and remains – a major challenge
                  for the group: within ASEAN, there are different positions on how to deal with the
                  ongoing violence in that country.60 Similarly, the ASEAN states have reacted differently to the Russian war against Ukraine.
                  While most member countries have condemned the Russian aggression, it is only Singapore
                  that has imposed sanctions.61

               Since 2012, Japan has been pursuing cooperation with ASEAN in four priority areas:
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               Security policy

               In the past, security policy played a somewhat marginal role in the bilateral relationship
                  between Japan and ASEAN. It was not until the 1990s that Japan began to contribute
                  to security in the context of United Nations peace-keeping missions, such as in Cambodia
                  and Timor-Leste, or through participation in overarching regional security forums
                  such as the ASEAN Regional Forum.62 In the 2000s, Japan focused on non-traditional security – for example, through cooperation
                  in disaster relief or the fight against piracy. Later, it stepped up its security
                  policy exchange at the bilateral level through dialogue and the deployment of defence
                  attachés.63 And since 2013, it has responded to the growing tensions in the South China Sea by providing
                  Southeast Asian countries such as the Philippines and Vietnam with defence equipment,
                  including patrol vessels, surveillance aircraft and radar systems.
               

               More recently, Japan has been expanding its security cooperation with the ASEAN Community.
                  At an informal meeting with the defence ministers of the ASEAN states in Laos in 2016,
                  Tokyo announced its “Vientiane Vision”, which outlined the Japanese intention to pursue
                  comprehensive security cooperation with both the Community and individual member states.64 Among other things, the Vision focused on cooperation in maritime security and promoting
                  security policy resilience – for example, in the areas of disaster prevention and
                  cyber security in Southeast Asian states.65 Further, Japan is seeking to promote security policy exchanges among ASEAN members.
                  In 2019, it introduced “Vientiane Vision 2.0”, which essentially reaffirms the course
                  charted in 2016.66

               However, because security policy cooperation within ASEAN remains relatively weak,
                  bilateral cooperation initiatives with individual member states continue to be Japan’s
                  main focus in its implementation of the Vientiane Vision. At the level of the Community,
                  Japan engages primarily through dialogue and training courses, such as that on international
                  law. At the level of member state, Japan is strengthening relations – for example,
                  through port visits, military exercises and the provision of defence equipment.67

               Tokyo sees capacity building as an important security policy instrument.

               In the coming years, it is likely that Japan will increase its capacity building aid
                  for Southeast Asian countries. In 2023, the Kishida government introduced a new support
                  programme, known as Official Security Assistance (OSA), which offers financial support
                  to “like-minded countries”, particularly in Southeast Asia, so that they can strengthen
                  their “security and deterrence capabilities”.68 The programme can be seen as a reaction to China’s aggressive stance in the South
                  China Sea: According to the Japanese Foreign Ministry, it aims to “prevent unilateral
                  attempts to change the status quo by force” and to boost regional capacities in order
                  to secure peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region.69 Thus, Tokyo sees capacity building as an important security policy instrument, with
                  the OSA budget expanding rapidly from a modest EUR 12 million in fiscal year 2023
                  to EUR 50 million in fiscal year 2025.70 In those two years, Japan supported Malaysia and the Philippines in the procurement
                  of maritime surveillance capabilities, such as radar systems. And in January 2025,
                  it signed an agreement with Indonesia on the delivery of two patrol vessels for the
                  latter’s navy.71

               As a participant in ASEAN-centred multilateral forums such as the ASEAN Regional Forum,
                  Japan has repeatedly brought up the disputes in the South China Sea and expressed
                  concern about China’s aggressive behaviour.72 It thereby emphasises that what is happening in the South China Sea is an issue of
                  far-reaching international importance – one in which China must not unilaterally assert
                  its interests by exploiting power asymmetries vis-à-vis individual ASEAN states.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Economy

               For decades, Japan has been cooperating with Southeast Asia in the area of economic
                  and social development. To promote trade and investment, it has signed a number of
                  so-called economic partnership agreements or free trade agreements – with individual
                  ASEAN member states (Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand,
                  and Vietnam) in the early to mid-2000s and with ASEAN as a Community in 2008.73 Japan also played a leading role in negotiating two other important multilateral
                  agreements relevant for Southeast Asia: the 2018 CPTPP Trans-Pacific partnership agreement
                  and the 2020 RCEP Asia-Pacific free trade agreement. In both cases, Japan pursued
                  the goal formulated in the FOIP vision of advancing a rules-based order based on free
                  trade principles.
               

               RCEP, which was initiated by ASEAN, is of particular importance for Southeast Asia
                  because Australia, China, Japan, New Zealand and South Korea were signatories to the
                  agreement, alongside the ten ASEAN member states, thereby creating the world’s largest
                  free trade area. Compared with RCEP, CPTPP is a more comprehensive and ambitious trade
                  agreement that has far-reaching provisions on liberalisation and forward-looking standards
                  – for example, on intellectual property rights, investment and sustainability.74 Twelve countries have joined the CPTPP agreement so far; they include the four Southeast
                  Asian states of Brunei, Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam, while Indonesia applied to
                  join in September 2024. Especially under the second Abe administration (2012–20),
                  Japan showed more interest in mega trade agreements, which the administration hoped
                  would help revitalise the Japanese economy, strengthen the rules-based international
                  trading system and counteract global protectionist tendencies. Geopolitical interests
                  played a role, too. The CPTPP – which was known as the TPP until the US withdrew from
                  the negotiations at the beginning of 2017 – was a top priority for Japan because it
                  established an economic counterweight to China and at the same time set ambitious
                  standards.75 Disappointed by the US withdrawal, Tokyo nonetheless successfully concluded negotiations
                  with the remaining partners in 2018.
               

               With regard to RCEP, Japan wanted the partnership to have a positive impact on regional
                  trade relations and investment and saw it as an opportunity to emphasise the importance
                  of the ASEAN Community.76 In the negotiations, Tokyo advocated the highest possible standards, while Beijing
                  was more interested in pushing for a quick conclusion.77 For this reason, Japan approached the individual ASEAN countries in a bid to persuade
                  them to back its proposals and then help bring pressure to bear on China.78 It thereby sought to reduce China’s weight in the RCEP negotiations.
               

               Since the May 2022 launch of the initiative for an Indo-Pacific Economic Framework
                  for Prosperity (IPEF), the US has been seeking to maintain its economic influence
                  in Asia. A total of fourteen countries – including Japan – have been taking part in
                  negotiations on the four “pillars” of trade, supply chains, clean energy and fair
                  economy. Japan has welcomed the initiative as a sign of the continued engagement of
                  the US in the region.79 Moreover, it is reported to have held talks with Southeast Asian countries to persuade
                  them to participate.80 The IPEF partners from the region are Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines,
                  Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.
               

               Tokyo is focused not just on its own economic interests but also on social prosperity
                  in Southeast Asia.
               

               In addition to participating in these multilateral agreements and initiatives, Japan
                  is cooperating with the ASEAN Community in other areas. Characteristic of the Japanese
                  approach is that Tokyo is focused not just on its own economic interests but also
                  on social prosperity in Southeast Asia. This is wholly in the tradition of the Fukuda
                  Doctrine. For example, Tokyo offers financial support and practical cooperation on
                  issues such as food security, disaster prevention, digitisation, cyber security, environmental
                  protection and sustainability, and combatting social inequality.81 At the same time, it has long been promoting human resources in ASEAN countries.82 In this way, Japan has supported the region’s social development and thereby helped
                  ensure that Japanese companies are able to draw on a qualified workforce. For the
                  period 2015–23, Tokyo set itself the goal of training and educating a total of 120,000
                  people from ASEAN countries, whether as engineers, technical experts or managers.83

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Infrastructure

               For some time now, Japan has also been supporting infrastructure projects in ASEAN
                  countries, such as the construction of roads, ports, railroads, dams and power plants.
                  Since 2012, it has significantly stepped up its involvement in infrastructure development,
                  not just quantitatively but also qualitatively through its commitment to common international
                  norms and standards.
               

               Initially, Japan’s increased commitment came in response to the huge financing gap
                  identified by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in a 2009 study on Asian infrastructure.84 Then, in 2013, Beijing announced its Belt and Road Initiative, in which Japan saw
                  China as a competitor – moreover, as a competitor whose investment policies dispensed
                  with common international standards of development aid such as transparency and the
                  economic and financial viability of projects.85 Japanese criticism of the Chinese approach grew when, in 2015, Indonesia awarded
                  the contract for a high-speed railroad to China, rejecting Tokyo’s rival bid. Japanese
                  government officials expressed their doubts about the feasibility of the Chinese plan
                  as it required no funding guarantee from Indonesia.86

               In 2015, Tokyo launched its own initiative – the Partnership for Quality Infrastructure
                  – through which it pledged to invest US$110 billion in Asian infrastructure over five
                  years. This was a huge 30 per cent increase in funding compared with the previous
                  five years.87 Since then, there have been other major initiatives, such as the Japan-ASEAN Connectivity
                  Initiative of 2020.88 During the period 2013–23, Tokyo doubled its annual development aid budget – from
                  which infrastructure projects are funded – to almost US$20 billion.89

               Through its focus on quality, Tokyo is implicitly drawing a contrast with China.

               In Japan’s procurement policy, the emphasis is on promoting high-quality infrastructure
                  while at the same time taking into account factors such as ecological and social impact,
                  economic efficiency and debt affordability, structural safety and contributions to
                  local development – for example, by creating jobs.90 Through its focus on quality, Tokyo is implicitly drawing a contrast with China,
                  whose approach is seen by many observers to be based largely on the quantity of funding.91 In 2015, then Prime Minister Abe underscored that Japan was neither engaged in an
                  exploitative policy towards ASEAN countries nor seeking “short-term profit”.92 Furthermore, at international multilateral forums that have taken place since 2015,
                  Japan has been a leading advocate for common standards and norms in infrastructure
                  development. Under the Japanese Presidency of the G7 in 2016, for example, the group
                  adopted common principles for the promotion of quality infrastructure, while the G20
                  did the same in 2019 with Japan at the helm once again.93

               However, it is not Tokyo’s intention to force China out of infrastructure projects
                  in ASEAN countries. In 2015, Abe stressed that both “quality and quantity” were essential
                  given the enormous investments required.94 Japan’s aim is to offer the countries in the region an alternative to Chinese bids,
                  thereby indirectly putting pressure on Beijing to embrace global development aid standards.95 If the latter does so, Japan will be willing to cooperate with China – as it emphasised,
                  for example, in 2017 following an APEC summit.96 In this way, it has signalled to the ASEAN countries that they do not have to choose
                  one side over the other when it comes to financing issues. Nevertheless, there have
                  been few Japanese-Chinese projects so far.
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               Japan’s support is pivotal for the financing of infrastructure in the ASEAN countries.
                  According to data from the Lowy Institute (see Figure 6), in 2022 Japan reclaimed the position of top donor country in the region for the
                  first time since 2015: with US$4 billion in public funding that year, it surpassed
                  China by US$1 billion.102 China has, in fact, been significantly reducing its funding since 2017; however,
                  owing to the lack of data transparency, it is unclear whether this trend is set to
                  continue.103 Meanwhile, Japan is mobilising funds for infrastructure construction through multilateral
                  development banks – above all, the ADB, in which Japan and the US are the joint largest
                  shareholders with 15.6 per cent each.
               

               If both public and private funding is taken into account, Japan’s lead over China
                  is even more pronounced. This can be seen from an analysis by Fitch Solutions: as
                  of July 2022, Japan funded infrastructure projects in ASEAN countries worth a total
                  of US$330 billion, while China came a far second with US$100 billion.104

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               People-to-people exchange

               A top priority for Tokyo is people-to-people exchange with ASEAN. In December 2023,
                  Prime Minister Kishida said it was his wish that the mutual trust built through the
                  Fukuda Doctrine be passed on to the next generation.105 Japan provides both financial and organisational support for exchanges between individuals
                  in areas such as culture, sport and research as well as for exchanges between expert
                  groups on topics such as disaster relief, health and the environment.106

               For the past twenty or so years, Japan has focused in particular on youth exchanges
                  with ASEAN member states. Between 2007 and 2022, a total of almost 40,000 young people
                  took part in youth exchange programmes.107 Tokyo has also provided support for language and cultural programmes. For example,
                  it sent almost 2,400 Japanese language teachers to Southeast Asia between 2014 and
                  2023.108 And in 2023, Japan announced another initiative for exchange and language programmes
                  that was expected to benefit some 10 million people from ASEAN countries and Japan
                  over a ten-year period.109

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Challenges

               The above analysis highlights the intensity of Japan-ASEAN relations and underscores
                  the important role that Tokyo plays in the region as a whole. Nonetheless, there are
                  three key challenges for Japanese policy. First, international developments are making
                  it more difficult to promote unity among the ASEAN member states. In recent years,
                  growing geopolitical tensions and the ongoing conflict in Myanmar have exacerbated
                  the divisions within the Community. Moreover, there are diverging views over security
                  policy, in particular, including over the disputes in the South China Sea. And this
                  is likely one of the reasons why Tokyo has focused on security policy cooperation
                  at the bilateral rather than multilateral level.
               

               Japan cannot replace the US as the backbone of regional security and as a key economic
                  partner.
               

               Second, Japan’s ability to shape the region is influenced by the actions of the great
                  powers China and the US. Should Washington reduce its engagement with Southeast Asia
                  under the second Trump administration, Tokyo might be able to pick up the slack in some
                  areas through its own cooperation efforts but it cannot replace the US as the backbone
                  of regional security and as a key economic partner alongside China. It also remains
                  to be seen how China will position itself vis-à-vis Southeast Asia (and Japan) going
                  forward in light of the policies being pursued by the new US administration. This
                  will have an impact on how the ASEAN states perceive Japanese offers to cooperate.
                  But regardless of what happens on that front, Japan’s high national debt and rising
                  social expenditure will make it increasingly difficult for Tokyo to mobilise extensive
                  financial resources for the ASEAN countries.
               

               Third, Japan’s international economic policy agenda with its emphasis on multilateral
                  free trade agreements is coming under growing pressure. Protectionist tendencies are
                  on the rise in various countries – not least in the US. For his part, President Trump
                  appears intent on abandoning the IPEF initiative, which, introduced by his predecessor,
                  has enjoyed the support of Japan.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Implementation: Japan’s Relations with the Philippines and Cambodia

            Japan attaches great importance to bilateral exchange and cooperation with ASEAN member
               states, not least as the Community is not always able to reach a uniform position
               on important foreign policy issues. Since 2012, it has been significantly strengthening
               relations with the individual member states. The large number of bilateral meetings
               – at the level of head of state and foreign minister – is noteworthy. From 2020 to
               2024, most of those meetings took place with Indonesia, the Philippines and Malaysia
               (see Table 1).
            

            All Southeast Asian countries pursue “hedging” strategies to minimise risks, but each
               of them positions itself differently vis-à-vis China. While countries such as Cambodia
               and Laos are considered to be more aligned with China, others – including the Philippines
               and Vietnam, which have been engaged in territorial disputes with China in the South
               China Sea – adopt a more critical stance towards Beijing. Japan’s handling of these
               different positions is examined below in two case studies – one on the Philippines
               and the other on Cambodia. Both of these countries are of geostrategic importance
               and thus relevant for Europe: the Philippines is most exposed to China’s aggressive
               behaviour in the South China Sea, while Cambodia is centrally located in the Mekong
               region and has direct access to the Gulf of Thailand.
            

            
               
                  
                     
                        	
                           Table 1 Number of bilateral meetings and talks between the heads of state and foreign ministers
                              of Japan and the ASEAN member states during the period 2020–24
                           

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           ASEAN member state

                        
                        	
                           Head of state

                        
                        	
                           Foreign minister

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Brunei

                        
                        	
                           1

                        
                        	
                           12

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Indonesia

                        
                        	
                           13

                        
                        	
                           17

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Cambodia

                        
                        	
                           6

                        
                        	
                           10

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Malaysia

                        
                        	
                           8

                        
                        	
                           10

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Myanmar

                        
                        	
                           0

                        
                        	
                           1*

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Laos

                        
                        	
                           5

                        
                        	
                           7

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Philippines

                        
                        	
                           9

                        
                        	
                           18

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Singapore

                        
                        	
                           9

                        
                        	
                           7

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Thailand

                        
                        	
                           4

                        
                        	
                           4

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           Vietnam

                        
                        	
                           12

                        
                        	
                           4

                        
                     

                     
                        	
                           * The talks with Myanmar took place before the military coup.
                           

                           Source: The respective country pages of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs –
                              see https://www.mofa.go.jp/ region/asia-paci/index.html (accessed 24 March 2025). The figures include talks that took place virtually or over
                              the phone – in part owing to the coronavirus pandemic.
                           

                        
                     

                  
               

            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Japan–Philippines

               
                  Overview and focus of bilateral cooperation

                  Over the past few years, Japan and the Philippines have significantly strengthened
                     their bilateral relationship, which, according to Prime Minister Kishida in a speech
                     in November 2023, has entered a “golden age”.110 For both countries, bilateral cooperation has become important not least owing to
                     China’s uncompromising and aggressive stance in the territorial disputes in which
                     it is engaged with each of them. Tokyo and Manila are also concerned about regional
                     tensions in the nearby Taiwan Strait. The two countries see themselves as partners
                     committed to a rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific and representing fundamental
                     liberal values. As allies of the US, they also have an interest in Washington’s continued
                     engagement in the region. In particular, Tokyo and Manila have massively stepped up
                     cooperation over security policy.
                  

                  Asia’s security architecture, which dates back to the Cold War, is founded on the
                     “hub and spokes” system, which comprises bilateral alliances between the US (the hub) and its five
                     regional partners Australia, Japan, the Philippines, South Korea and Thailand (the spokes).
                     Though still important, this US-centred system has been complemented in recent years
                     by deepening “spoke-to-spoke” cooperation between the US partners.
                  

                  Cooperation between Tokyo and Manila is largely unaffected by domestic political dynamics.

                  In this context, the increasingly close relations between Japan and the Philippines
                     play an important role, as anti-US sentiment and domestic political factors have repeatedly
                     had a negative impact on the relationship between the US and the Philippines.111 At the same time, cooperation between Tokyo and Manila is largely unaffected by domestic
                     political dynamics, as was evident, for example, during President Rodrigo Duterte’s
                     term in office (2016–22). Unlike his predecessor, Benigno Aquino III (2010–16), Duterte
                     distanced himself from the US during his first years in office by criticising its
                     security policy and aiming for closer relations with China – in the hope of boosting
                     the domestic economy.112 He also played down the dispute with Beijing over territorial claims in the South
                     China Sea. Unlike Washington, Tokyo was able to deepen its cooperation with Manila
                     during this period, despite Duterte’s foreign policy causing concern in Japan. Thus,
                     Tokyo provided the Philippines under Duterte with what was a domestically uncontroversial
                     link to the US alliance system.113

                  Duterte was criticised both at home and abroad for numerous human rights violations
                     and extrajudicial killings as part of his fight against drugs and terrorism. However,
                     Japan did not publicly address those actions and Prime Minister Abe even became the
                     first foreign head of state to pay a courtesy visit to Duterte (in January 2017).114 As a result, Tokyo’s approach to the Philippines during this period appeared to contradict
                     its general claim to be standing up for values such as democracy and human rights
                     in its foreign policy.
                  

                  Disappointed by unfulfilled Chinese investment promises and alarmed by the growing
                     maritime tensions in the South China Sea, the Philippines repivoted towards the US
                     at the end of Duterte’s term in office and following the inauguration of Ferdinand
                     Marcos Jr as president in 2022.115 Nevertheless, Tokyo and Manila continue to be interested in bilateral cooperation.
                     For the Philippines, Japan is doubtless the most important partner for advancing its
                     economic and security policy diversification to include countries other than the great
                     powers China and the US and thereby increasing its room for manoeuvre. As a US ally
                     and part of the first island chain, the Philippines is an important strategic partner
                     for Japan, which shares the former’s concerns about China’s aggressive expansionist
                     policy. At the same time, since Marcos became president, the Philippines has begun
                     to expand trilateral cooperation with the US and Japan. At their first summit meeting
                     in February 2025, President Trump and Prime Minister Ishiba expressed their intention
                     to maintain this cooperation.116

               

               
                  Security policy

                  For a long time, it was economic issues that dominated the bilateral agenda of Japan
                     and the Philippines. Cooperation on non-traditional security issues, such as disaster
                     relief and maritime crime, did not begin until around the turn of the millennium,
                     although it was on a limited scale only at that time.117 Since 2006, Japan has been playing a leading role in the peace process in the Bangsamoro
                     region on the southwestern Philippine island of Mindanao, where a local autonomy movement
                     is causing instability.118 Tokyo has made significant diplomatic and financial contributions to the region.
                  

                  In 2012, tensions with China escalated over Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea,
                     to which the Philippines lays claim, and the Japanese-controlled Senkaku Islands (Diaoyu
                     Dao) in the East China Sea. Since then, bilateral security cooperation has become
                     a priority for both Manila and Tokyo. The focus is on three areas: capacity building
                     in the Philippines, exchange and dialogue, and operational cooperation between the
                     two countries’ armed services and coast guards.
                  

                  Today, Japan is almost certainly the most important partner for the modernisation
                     of the Philippine Coast Guard (PCG). Of the twenty-five larger vessels owned by the
                     PCG in spring 2024, Japan provided twelve.119 They included the two largest PCG vessels, which are 97 metres long and equipped
                     with on-board helicopters.120 It was in the wake of the Scarborough Shoal standoff in 2012 that Japan had announced
                     – for the first time – that it was planning to make such a delivery. In November 2023,
                     the Philippines announced its plans to purchase another five vessels of the largest
                     class from Japan.121 Tokyo has repeatedly provided low-interest loans for those acquisitions while at
                     the same time contributing to the technical training of the PCG.122

                  Moreover, Japan has donated five TC-90 airplanes to the Philippine Navy since 2017.
                     These aircraft, which have a range of 1,900 kilometres, have allowed the Philippines
                     to double the size of its patrol area.123 In recent years, Manila has repeatedly deployed the ships and airplanes supplied
                     by Japan to monitor disputed areas in the South China Sea. At the same time, Japan
                     has supported the Philippines in the construction of radar stations. In November 2023,
                     Tokyo announced it would provide the Philippine military with radar systems worth
                     600 million yen through its OSA programme.124 Those devices are of strategic importance, especially in combination with the BrahMos
                     anti-ship missiles that Manila is acquiring from India so that it can expand its deterrent
                     capabilities against China.125

                  Meanwhile, Japan and the Philippines have intensified their exchange and dialogue
                     on security policy. The defence ministries and military leaderships frequently hold
                     meetings and consultations. Indeed, the intensity of the exchange at a high level
                     is noteworthy: between April 2019 and March 2024, a total of fifty-one bilateral meetings
                     were held at the level of minister of defence, minister of state for defence, deputy
                     minister of defence or chief of staff, which outstrips the frequency of meetings between
                     Tokyo and other Southeast Asian countries.126 Since 2022, there have also been so-called 2+2 meetings of the Japanese and Philippine
                     foreign and defence ministers. In its consultations with Manila over security policy,
                     Tokyo regularly stresses that it opposes China’s aggressive behaviour in the South
                     China Sea.127

                  Increasingly, representatives of the Philippines are openly citing tensions with China
                     as a motive for cooperating with Japan.
                  

                  Tokyo and Manila have also intensified operational cooperation between their armed
                     forces and coast guards through joint exercises and port visits. The first joint naval
                     exercise in the South China Sea took place in 2015.128 Besides the two countries taking part in various multilateral exercises, there were
                     eight bilateral naval exercises and three bilateral air force exercises between April
                     2019 and March 2024.129 Increasingly, representatives of the Philippines are openly citing tensions with
                     China as a motive for cooperating with Japan.130 In July 2024, Tokyo and Manila signed a reciprocal access agreement that facilitates reciprocal visits by the armed forces.131 The number of joint exercises is likely to increase further as a result of this new
                     legal framework.
                  

                  Since President Marcos Jr took office, the Philippines and Japan have engaged in trilateral
                     cooperation with the US and quadrilateral cooperation with the US and Australia. In
                     April 2024, the first trilateral summit between the US, Japan and the Philippines
                     was held; among other things, a joint regular maritime dialogue was launched. Coast
                     guard exercises between the three countries have already taken place (in June 2023
                     and December 2024) and more manoeuvres are planned for 2025.132 In the quadrilateral format with Australia, the defence ministers met for the first
                     time in 2023 and then again in 2024 to discuss tensions in the South China Sea.133 Joint naval and air exercises were held in the South China Sea in April 2024.134 Thus, it is clear that the trilateral and quadrilateral cooperation is directed against
                     China’s aggressive stance towards the Philippines. However, this cooperation is not
                     without risk for Tokyo: if Japan is increasingly seen to be associated with Washington’s
                     confrontational China policy, it cannot be ruled out that Southeast Asian countries
                     that have close relations with China will become less interested in cooperation with
                     Tokyo.
                  

               

               
                  Economy and infrastructure

                  For decades now, Japan has been an important economic and infrastructure partner of
                     the Philippines. Based on their 2008 bilateral free trade agreement, Tokyo and Manila
                     have been stepping up their economic cooperation. In 2023, the Philippines ranked
                     nineteenth among Japan’s trading partners, with bilateral trade totalling US$20.6
                     billion.135 For its part, Japan is the Philippines’ second-most important partner, with a share
                     of 10.4 per cent of its foreign trade, after China (including Hong Kong and Macau)
                     with 25.6 per cent – the US is in third place with 10.0 per cent.136 Japan is also the Philippines’ largest state creditor.137

                  At the same time, Japan has long been one of the main investors in the Philippines.
                     In 2023, some 28 per cent of foreign direct investment in that country came from Japan.138 Because of the dynamism of the Philippine economy, Japanese companies regard investment
                     conditions on the island state as favourable: more than 1,400 Japanese companies were
                     active there at the end of 2023.139 Geographical proximity is another factor that makes the Philippines an attractive
                     location for Japanese companies looking to diversify their supply chains. Meanwhile,
                     there are around 230,000 Filipinos working in Japan; they account for some 11 per
                     cent of the foreign workforce.140

                  Because Chinese infrastructure commitments have fallen short of expectations, Tokyo’s
                     significance for Manila has increased.
                  

                  Japan is by far the largest infrastructure investor in the Philippines. Because Chinese
                     infrastructure commitments have fallen short of expectations, Tokyo’s significance
                     for Manila has increased. Between 2015 and 2022, Japan financed projects worth a total
                     of US$7.2 billion – well ahead of China, which invested US$441 million over the same
                     period – with the annual amounts of funding steadily increasing year on year.141 In 2023, Manila abandoned a plan whereby China was to have financed three major railroad
                     projects, citing a lack of interest on Beijing’s part.142 Instead, it was able to secure Japan and the US as financial backers for one of the
                     three projects: at their first trilateral summit in April 2024, the three countries
                     agreed to build the Luzon Economic Corridor, which, among other things, envisages
                     a freight rail line connecting the Port of Subic Bay with Clark International Airport.143 According to media reports, Japan also wants to support the Philippines in expanding
                     its 5G network and thus promote itself as an alternative technology partner to China.144

                  At the same time, Japan is providing technical assistance for infrastructure projects.
                     Between 2019 and 2022, for example, it was involved in an infrastructure master plan
                     for regional development around Subic Bay.145 Through a low-interest loan, Japan is helping fund the construction of public transport
                     infrastructure in Manila, including the metro and a north-south commuter train line.
                     It is also supporting the training of management and maintenance specialists at the
                     newly opened Philippine Railway Institute.146

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Japan–Cambodia

               
                  Overview and focus of bilateral cooperation

                  Since 2012, Japan and the Kingdom of Cambodia have been expanding their relations,
                     too – by, among other things, increasing the number of diplomatic exchanges and launching
                     new joint projects in the areas of the economy and security. Despite differing approaches
                     to China, their mutual interest in cooperation has persisted and is even intensifying.
                     While Japan has increasingly perceived China as a threat and supports the US as a
                     hegemonic power in Asia, Cambodia under long-serving Prime Minister Hun Sen (1985–23)
                     forged ever closer ties with Beijing – a course continued by Hun Sen’s successor and
                     son, Hun Manet. Back in 2010, Cambodia entered into a “comprehensive strategic partnership”
                     with China, but at the same time it had upgraded its relations with Japan. In 2013,
                     Phnom Penh and Tokyo announced their “strategic partnership”; and in 2023, Japan became
                     the only country – apart from China – with which Cambodia has a “comprehensive strategic
                     partnership”.147

                  Over the past two decades, China has emerged as Cambodia’s most important economic
                     partner. While, in the 1990s, foreign direct investment in the kingdom came mainly
                     from Malaysia, Taiwan and the US, China has significantly increased its share since
                     the mid-2000s.148 Of the US$3.96 billion in foreign direct investment that flowed into Cambodia in
                     2023, a record 50.3 per cent came from China.149 Today, China (including Hong Kong) accounts for 40.0 per cent of Cambodia’s foreign
                     investment stock.150 Moreover, in 2009, China replaced Japan as Cambodia’s largest donor of development
                     aid.151 As part of the BRI, Beijing has provided massive support for infrastructure projects
                     in the country.
                  

                  As regards trade, China has accounted for the largest share of Cambodian imports for
                     the past twenty years or so: that share rose from 12.7 per cent in 2003 to 44.3 per
                     cent in 2023.152 But it is a rather different picture with regard to Cambodian exports: with a share
                     of just 6.4 per cent, China is clearly surpassed by the US (38.3 per cent), the EU
                     (13.8 per cent) and Vietnam (12.8 per cent), while Japan is trailing China with 5.1
                     per cent.153

                  China’s economic dominance appears to have given Beijing influence over Phnom Penh’s
                     foreign policy stance. In recent years, Cambodia has repeatedly taken China’s “core
                     interests” into account – for example, it blocked an ASEAN statement on the conflict
                     in the South China Sea in 2012 and ensured that a joint declaration was watered down
                     in 2016. In addition, Phnom Penh has frequently reaffirmed its support for China’s
                     position on Taiwan.154

                  Japan wants to prevent Cambodia from becoming a satellite state that is increasingly
                     dependent on China.
                  

                  For its part, Japan is concerned about China’s growing influence over Cambodia and
                     the resulting difficulties in ASEAN cooperation. Despite – or, perhaps, precisely
                     because of – this, Tokyo recognises the value of bilateral cooperation with Phnom
                     Penh. Japan wants to prevent Cambodia from becoming a satellite state that is increasingly
                     dependent on China, which is why it is promoting itself as a partner and thus as an
                     alternative in various policy areas. Cambodia, meanwhile, sees advantages in cooperating
                     with Japan: namely, expanding its room for manoeuvre, limiting the risks of dependency
                     on China and strengthening its negotiating hand vis-à-vis Beijing.
                  

                  However, China is not the only motivating factor for cooperation between Japan and
                     Cambodia. Japan takes pride in its long-standing commitment to the Cambodian peace
                     process, which followed decades of civil war and conflict. For example, it played
                     a prominent role both in the negotiations that led to the 1991 peace agreement and
                     in the organisation of an international donor conference in 1992; it also led the
                     United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia in 1992–93. Owing to its continued
                     engagement and commitment, Japan enjoys high standing in Cambodia and has close contacts
                     with the political elites. Thus, it wants to continue to cooperate and exercise an
                     influence on developments in that country.
                  

                  At the same time, Japan feels a sense of responsibility to act because Cambodia is
                     one of the poorest ASEAN member states. Tokyo regards the development gap within ASEAN
                     as one of the main obstacles to a more integrated Community. For this reason, it is promoting
                     the development of the entire Mekong region (which, besides Thailand and Vietnam,
                     includes the economically weakest ASEAN states of Myanmar, Laos and Cambodia); and
                     since 2009, it has regularly taken the opportunity at summit meetings with the Mekong
                     countries to identify priority areas for cooperation.
                  

                  In recent years, Phnom Penh has faced significant criticism from the West, including
                     the US. Under the leadership of the Cambodian People’s Party, the government has restricted
                     freedom of expression, violated human rights and suppressed and marginalised the political
                     opposition. For its part, Japan has responded cautiously: for example, the Japanese
                     foreign minister merely commented that the large number of ballots declared invalid
                     in the 2018 Cambodian election was “disappointing”.155 But at the same time, Tokyo has long sought to promote the rule of law, political
                     freedoms and human rights in other ways. Since the 1990s, it has been helping Phnom
                     Penh to draw up and implement civil law as well as train civil servants. Furthermore,
                     Tokyo has regularly invited politically interested young people from Cambodia to learn
                     about and discuss Japan’s democratic system.156 And Japanese government representatives have used confidential talks with Cambodian
                     officials to address problematic political developments, including during the regular
                     human rights dialogues between the two countries.157

                  In recent years, Cambodia has repeatedly stressed that it sees Japan as a key partner
                     and has welcomed Tokyo’s regional initiatives – at times it has even adopted a very
                     different position from that of Beijing. In August 2017, it was the first ASEAN country
                     to declare its support for the Free and Open Indo-Pacific vision announced by Prime
                     Minister Abe the previous year, while China was more critical, as it suspected Tokyo
                     of wanting to promote a containment strategy.158 Phnom Penh also responded positively to Japan’s 2022 National Security Strategy,
                     including the plan to significantly increase defence spending.159 And like Japan, Cambodia unequivocally condemned Russia’s war of aggression against
                     Ukraine, whereas China de facto supported Moscow. In a joint statement issued following
                     a bilateral summit in March 2022, Tokyo and Phnom Penh declared that Russia’s aggression
                     endangered the “foundation of the international order”, according to which “any unilateral
                     change of the internationally recognized borders by force” was unacceptable.160

               

               
                  Security policy

                  The security cooperation between Tokyo and Phnom Penh dates back to the 1990s, when
                     Japan supported the Cambodian peace process. For example, through the provision of
                     financial and technical assistance as well as equipment, Japan has been helping Cambodia
                     for many years to clear landmines.161 Since 2012, their security cooperation has developed in three ways: through intensified
                     diplomatic exchanges, joint military exercises and joint initiatives at the international
                     level.
                  

                  Under their “strategic partnership”, the two countries now meet regularly for consultations
                     on security policy – a trend that has accelerated over the past few years.162 Between April 2019 and March 2024, for example, 14 bilateral meetings took place
                     at the level of defence minister, minister of state for defence, deputy defence minister
                     or chief of staff.163 Exchanges are also promoted at other levels: senior officials from the foreign and
                     defence ministries of the two countries met for the first time in 2023 and 2024, respectively,
                     for talks on international security issues.164 Moreover, in August 2024, Tokyo and Phnom Penh announced they would be sending defence
                     attachés to each other’s country.165

                  At the same time, the two partners are expanding cooperation between their armed forces.
                     In the past, joint exercises took place almost exclusively in multilateral contexts,
                     but today they are also regularly held at the bilateral level. Between 2022 and 2024,
                     the Japanese and Cambodian naval forces conducted four joint exercises near the port
                     of Sihanoukville in Cambodia; joint manoeuvres involving ground forces are currently
                     at the planning stage.166 Tokyo also intends to supply the Cambodian police with patrol boats for maritime
                     surveillance, although it is not yet known how many and for what specific purpose.167 In April 2025, two Japanese minesweepers became the first foreign military vessels
                     to dock at the Chinese-funded Ream naval base, which had opened earlier that month.168

                  At the international level, Japan and Cambodia are also increasingly looking for opportunities
                     to cooperate in the area of security policy. Particularly noteworthy is the Japan-Cambodia
                     Landmine Initiative, which was announced at a bilateral meeting of foreign ministers
                     in July 2024. Through this initiative, the two partners aim to provide Ukraine and
                     other third countries with expertise and technology for clearing landmines. At the
                     same time, they want to raise international awareness of the humanitarian consequences
                     of landmine use. Elsewhere, Tokyo and Phnom Penh have been exchanging views on developments
                     in Myanmar since the 2021 military coup, although those talks have not yet yielded
                     any concrete results.
                  

               

               
                  Economy and infrastructure

                  As regards the economy and infrastructure, Japan has been providing support of various
                     kinds to Cambodia in the area of development policy since the 1990s, including in
                     agriculture, health and medical care, the training of human capital and the promotion
                     of infrastructure. Cambodia’s economic significance for Japan is comparatively low:
                     although bilateral trade volume tripled to US$2.4 billion between 2013 and 2023, it
                     still ranks only fiftieth among Japan’s trading partner.169 Japan, on the other hand, is Cambodia’s sixth-largest trading partner – accounting
                     for 3.8 per cent of its total trade – after China, the US, Vietnam, the EU and Thailand.170

                  Japan is the fourth-largest direct investor in Cambodia.

                  In 2023, Japan’s direct investments in Cambodia amounted to some US$3 billion – equal
                     to 6.2 per cent of total foreign direct investments in that country171 – making it the fourth-largest direct investor behind China (including Hong Kong),
                     South Korea and Singapore. Although, in the past, Tokyo has promoted the construction
                     of various economic zones in Cambodia, Japanese companies are still reluctant to invest
                     owing to widespread corruption, legal uncertainty and low educational standards. At
                     the same time, Japan was Phnom Penh’s second-largest government creditor in 2022 with
                     an 11.2 per cent share of Cambodia’s foreign government debt (behind China with 39.8
                     per cent).172

                  Despite its close ties with China, Cambodia has shown a growing interest in economic
                     diversification and thus in cooperation with Japan. In 2023, for example, Phnom Penh
                     urged Tokyo to consider a bilateral free trade agreement, alongside ongoing cooperation
                     within the framework of the multilateral RCEP agreement. A response from Tokyo is
                     still not yet forthcoming.173 In December 2023, newly installed Prime Minister Hun Manet floated the idea of establishing
                     a special economic zone for Japanese companies. For Cambodia, the aim is to avoid
                     “reliance on China alone”, Deputy Prime Minister Sun Chanthol told the Nikkei Asia newspaper in May 2024.174

                  It is a similar picture in the area of infrastructure development. Although Cambodia
                     has greatly benefited from China’s BRI, Japan plays an important role as partner,
                     too, not least because of the enormous sums required. China provided around one-third
                     of the funding for infrastructure development in Cambodia raised between 2015 and
                     2022, while Japan’s share was around 12 per cent and that of the ADB 10 per cent.175 Japan is currently supporting a large number of projects, most of which have limited
                     capital requirements, in the area of transportation infrastructure, including road
                     and bridge construction.
                  

                  That there is Japanese-Chinese rivalry in infrastructure development is evident in
                     port construction. Since 1999, Japan has been investing in a major project: the expansion
                     of Cambodia’s only deep-sea port, which, located in Sihanoukville, is of strategic
                     importance to the country. In recent years, it has significantly increased funding
                     for this project – for example, with a guaranteed loan of US$383 million for the modernisation
                     and expansion of the port in 2022.176 Phnom Penh and Tokyo intend to continue their cooperation in Sihanoukville in the
                     future. Meanwhile, Cambodia has rejected Chinese offers to invest in the project.177 But at the same time it has been cooperating with a Chinese state-owned company since
                     2019 to build another port – in Kampot, around 100 kilometres east of Sihanoukville.178 Cambodia is thus benefitting from this parallel development structure.
                  

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Challenges

               These case studies on the Philippines and Cambodia reveal two challenges for Japan’s
                  relations with individual ASEAN states. First, there is the question of how Japan
                  (just like other Western countries) can make its commitment to the rule of law, democracy
                  and human rights in the region more effective. A number of countries in the region
                  have regressed on political freedoms and democracy in recent years. They include Cambodia,
                  where the largest opposition party was excluded from running in the July 2023 elections.
                  However, against the backdrop of Chinese support for the Cambodian rulers, Tokyo’s
                  influence is limited.
               

               Second, Japan must credibly distance itself from the confrontational policy of the
                  US towards China, which is forcing Southeast Asian countries to choose sides. This
                  is a difficult balancing act for Tokyo. On the one hand, it increasingly views itself
                  as directly threatened by China: the 2022 National Security Strategy describes China
                  as posing “an unprecedented and the greatest strategic challenge”.179 On the other hand, the US considers Japan to be its most important partner in dealing
                  with China. If Sino-Japanese tensions were to increase, Southeast Asian countries
                  might turn away from Japan and towards other partners as they pursue their diversification
                  efforts. However, more recently – and especially since Trump’s re-election – China
                  has adopted a more cooperative attitude towards Japan, for example, by announcing
                  the easing of visa restrictions.
               

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Conclusions and Outlook

            Japan plays a crucial, albeit often overlooked role in the geopolitical dynamics of
               Southeast Asia. Tokyo’s long-standing focus on the region has gained new momentum
               since 2012 amid increasing concerns about China’s growing presence and continued great
               power rivalry. It has sought to deepen relations with both the ASEAN community as
               a whole and its individual member states. Japan not only has important economic and
               security interests vis-à-vis Southeast Asia; it also regards the region as an integral
               part of a broad institutional architecture based on multilateralism and common rules.
               At the same time, Tokyo is seeking to prevent Beijing from using power asymmetries
               vis-à-vis Southeast Asian countries to establish a hierarchical order led by China.
               Through its own initiatives and cooperation, it seeks to provide those countries with
               alternatives to Chinese offers and thereby help them bolster their strategic autonomy.
               Japan’s Southeast Asia policy since 2012 has been characterised by four overarching
               tenets.
            

            First, Tokyo has demonstrated leadership in promoting and supporting common rules
               and standards as well as international law. This is in line with its vision of a Free
               and Open Indo-Pacific as a rules-based (rather than power-based) order in the region.
               In the economic sphere, for example, Japan has championed free trade standards by
               playing an important role in negotiating the RCEP and CPTPP free trade agreements.
               In infrastructure funding, it has drawn up proposals for common standards on infrastructure
               development investments, emphasising transparent financing conditions and quality
               features such as sustainability –principles that it successfully advocated at the
               international level, including in the context of its G7 and G20 presidencies. In the
               maritime sector, Japan is committed to compliance with the UN Convention on the Law
               of the Sea; among other things, it offers training in international law to individuals
               from Southeast Asian countries. However, Japan may face growing challenges in the
               coming years, as the second Trump administration has shown an aversion to common standards
               and rules. In particular, protectionist trends in the US and elsewhere could increasingly
               impair Japan’s ability to promote free trade norms.
            

            Second, Japan has consistently supported the ASEAN Community as a central player in
               the broader region and as a platform for multilateral cooperation. From the Japanese
               perspective, ASEAN contributes to stability and security through dialogue and cooperation
               and allows the smaller players in the region to establish shared positions and defend
               them vis-à-vis the great powers. By aligning its bilateral cooperation agenda with
               ASEAN’s Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, Japan has demonstrated that it recognises the
               member states’ shared positions. Furthermore, it has promoted the cohesion of the
               ASEAN Community through development assistance that seeks to reduce socio-economic
               disparities and foster connectivity in the region. Japan also stands out as a leading
               supporter of ASEAN institutional integration; among other things, it helped establish
               the ASEAN Centre for Public Health Emergencies and Emerging Diseases in 2022.
            

            Nevertheless, it is not an easy task to maintain ASEAN unity, as, in recent years,
               the member states have been divided over important foreign policy issues. Thus, Tokyo’s
               relations with the individual countries are just as important as those with ASEAN
               as a group. Furthermore, Japan does not view its participation in various minilateral
               cooperation formats in the Indo-Pacific – such as the Quad (with the US, Australia
               and India) – as undermining its support for ASEAN as a central player in the region.
            

            Third, Japan has established itself as an important and valued security policy partner
               of Southeast Asian countries. Since 2012, it has stepped up its support for countries
               involved in the South China Sea dispute – including the Philippines, Vietnam and Malaysia
               – so that they can increase their maritime and coast guard capacities. By supplying
               defence equipment, Tokyo wants to enable these countries to monitor disputed maritime
               areas and counter Chinese attempts to unilaterally change the status quo. Amid the
               escalating tensions between the Philippines and China, there has been significant
               progress in security policy cooperation between Tokyo and Manila – at the bilateral,
               trilateral (with the US) and quadrilateral (with the US and Australia) levels. Nevertheless,
               Japan cannot replace the US as the backbone of security in Southeast Asia. Moreover,
               Tokyo’s more active engagement in the South China Sea and open cooperation with the
               US in the region poses risks: its actions could be increasingly perceived as part
               of a confrontational US containment policy towards China, while the trust it has built
               up – as a country offering pragmatic cooperation focused on socio-economic development
               – could be eroded. As a result, some countries might be less willing to cooperate
               with Tokyo.
            

            To avert such a perception, Japan has sought to engage comprehensively with the ASEAN
               member states – including those seen as leaning towards China (such as Cambodia and
               Laos) – while also engaging with the ASEAN Community as a whole. Furthermore, Japan
               promotes security policy exchange and cooperation with the entire region through dialogues,
               joint military exercises and training courses.
            

            Fourth, Japan plays a subtle but nonetheless important role in facilitating and anchoring
               US engagement with Southeast Asia. As Washington’s most important alliance partner
               in Asia, Japan makes the huge American military presence on Asian soil possible; and
               the two allies have similar goals and values vis-à-vis Southeast Asia. But apart from
               their trilateral cooperation with the Philippines, there have been few joint initiatives
               to date. And Tokyo even went so far as to distance itself from the US FOIP strategy
               and its confrontational undertones by redesignating its own version of the FOIP as
               a concept. But at the same time, Japan has supported US initiatives, drawing on its
               close ties with Southeast Asia to promote the Biden administration’s Indo-Pacific
               Economic Framework, for example.
            

            Japan has also played an important role when relations between the US and individual
               Southeast Asian countries have been disrupted by political sensitivities, domestic
               politics or human rights-related disputes. At such times, Tokyo has stepped up cooperation
               with its Southeast Asian partners, thereby ameliorating the risk of those countries
               becoming alienated from the US-centred security architecture. For example, when US-Philippine
               relations were strained under President Rodrigo Duterte, Tokyo deepened its cooperation
               with Manila and used bilateral consultations to underscore the crucial role of the
               US in regional security, although it stopped short of seeking to mediate between the
               two countries. Japan itself has been reluctant to criticise the human rights situation
               in Southeast Asian countries. Instead, it has used other means to promote the rule
               of law, political freedoms and human rights – for example, through dialogue and legal
               training. However, this has not prevented a number of Southeast Asian countries from
               regressing on political freedoms and democratic norms in recent years.
            

            Japan enjoys a high level of trust in its relations with Southeast Asia, which attests
               to the success of its long-term commitment to development assistance and the promotion
               of diplomatic and people-to-people exchange. Amid the growing geopolitical tensions,
               Southeast Asia is of great importance for Germany and Europe as a whole. Indeed, it
               is in Europe’s interest to step up its involvement in this dynamic region and establish
               a policy approach that is both sustainable and based on a long-term vision. With its
               in-depth knowledge of Southeast Asia, Japan can serve both as an inspiration and as
               a valuable partner.
            

            To prevent China from unilaterally dominating Southeast Asia, Germany and Europe –
               together with Japan – should promote cooperation with the region in the areas of the
               economy, politics and security. At the same time, Europe should seek to advance cohesion
               among the ASEAN member states – for example, by supporting regional economic integration.
               Among other things, the EU can draw on its wealth of experience in areas such as digitisation
               and the harmonisation of customs procedures. In recent years, Europe has focused on
               promoting infrastructure projects in Southeast Asia, including through the Global
               Gateway Initiative. With Japan as a key player in this area, Europe should take a
               coordinated and complementary approach to pursuing such projects. Moreover, Europe
               and Japan should consider joint undertakings, given that they are both committed to
               standards such as transparency and sustainability. And through formats such as the
               G7, Germany and Japan can work together on initiatives related to Southeast Asia and
               coordinate their approaches – for example, in formulating joint positions on the South
               China Sea.
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