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Addressing Indo-Pacific Business Forum in Washington on July 30, 2018, US 

Secretary of State, Michael Pompeo detailed a plan for a “free and open 

Indo-Pacific”.1 The plan aims to provide “fair and reciprocal trade, open 

investment environments, transparent agreement between nations, and 

improved connectivity to drive regional ties”.2  

US has initially earmarked $113 million to provide support in foundational areas like digital 

economy, energy, and infrastructure. Pompeo described this recent initiative as 

implementation of President Donald Trump’s vision for the region which he had outlined at 

the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) CEO Summit in Vietnam in 2017.3 This 

arrangement is meant to address the apprehension circulating in the region since Trump’s 

decision to pull out of Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP); and amid fears that region has 

become increasingly susceptible to diplomatic assertiveness from Beijing.  

Following Pompeo’s address, Australian Foreign Minister Julie Bishop announced a plan on 

July 31, 2018 for a “trilateral partnership” between US, Japan and Australia to implement 
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terms of the same project.4 Echoing Bishop views, Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga in 

Tokyo stated that such a trilateral cooperation would “vastly” help improve peace and 

prosperity in the region.5 Aims and objectives of this trilateral partnership between US, 

Japan and Australia are again manifested within Joint Statement from Australian 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the United States Overseas Private Investment 

Corporation (OPIC), and the Japanese Bank for International Cooperation. The statement 

refers to investment in “projects that drive economic growth, create opportunities, and 

foster a free, open, inclusive and prosperous Indo-Pacific”.6   

Despite clear absence of any hint to Beijing by either Pompeo or Bishop, the proposal has 

been immediately framed in international media as a step to counter China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) across Asia as there are plenty of unmistakable references to it e.g the 

initiative is supposed to be furthering interests of those who “share our vision of the 

region”.7 However, despite efforts from both Japan and Australia to step up engagement in 

the Pacific - e.g. diplomacy drive  like opening of an embassy in Vanuatu’s capital, Port Vila 

by the former8, and allocation of the largest slice of its aid budget9 for the Pacific by the 

later - the trilateral effort will struggle to match Beijing’s financial muscle, experts warn.  

No one from either Japan, Australia or US has explicitly stated how much cash they are 

ready to invest in the initiative. Questions are also hovering over the capacity of these 

countries. US, in spite of having the economic muscle, is in deep debt and facing daunting 

domestic challenges to upgrade infrastructure back at home. Skepticism too surrounds 

American political will to sink in the resources in this project. In Australian case, reservations 

would be related more to the capacity of its economy rather than the political will, while 
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Japan might be able to step up its engagement as Prime Minister Shinzo Abe already 

pledged about $50 billion in infrastructure aid to the Indo-Pacific region over three years.10   

Another troubling aspect is inability of the trilateral group to include fourth member of the 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, i.e. India in the infrastructure scheme. While India had also 

been part of the discussions for months,11 but it has refused to sign up on the economic 

aspect of the quadrilateral partnership. Some attribute this reluctance to Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi’s desire to improve relations with China, while others refer to domestic 

political sensitivities. Delhi’s own developmental challenges also hinders Indian ability to 

export its capacity elsewhere.   

Trump’s occasional display of contempt for traditional allies, along with “America First” 

rhetoric;  his withdrawal from TPP and his tariff wars have made partners question whether 

US is willing to sustain its leadership role in the post-World War II Asia. The new 

infrastructure scheme clearly aims to counter China’s state-sponsored initiative and 

represents “a coordinated response to Belt and Road Initiative and some of its perceived 

failings”, claims Peter Cai, from Sydney’s Lowy Institute.12  However, Trump’s pivot to Indo-

Pacific seems far less institutionalized than Obama’s rebalance and focuses on major powers 

rather than range of actors. Whether “quality” investment as claimed by the trilateral pact 

members can offer competitive advantage for the “quantity” investment of China, the 

scanty details emerging so far have left plenty of such questions. 
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