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A
t a time when Nato has 
been assailed or questioned 
by the likes of Vladimir 
Putin and Donald Trump, 
the security alliance has 
been quietly developing 
new links with states in 
Asia and the Pacific. It is a 

region where multilateral solutions to press-
ing security problems are in short supply.

During the Cold War, the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organisation had relatively little 
interest in developing links in the Asia-
Pacific region. However, the aftershocks 
of the end of the Cold War, deepening 
globalisation – a restless and overarch-
ing “mega trend” – and the emergence of 
major economic and security interests in 
the Asia-Pacific have significantly changed 
this strategic equation.

In the post-Cold War era, Nato has signed 
individual partnership and co-operation 
agreements with states such as Australia, 
Japan, South Korea, Mongolia and New 
Zealand.

As the case of New Zealand illustrates, 
such partnership arrangements typically 
reflect a record of multifaceted co-operation. 

What possible interest might the Northern Hemisphere’s 
military alliance have in this part of the world? Plenty, it 
seems. by ROBERT PATMAN

Clouds over 
Asia-Pacific

NATO DOWN-UNDER

Nato needlers: Donald Trump, left, 
and Vladimir Putin.

Wellington has contributed to Nato-led 
efforts in Afghanistan, first as part of the 
International Security Assistance Force 
(ISAF) and now under the new Resolute 
Support mission, to train, advise and assist 
the Afghan security forces and institutions.

In addition, the Royal New Zealand 
Navy has played a part in several of Nato’s 
maritime counter-piracy operations in the 
Indian Ocean off the Horn of Africa in 
Operation Ocean Shield.

Visiting Wellington in February last year, 
the chairman of the alliance’s military com-

mittee, General Knud Bartels, said Nato 
and New Zealand “are linked by common 
values” and the sides “can work together 
in the future on areas of mutual interest”.

So, why is Nato developing new links with 
states in the Asia-Pacific? For one thing, Asia 
contains almost half the world’s population 
and is home to the fastest-growing econo-
mies, including China and India, which are 

expected to be the leading economies by 
2050.

Moreover, many Nato member coun-
tries have strong economic interests in 
this region. Asia is the US’s No 1 trading 

region, and the largest export destination 
for the EU, of which 22 of 28 of the Nato 
countries are member states. The EU’s trade 
with China alone was worth €520 billion 
last year, €163 billion of which was turnover 
between Germany and China.

Equally important are the Asean coun-
tries. The EU is Asean’s second-largest 
trading partner after China and by far 
the largest investor in Asean countries, 
accounting for 22% of total foreign direct 
investment in the region. EU companies 
have pumped an average of €19 billion a 
year into the region from 2012-2014. US 
goods and services trade with Asean coun-
tries totalled US$241.7 billion in 2013.

BUT WAIT, THERE’S MORE
The region also faces two security chal-
lenges that are of global concern. The first 
is the nuclear proliferation in North Korea, 
where international efforts, particularly by 
the US and China, to halt nuclear weapons 
development by the belligerent Kim Jong-
un dictatorship have failed to get results.

This problem has the potential to reignite 
conflict between North and South Korea 
and involve such actors as China, Japan, 
and the US.

The second problem concerns the ter-
ritorial dispute in the South China Sea 
involving six countries. In 2014, the US 
explicitly announced its opposition to the 
Chinese construction of artificial islands and 
to reclamation activities.

Tensions escalated in October 2015 when 
the US sailed a guided-missile destroyer 
within the 12-nautical-mile territorial waters 
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New Zealand may be one 
of the best placed Nato 
partners to promote 
regional co-operation.
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1. Subi Reef, an artificial island being developed 
by China in the Spratly Islands in the South 
China Sea. 2. A rally last year in the Philippines 
opposing China’s island-building. 3. The Nato 
flag. 4. Nato military committee chairman 
General Knud Bartels. 5. Bartels on a 2015 
visit to New Zealand. 6. North Korea’s Kim 
Jong-un and members of the military during 
a ballistic missile test. 7. Philippine President 
Rodrigo Duterte, left, and Chinese President Xi 
Jinping after signing an investment agreement 
in Beijing on October 20. 8. A member of 
the Japan’s Maritime Self-Defence Force in 
October. 9. A Philippine protester.
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zone of the artificial islands in an action 
designed to demonstrate freedom of naviga-
tion in the region.

It was a move the US Navy repeated a year 
later, drawing a warning from Chinese war-
ships to leave the area.

Beijing recently also firmly rejected a 
ruling by the Permanent Court of Arbitra-
tion – in a case brought by the Philippines 
– which found that Chinese claims to rights 
in the South China Sea lacked historical 
foundation.

But in a significant turnaround on 
October 19, Philippines President Rodrigo 
Duterte announced on a visit to Beijing a 
significant downgrading of relations with a 
traditional ally, the US, and the strengthen-
ing of ties with China.

Duterte’s bandwagoning towards China 
followed US criticism of his bloody war 
on drugs, the pledge of US$24 billion in 
Chinese financial commitments to the Phil-
ippines, an agreement to restore security ties 
and acceptance of China’s position that dif-
ferences over the South China Sea dispute 
be resolved through bilateral talks.

It is unlikely that Duterte’s new policy 
towards China will be welcomed by other 
parties to this territorial dispute.

Suffice it to say, any conflict in the South 
China Sea, through which more than half the 
world’s merchant fleet tonnage passes, would 
have serious trade repercussions for the EU, G
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the US, China and the world generally.
Although the Asia-Pacific is an area where 

no overarching security framework exists, 
Nato believes that this major limitation can 
be addressed by encouraging both Asean 
and states in the region to embrace rules-
based multilateral co-operation.

New Zealand may be one of the best 
placed Nato partners to promote such co-
operation in the region. Besides having good 

bilateral relations with all major Asia-Pacific 
players (the US, China, Japan, India, and 
Australia), New Zealand is a member of the 
region’s most important multilateral organi-
sations and initiatives and has good political 
and trade relations with Asean.

But Nato’s emphasis on multilateral secu-
rity solutions in the Asia-Pacific is strongly 
opposed by key regional players such as 
China.

With respect to resolving the South China 
Sea dispute, Beijing advocates bilateral diplo-
matic discussions with each of the interested 
parties, an approach that gives a superpower 

an inherent bargaining advantage.

BUTT OUT, BROWNLEE
When Defence Minister Gerry Brownlee 
said at the Xiangshan Security Forum on 
October 11 that he “would like to see all 
parties [involved in the South China Sea 
problem] actively take steps to reduce those 
tensions”, the public rebuke from China was 
immediate.

Beijing advised New Zealand that coun-
tries “not involved” should not interfere. 
This terse statement indicated China was 
not willing to take advice from a govern-
ment that recently approved the first visit of 
a US warship – the USS Sampson – since the 
rift over New Zealand’s anti-nuclear legisla-
tion in the mid-1980s.

At the same time, China’s willingness 
to take part in multilateral efforts to curb 
nuclear proliferation by the Kim Jong-un 
regime has not yet extended to cutting off 
its critical economic support for the dictator-
ship in Pyongyang.

This all adds up to a dangerous mismatch 
in the Asia-Pacific between daunting secu-
rity problems with global ramifications and 
the continuing illusion in the region that 
such problems can be resolved on a largely 
unilateral basis. l

Robert Patman is a professor of international 
relations at the University of Otago.

Any conflict in the South 
China Sea, through which 
more than half the world’s 
merchant fleet tonnage 
passes, would hit trade.

1. Chinese and 
Vietnamese coast 
guard vessels near 
the disputed site of 
a Chinese oil rig off 
Vietnam in 2014. 
2. Guided missile 
destroyer USS Sampson, 
which is due to break 
the decades-old 
drought of US Navy ship 
visits to New Zealand. 
3. Defence Minister 
Gerry Brownlee. 


