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Executive Summary

Notwithstanding some overlap in NATQO's core interests with
India, Indonesia, and the Philippines, particularly deterrence
and crisis prevention, in its current incarnation, direct NATO
cooperation with these three pivotal countries in the Indo-
Pacific is difficult to reconcile. The Indo-Pacific strategic
landscape and the unpredictability characterizing the second
Trump administration make Indo-Pacific partners hedge even
more, such that most resident actors oppose any factor or
actor that may destabilize the region. This is reflected by India
and Indonesia’s disinterest in direct traditional security coope-
ration with NATO. Both countries indicate the Indo-Pacific’s
barometer vis-a-vis any NATO engagement more closely than
the Philippines — whose special security relationship with
the US is already ample for its security needs. At the core of
(further) NATO engagement, beyond close cooperation with
the IP4 in the Indo-Pacific, lie three problems:

1) Several of the Indo-Pacific’s current and future percei-
ved threats and challenges are China-centric. In contrast,
NATO is (and has been) Russia-centric, and most Indo-Pa-
cific actors, including India, Indonesia, and the Philippines,
do not consider Russia a security threat. Moreover, NATO's
primary theatre and objective is the security of the Trans-
Atlantic, not the Indo-Pacific. Even the latest 2022 NATO
Strategic Concept considers China a challenge, not a thre-
at. There is thus a mismatch between perceptions and
(geographic) priorities in the two theaters;

2) A history of colonialism and post-colonial intervention in
the Indo-Pacific has left states such as India and Indo-
nesia with a high degree of wariness to cooperate with
NATO. Both have a strong historical tradition of non-align-
ment, and their foreign policy doctrines oppose collective
security. Even the Philippines, which has opted for hardli-
ne deterrence vis-a-vis China with strong support from the
Us, its allies, and partners, does not embrace direct hard
security cooperation with NATO. The Philippines can justify
its near-sacrosanct longstanding collaboration with the US
to its citizens and fellow ASEAN members, but not direct
NATO cooperation. There is distrust (India, Indonesia) and
a palpable fear of escalation (India, Indonesia, and the
Philippines). Indeed, in much of the Indo-Pacific, NATO has
a perception problem, and there are prevailing percepti-
ons that NATO provoked the Ukraine war (Indonesia and
India) and may emulate it in Asia; and

3) The three country case studies in this report demonstrate
their strong emphasis on peace, stability, economic de-
velopment, and positive relations with China despite its
more assertive foreign policies and substantial maritime
claims. They fear that direct hard security cooperation with
NATO will destabilize ties with China — a geographic reality
and economic behemoth.

Of course, there are also inherent limitations within NATO
to expand cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, from the geogra-
phic restrictions of the 1949 Treaty to divergences in views
on NATO engagement among some of its more prominent
members.

However, this does not mean that NATO could not consider
stepwise inroads, and NATO's partnership with the IP4 shows
that closer cooperation prospects are not unattainable. Im-
portantly, military strategies tend to develop based on (per-
ceived) threats. China is not amply an existential threat to
NATO, nor most Indo-Pacific residents — although maritime
and terrestrial neighbors to China — Japan, Vietnam, India,
and the Philippines — are indeed highly wary of China’'s more
muscular foreign policy and the prospect of a more China-
favorable balance of power. Rather than focusing on China
and Russia, both actors with whom most of the Indo-Paci-
fic prefers good and stable ties, NATO should consider the
non-targeting of specific countries and crisis prevention and
non-traditional security as the common denominator. Even in
these realms, NATO will need to put in more effort to convince
the Indo-Pacific and win over hearts and minds, as existing
and prospective security cooperation modalities with NATO
members from the EU or the US are often considered just as
rewarding and safe(r). Moreover, in light of evolving US foreign
policy under the second Trump administration since January
2025, concerns over NATO cohesion and long-term US com-
mitment to the alliance have grown, possibly reinforcing Indo-
Pacific skepticism toward formal NATO engagements. Even
if US policy content has not changed much, the perception of
US reliability may have shifted, especially for countries like
India and Indonesia.

Focusing on issues where common interests do not exist with
the three countries and on matters requiring NATO to change
deeply ingrained core principles — such as multi/non-align-
ment and cooperative security in the case of India and Indo-
nesia, and the Philippines’s preference to continue with the
US rather than NATO — will be counterproductive. Instead, by
focusing on the following four avenues and shared interests,
NATO may build meaningful partnerships without appearing
intrusive or antagonistic to national and regional dynamics:

First, ask and discuss internally and with the Indo-Pacific re-
sident countries, such as this brief's three studied countries
more profoundly what precisely NATO’s role in and added
value to the Indo-Pacific should be considering NATO-internal
and Indo-Pacific-specific parameters. NATO needs to work
harder on its perception problem and the narrative of ‘con-
necting tissue’ binding the Trans-Atlantic and Indo-Pacific
theaters to improve perceptions in the Indo-Pacific. Fostering
the so-called rules-based order” is too lofty a goal. India and
Indonesia are proponents of a more equitable international



order, not the unequivocal sustenance of the current order.
Nor will too specific micro initiatives work. The objective is
to identify a meso-level narrative of shared challenges and
operate at that bandwidth: that narrative could be crisis pre-
vention so that peace and economic development can be fos-
tered, common denominators that, in turn, require a degree of
deterrence capacity building.

Second, at the nexus of NATQ's three core tasks — deterrence
and defense, crisis prevention and management, and coope-
rative security — and Indo-Pacific partnerships, there is a void:
How precisely do Indo-Pacific partnerships such as India,
Indonesia, and the Philippines fit in? This void likely exists
because NATO does not have a (public) specific strategy
for Russia, China, or even the Indo-Pacific. Without a crisis
prevention strategy, cooperative security tactics will not be
effective. Involving the three case study countries and other
Indo-Pacific countries in developing such strategies may gain
their trust and result in more realistic and regionally catered
outcomes.

Third, cooperation and partnerships in the Indo-Pacific
should be considered more strategically and as an essential
task, not just a side task. At least initially, partnerships in the
Indo-Pacific, and with these three countries, need to be more
based on what NATO can do for them instead of how they can
contribute to transatlantic security. NATO must also clearly
convey the benefits it offers in comparison to collaborating
with a less risky perceived EU and NATO member state can-

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

not. NATO must look at the Indo-Pacific through the Indo-
Pacific lens, consider historical and geopolitical (regional) sen-
sitivities rather than the European security lens, and reconcile
with different perceptions and prioritizations of security.

And fourth, by and large, India, Indonesia, and the Philippines
are very receptive to cooperation on non-traditional
security challenges, particularly climate change and disaster
relief, cyber and space, counter-terrorism, and maritime secu-
rity, especially sea lines of communication. These domains
are all possible entry points. There is also a strong interest in
learning from NATO capabilities and technologies: while the
latter is more sensitive, though there is leeway, the prior can
be addressed by recurring dialogues at multiple levels, and
inter alia, greater enrollment of Indian, Indonesian, and Phil-
ippine officers, civilians, and diplomats at the NATO Defense
College.

These four avenues, which highlight the global nature of chal-
lenges, may gradually improve local perceptions and pave
the way for closer alignment on crisis prevention, and should
have trickle-down effects. Nevertheless, it will be a prolonged
exercise—one that may need to be led by individual members
and involve a completely different cooperation dynamic from
the Trans-Atlantic. Considering the more isolationist foreign
policy of the US and its bilateral preferences, now might be a
timely moment for Europe to consider taking a greater lead in
non-military NATO engagement with the Indo-Pacific.
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Introduction

In 2022, soon after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, East Asi-
an actors Japan and South Korea, along with Australia and
New Zealand, attended the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) Summit for the first time, increasing speculations
about NATO’s engagement (and perhaps to a possible enlarge-
ment) in the Indo-Pacific.’ Two years on, in October 2024,
these partners from the Indo-Pacific — NATO partners also
known as the Indo-Pacific Four (IP4) — participated for the
firsttime in a NATO Defense Ministerial meeting.2 The agenda
included not only expanding NATO's cooperation with the 1P4,
but also the regional and global impact of the varying degrees
of support provided by China, Iran, and North Korea to Russia
for the Ukraine war.

NATO'’s current intent leaves little to doubt: in the divisive,
complex, and strained geopolitical landscape following the
Ukraine invasion, NATO and its high-level officials have of-
ten reiterated that the current challenges are “global and no
longer bound by geography.”® This was also evidenced by
the long-awaited NATO Strategic Concept released at the
2022 Madrid Summit.# Japan’s former Prime Minister Fu-
mio Kishida had also echoed NATQ's reiteration of interlin-
ked geographies with a state of urgency that “Ukraine today
may be East Asia tomorrow,” only months after the Russian
invasion.®

Similarly, a January 2023 Joint Press Point by NATO former
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg and Kishida stated that:

“We agree that transatlantic and Indo-Pacific
security is deeply interconnected.

What happens in this region matters to NATO.
And what happens in Europe matters to you.”*

Furthermore, North Korean support for Russia has increa-
sed Indo-Pacific geopolitical hackles in transatlantic and
Indo-Pacific interconnectedness. For example, the North
Korea-Russia military pact and the deployment of North
Korean troops have internationalized the war impact, soun-
ding an alarm in East Asia in particular.” Even China has
been caught in the middle with an uneasy eye on the Russia-
North Korea progression in ties.®

In line with such sentiment and security developments, it
is clear that NATO wants to engage more with transatlantic

partners and grow its outreach to new partners, most notably
in the Indo-Pacific. Closer cooperation with the Indo-Pacific
appears imperative, which requires the endorsement of and
possible collaboration with critical regional actors such as
India, Indonesia, and the Philippines. These are three of the
most populous democratic countries, sit strategically along
the Indo-Pacific’'s main maritime arteries and spaces of geo-
political contention, and hold growing political sway and eco-
nomic development potential.? Each of these three countries
has a nuanced, engaging, and pragmatic policy outlook on
China, but that does not entirely discount the antithetical
China narrative they hold in their policy framework.

To the IP4 and these three powers, China’s ongoing attempts
to turn the balance of power in its favor and maritime claims
are considered the, though not the only, shared security chal-
lenge. In the Himalayas, the Indian Ocean region, the Taiwan
Strait, the South China Sea, and the East China Sea, US stra-
tegic partners and allies like India, Indonesia, the Philippines,
Taiwan, and Vietnam have highlighted unilateral changes or
attempts to change the status quo by China. In addition, the-
re are other (shared) challenges: managing US-China rivalry,
territorial disputes among other states over maritime and
land boundaries, military build-ups, and myriad non-traditio-
nal security challenges. In this context, it is clear that the
prosperity, peace, stability, and security of the Indo-Pacific
region, and in turn, the global geopolitical and geoeconomic
landscape, are contingent more upon crisis prevention in
the Indo-Pacific and the peaceful guidance of power balan-
cing acts than engaging in any outright military engagement.
With the return of a more inward-looking and transactional
US foreign policy posture under President Trump, regional
actors may further prioritize self-reliance and minilateral
or bilateral arrangements over broader collective security
initiatives involving NATO.

Yet, can such common interests bring closer India,
Indonesia, the Philippines, and NATO?

Against this backdrop and to answer this question, this po-
licy paper examines NATQ's potential partnership with the
three countries as case studies. It looks at their prospects
for engagement with NATO, mainly through their current dis-
position in security matters, strategic priorities, autonomy,
and relationship with China and the US/allies. We commen-
ce alphabetically with India.
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CASE 1: NATO & India -

A Timely yet Unattainable Partnership.

On the surface, NATO and India appear to be a natural fit,
yet strategic culture, history, multi-alignment, and diverging
perceptions and priorities break up the party.

In 2021, Stoltenberg, in his address at the Raisina Dialogue,
talked about “stepping up” dialogue with India as a country
that shares values and interests with NATO allies, as well as
a country that is at the forefront of “shared security challen-
ges” with NATO." That the then NATO chief was speaking for
the first time at India’s “flagship conference on geopolitics
and geo-strategy,” co-organized by the Indian Ministry of Ex-
ternal Affairs, was not just a rare occurrence but a sign of
changing times and India’s view on security dynamics and
partnerships. Traditionally, India, in line with its non-aligned
past, historically good relations with the Soviet Union/Rus-
sia, and refusal to get caught up in alliance politics, has been
reticent about engaging with NATO. It was perhaps, there-
fore, that in that speech, Stoltenberg perceptively stressed
that cooperation does not necessarily need to include direct
defense agreements or military alignments.™

The question of engagement between India and NATO has
been around for a while, as evidenced by the 2005 Strategic
Dialogue and India’s involvement with NATO in counter-pi-
racy and anti-terror operations.”? One of the members of
the 2005 NATO delegation to India, Karl A. Lamers, had suc-
cinctly outlined the goals for a potential India-NATO align-
ment: Engagement with South Asian neighbors (with varying
degrees of trouble); “intensive cooperation” with the US, the
UK, and the EU; integration into the global market; securing
a permanent membership of the UN Security Council; and
nuclear power.” Most of these objectives still hold, with the
addition of countering any Chinese unilateral ambitions ad-
ded to the list.

In this context, in 2019, India and NATO held an exploratory
political dialogue to gauge mutual interest that did not ma-
terialize into anything significant apart from a strong com-
mon interest in maintaining maritime security.” The main
grounds on which India and NATO had dissonance were
NATO's then fixation on Russia as the number one threat to
transatlantic security and the continuing lack of a common
European stance on China — which was at the time still til-
ted toward cooperation as a partner providing opportunities,
and not as a strategic challenge.’ But given that the land-
scape before the Ukraine war was relatively less urgent for
NATO vis-a-vis global security than today, the push for a re-
lationship with India might have lacked fervor — particularly
regarding China, but also perceptions of security in general.

In the years since 2019, and to India’s fervor, the West has
become more cognizant of and cohesive regarding China’s
reemergence, more assertive foreign policies, and growing
technological prowess. Notably, in 2020, a Reflection Group
report outlining NATO’s future goals ("NATO 2030") recom-
mended allocating “much more time, political resources, and
action to the security challenges posed by China — based on
an assessment of its national capabilities, economic heft,
and the stated ideological goals of its leaders.”’® As a result,
in 2021, the Brussels' Communique called out China as a sys-
temic challenge and took steps toward building a “political
strategy” regarding China.'” Thus, the update of the 2022
Strategic Concept was not a total surprise; instead, it was
drawn from NATQO's meetings and reports in the years before.
In contrast, the 2019 London Declaration, while recognizing
that “China’'s growing influence and international policies”
brought both “opportunities and challenges,” did not take it
further.®

This is also parallel to the European Union (EU)’s shifting stance
toward China and also to India‘s fervor: In 2019, the EU’s “Stra-
tegic Outlook” called out China's growing aspirations and that
the landscape for opportunities and challenges was chan-
ging, falling short of calling China a challenge.’ Yet, the Europe-
China relationship was still based on a hopeful cooperative-
competitive framework. However, over the years, the EU,
which released its Indo-Pacific strategy and an infrastructure
project, the Global Gateway, as a bulwark against China's Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2021, has become rather vigilant
about its blind connection with China, and perhaps to counter
some of Beijing’s unfair and non-transparent investment
practices in Europe. Moreover, despite their disunity on China,
NATO and its allies, including the European members, are
concerned about the collective threat of the authoritarian
powers that are dominated by China’s political, economic,
military, and diplomatic influence.

In this regard, recognizing the challenge that China potential-
ly poses to Euro-Atlantic democratic values and security in-
terests (both in Europe and in the Indo-Pacific) has changed
how NATO and the EU interact with US partners like India
and vice versa. Europe and India want to be assertive with
China while maintaining cooperation strategies. So, diver-
sification of trade interests, “de-risking,” and strengthening
supply chains, among other factors, have strengthened their
outreach toward each other.

As a result, NATO has continued to highlight its interest in
engaging with India, with the US Permanent Representative
to NATO, Julianne Smith, stating recently (2023) that “NA-
TO's door is open in terms of engagement, should India be
interested"”.®
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From a global perspective, India's geo-strategic location,
projected economic future, and potential as a strong Indo-
Pacific security partner against China provide India with a
unique advantage, and NATO officials have repeatedly reiter-
ated their interest in taking India as a new partner.?' They
appear to be a natural fit. At the same time, NATO has conti-
nued to engage with several partners in the region, including
India’s nuclear neighbor Pakistan, Afghanistan (with which
the partnership is currently suspended), and Mongolia
(which has a complicated relationship with China).?2

Given the new geopolitical environment and India’s shift
from non-alignment to multi-alignment, India’s hesitance in
engaging with NATO at a level similar to the IP4 is slowly but
steadily being explored. However, Indian strategic thinkers
are divided about the need for India to engage with NATO.
While some see the need for “pragmatic engagement” as
a concerted approach to Europe, including more security-
oriented deals with NATO allies, the majority of observers
have concerns about NATO when seen through the lens of
“a certain history,” “a certain role,” and its relevant theater of
operations, namely Europe.? Others argue that India does
not need NATO to deal with China and point to the fact that
nemesis Pakistan is a Major Non-NATO Ally (MNNA) of the
US.2* Moreover, under the new US administration, NATO's in-
ternal cohesion and strategic clarity may face greater scru-
tiny, making India possibly even more hesitant to align with
what could be perceived as a fragmented or shifting security
architecture.

The latter sentiment is echoed by India’s External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar, too, who has often reiterated India’s
lack of intent to join the West-led NATO. In the latest state-
ment on the topic, he stressed, “We don’t have that kind of
strategic architecture in mind,” referring to speculations ab-
out an emerging “Asian NATO" and India’s continued refusal
to join military alliances.?

The nature of NATO, an exclusive club based on collective
security among democracies, also goes against India’s his-
tory and strategic culture that shape its foreign policy prin-
ciples that promote and see the world as ‘one family’ rather
than two, three, or multiple families that each covet their
own security. Nor does India want to upset its strategic rela-
tionship with Russia. Moreover, India strongly prioritizes sta-
bility and economic development, and ‘adding’ more military
prowess to the Indo-Pacific does not necessarily underpin
that. Therefore, it seems unlikely that in the near future, India
will hold any formal engagement with NATO to a level similar
to the IP4 states: Even a hint of a formal NATO engagement
in the Indo-Pacific would be considered anathema to the In-
dian administration. Especially now that relations with China
have somewhat been in a thaw.
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CASE 2: NATO & Indonesia —
Neutrality Still Rules the Roost?

Like India, Indonesia appears to be a natural fit, yet non-
alignment, historical connotations, and diverging percepti-
ons and priorities are significant hurdles to direct coopera-
tion with NATO.

Indonesia, a leading Southeast Asian economy and a driving
force in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
politics, is vital for NATO to consider expanding cooperation
with. However, the country’s historic engagement with the
bloc has been lacking and is likely to continue to lack.

Like India, and as a fellow victim of colonial and post-co-
lonial trepidations, Indonesia is a prominent founder of the
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), which originated in the Ban-
dung Conference of April 1955. Ever since, it has not favored
alliance politics and vehemently adheres to that. However,
unlike India, which has moved on to a multi-alignment tra-
jectory, Indonesia has recently continued to champion its
non-aligned past, much to the dismay of some that regard
it as “outdated non-bloc pragmatism amid the evolving re-
gional security architecture.”?® At least officially, the rise in
global and regional tensions between the West and Russia
and China, or the wars in Ukraine and West Asia, seemed to
have had no effect on the Indonesian foreign policy of neu-
trality. As Indonesian scholar Evan Laksmana argues, there
is a lack of a unifying “threat” that can mobilize agencies
and ministries to develop a shared strategic framework: the
agencies and ministries, political, security, and business eli-
tes view China differently, and there is no commanding ins-
titution to centralize views and policies.?” Nor is there much
change anticipated in this regard.?®

To this effect, in December 2024, Indonesian Foreign Minis-
ter Sugiono categorically told the House of Representatives
Foreign Affairs and Defense Commission during his inaugu-
ral hearing,

“Since the beginning of his presidency,
President Prabowo has reaffirmed his vision
for our foreign policy, which adheres to non-
aligned principles, preventing us from joining
any military alliance.””

This stance may get further entrenched amid a less predic-
table US foreign policy attitude, reviving regional memories
of great-power volatility and alliance entanglements. Not-
withstanding this strict non-aligned stance, there has been
a semblance of outreach between Indonesia and NATO, as
evidenced by the then Minister for Foreign Affairs of Indo-
nesia Retno Lestari Priansari Marsudi, meeting then NATO

Secretary General Stoltenberg in June 2022 - although no
details of their talks are available.?® Nor have the Indonesian
authorities made official statements on NATO in the Indo-
Pacific. Moreover, the presence of the IP4 in the last few
NATO summits has emphasized that Indo-Pacific security
will get global attention precisely because of the region’s
economic and political weight. Indeed, Southeast Asia and
its leading economy cannot afford to ignore present realities.

Further, the South China Sea dispute will remain a bone of
contention between Indonesia and China, even if Indonesia
is not a formal claimant. Around 2016/2017, Indonesia and
China had multiple maritime clashes in Indonesia’s exclu-
sive economic zone near its Natuna Islands, which overlap
with China’s 9-dash line, which is known as the 10-dash line
today.3' In 2023, China’s re-drawing of a map using a “10-
dash” line drew protests across the neighborhood, highlight-
ing China's complex relationship with Southeast Asia.®?

Notably, Indonesia and China have signed a maritime coope-
ration deal, raising sovereignty concerns among experts.?
Yet Indonesia has recently reaffirmed its position on China's
broad South China Sea claims, stating that “the claim lacks
an international legal basis and does not align with the 1982
UNCLOS [United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea].®* In October 2024, there were reports of Indonesia’s
Maritime Security Agency successfully detecting and expel-
ling a Chinese Coast Guard vessel from the North Natuna
Sea.®

In this context, Peterson et al. have argued that in the event
of a Taiwan emergency or military escalation in the South
China Sea, including the seizing of territories by China, Indo-
nesia should look to enhance security engagement with the
West, primarily the US and its allies for a “greater collective
balance against China.”3¢

At the same time, China is a top economic partner for Indo-
nesia and has made massive investments in Indonesia; the
BRI, too, has been responsible for increasing China’s clout in
the country. According to official estimates, bilateral trade
soared during former President Joko Widodo's era, repor-
tedly reaching about US$127.8 bhillion in 2023.37 Chinese
firms are also establishing Indonesia’s electric vehicle (EV)
ecosystem and building the country’s future capital, Nusan-
tara.3® China, underits BRI, has also funded the construction
of the USS$7.3 billion Jakarta-Bandung High-Speed Railway
(“Whoosh"), launched in 2023.%° In essence, for Indonesia’s
ambition to become a developed economy by 2045, Indone-
sia direly needs China.*°

9
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In terms of public opinion, a 2021 Lowy Institute poll stated
that Indonesians are “increasingly skeptical” about China,
yet view the US only slightly more favorably than China“'.
Therefore, about 84 percent want Indonesia to stay neutral
in the great-power games,*? and the Indonesian authorities
and influential media are skeptical of NATO and the potential
for (military) escalation.*®

Consequently, Indonesia will continue pursuing strategic
neutrality and promoting ASEAN centrality and its core
principles of dialogue, inclusivity, and cooperation. For Indo-
nesia, aligning with NATO, leaving aside direct cooperation
on (hard) security, would go against the Indonesian Cons-
titution and long-held beliefs in public perception.** Indone-
sia’s intent to be seen following an “independent and active”
approach to foreign policy has compelled it to pursue partner-
ships with China-dominated forums like the newly expanded
BRICS Plus — even as Widodo was circumspect, the fresh-
ly elected President Prabowo Subianto has been keen to
enter the non-Western grouping.*s This is important as it
highlights that Indonesia will continue to hedge between
China and the US and join varied international fora if it suits
its national interests.

However, working with NATO would be different, primar-
ily because most of the Global South, including Indonesia,
perceives the bloc not so positively.*¢ For example, in the
context of the Ukraine war, Indonesian narratives about the
war have blamed mainly NATO and the allies for provoking
Russia — a public survey, too, reached the same conclusion
that the war was NATQ'’s fault.#”

Moreover, Indonesia’s bonhomie with China also showcases
that Indonesia will not take any steps that anger China or
destabilize the region, and coordination with NATO on Indo-
Pacific security matters will most likely do that. In short,
Indonesia is not interested in cooperation with NATO or any
possible ‘destabilizing cooperation’ for that matter that may
warp Southeast Asia back to the 1950s when it was known
as the region of conflict.#® Nonetheless, Indonesia will look
to weigh the implications of more Indo-Pacific states parti-
cipating with NATO to confront global challenges and align
more closely, including China’s intent to reshape the balance
of power in the region.*
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CASE 3: NATO & Philippines -
The Buck Stops with the US?

The Philippines is the most likely major democracy in the
Indo-Pacific to support or join the IP4 format and forma-
lize cooperation with NATO. Still, the US meets all its secu-
rity and deterrence needs, and it does not want to deviate
more from ASEAN's centrality and principles than it does
now — and it wants to avoid aggravating China too much.

The Philippines, unlike most Southeast Asian countries,
has been indirectly linked to NATO since the Cold War, as it
hosted (and yet again) US bases and has cooperated close-
ly with the US military ever since.® In recent years, China’s
targeted and more militarized acts in the South China Sea —
a region coveted as much for natural resources and fishing
as for its strategic location as the world’s major crossroads
for maritime trade — have affected its relations with no ot-
her country in the ASEAN bloc more than the Philippines.
The Philippines sits at the front line of Chinese claims of the
South China Sea. Even as South China Sea disputes over
islands, atolls, shoals, and reefs, among others, go back
decades, tensions have escalated ever since China presen-
ted its "9-dash line” claim to the UN in 2009, officially laying
claim to the territories.!

However, then-Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte wanted
to negotiate with China at the time. He even signed a memo-
randum of understanding (MoU) for oil and gas exploration
during President Xi Jinping's state visit to the Philippines.
The MoU was not officially released to the public, nor was
any cooperation agreement publicly released.5? The main
reason for the MoU was to prevent escalation and retaliation
by China that could lead to regional instability, a core con-
cern across Indo-Pacific countries.

The change of ruling regime in the Philippines has harde-
ned the stance on China, with President Ferdinand Marcos
Jr. reversing Duterte’s conciliatory approach to China. The
tensions and confrontations have reached a new level, with
accusations of “intentional” boat rammings and water can-
yon attacks becoming more frequent and routine head-
lines.5® As a result, the focus of the Philippine military has
shifted from internal security to territorial (maritime) defense.
The Philippines has resorted to a hard-balancing policy,
upping its defense and security cooperation with the US
and its allies, such as NATO partner Japan and other Indo-
Pacific partners like India and Vietnam, which are also on
the receiving end of a more assertive Chinese foreign policy.
It is important to bear in mind that decades of defense co-
operation with the US and Western partners have created a
unique institutional affinity with the US in the Philippines.5

The Philippines has one of the lowest defense budgets among
ASEAN members, hovering around one percent. Consequently,
the Marcos Jr. administration vigorously supports the steady
military modernization of the Philippines with military-minded
security partners while maintaining cordial diplomatic and
economic relations with China.s®

The potential spillover effects from the Ukraine-Russia war
have also been a part of the Philippines’ concerns — even
a cautious Duterte referred to being ready for such an im-
pact.®® The Philippines has primarily adopted a neutral stan-
ce in the Ukraine war. However, it supported the US-led UN
resolution condemning Russian actions in 2022. It showed a
willingness to allow the US to use Philippine bases and facilities
in case the conflict crosses over to the Indo-Pacific.5” How-
ever, it did not participate in the Western sanctions.58 Of late,
however, Marcos, amid heightened tensions with China and
Russia-China “no-limits” ties, has been vocal in his “unwavering
support for Ukraine’s sovereignty, independence, unity, and
territorial integrity.”s®

In addition, the escalation in the Taiwan Straits, especially
after Nancy Pelosi‘s Asia (Taiwan-focused) visit months af-
ter the Ukraine war had started, has also increased concerns,
given the geographical proximity of Taiwan. Then there is also
the question of the Philippines, as a US treaty ally, supporting
the US in the case of a Taiwan emergency.®® In this context,
there have been reports about the US drawing up contingency
plans for military deployments in Japan and the Philippines in
case of a Taiwan contingency.®' However, the Philippine side
has stated that the report is from “still unverified sources” and
that all engagements with various countries are part of the
Philippines’ contingency plans.5?

Against the above scenario, the fact of the matter is that the
Philippines is strengthening its defense options: The Philippine
government under Marcos early this year revised a nearly
USS$35 billion military modernization plan, “Re-Horizon 3,
an updated acquisition plan that replaces “Horizon 3,” for the
next 10 years to bolster its defense capabilities amid continued
tension in the region and beyond.®® It has been engaging in
unprecedented security cooperation with the US and Japan,
including the Japan-Philippines-US trilateral cooperation
expansion to advance key maritime security and critical tech-
nology objectives amid a shared concern for a free and open
Indo-Pacific.6*
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Bilaterally, the US and the Philippines have upped the alliance
strength through key deals like the General Security of Mili-
tary Information Agreement, which allows for the sharing of
classified information; the Philippines giving access to four
more military bases for the US; and the US providing US$500
million as military funding.®s Similarly, Japan and the Philip-
pines have signed the crucial Reciprocal Access Agreement
(RAA; Japan is only the third country to sign the RAA with the
Philippines) that will facilitate reciprocal visits and joint exer-
cises, among other measures.® The Philippines also became
the first country under Japan’'s new Official Security Assis-
tance (OSA), wherein the Philippine Navy will receive nearly
USS4 million in coastal surveillance radars.?

Public opinion, too, has favored the US over China in the
Philippines, unlike Indonesia and India, where it is a mixed
bag. A recent survey by Pulse Asia (interviews with 1,200
respondents) revealed that a whopping 79 percent wanted the
Philippines to cooperate with the US amid Chinese escalations
in the South China Sea.®® Only 10 percent favored Marcos'’
government working with China.®® Importantly, a good num-
ber also want Marcos to work closely with US or NATO allies,
namely Australia (43 percent), Japan (42 percent), Canada
(34 percent), and the United Kingdom (22 percent), as well
as the European Union (17 percent), an essential partner
for NATO and a strategic partner for the US, highlighting the
public’s interest in “like-minded” partnerships.”®

In short, the Philippines is undoubtedly a strategically
important “Major Non-NATO Ally” of the US, which provides
the country with military privileges. Itis also a unique ASEAN
member with an apparent penchant for the US-led Indo-Pacific
security architecture, as its increased security cooperation
with the US and IP4 states suggests. These factors make the
Philippines a perfect partner for NATO cooperation.

At the same time, the lack of signals or recent publicly avail-
able meetings between Philippine and NATO officials at a high
level indicates that the country is aware of the negative reper-
cussions of pursuing such an engagement. Of the three case
studies, NATO has the least dialogue with the Philippines.

The widespread sentiment in Southeast Asia is about pre-
serving the 'fragile peace’ with China despite the South China
Sea disputes. Moreover, China remains the Philippines’ top
trading partner, and experts have dismissed notions of eco-
nomic retaliation by China, even as Chinese investment into
the country for the time being has fallen.”" Marcos, in 2023,
also asserted that he wanted the two countries to pursue
‘more engagements in trade and economy."7?

In all, it is unlikely that the Philippines would encourage any
notions of escalation with China by cooperating with NATO,
whose “eastward expansion into the Asia-Pacific” China
opposes.” Moreover, the Philippines arguably already has the
weakest adherence to ASEAN centrality and neutrality and
has all the security support it needs from the US and the IP4.
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An Indo-Pacific Future Avec un NATO Limite?

Considering the findings from the three case studies, an
engagement in NATO’s cooperation in the Indo-Pacific
beyond existing partnerships with the IP4 does not appear
viable at this stage.

First and foremost, the diversities in histories, cultural and
strategic traditions, and the magnitude of distances within
Asia make establishing cooperation with NATO, leaving
aside an Asian NATO, for that matter, highly implausible.”#
This has become even more apparent under the second Trump
administration, where NATO's cohesion and the trustworthin-
ess of US commitments are under increased scrutiny.”

Second, even a close US strategic partner like India or a US
treaty ally, the Philippines, both witnessing tensions with Chi-
na, still sees China through a cooperative-competitive lens,
and Russia primarily through a cooperative lens. Thus, there
is a disparity between threat perceptions and priorities.
Similar is the case with Indonesia, a top trading partner with
China. They would all be loath to risk regional stability by
welcoming defense agreements or military alignments with
NATO.

Third, notions like multipolarity, sovereignty, non-alignment,
and common/cooperative security, rather than collective se-
curity, are ingrained into many Asian mindsets. Particularly
given that India and Indonesia are founding members of the
NAM - even if NAM today has eroded rather considerably.
Then there is also the case of CIA involvement in multiple
regime changes and purges across Asia, including in Indo-
nesia.’ In India, too, US historical support of Pakistan since
the early Cold War days has continued to muddle the Indian
public and strategic perceptions against the US and what
many perceive as a Cold War era mechanism like NATO,
which will not be easy to dismiss.””

Fourth, the success of minilaterals in the Indo-Pacific, inclu-
ding the Quad comprising Australia, India, Japan, and the US,
has revitalized the emerging regional security landscape by
stressing its increased ambit, from maritime domain aware-
ness to economic resilience.

Therefore, given the current upward-moving dynamics be-
tween these three countries and the West, even as pragma-
tic security cooperation might be possible at a bilateral level
with EU NATO member states with these three nations, direct
NATO defense cooperation with these three pivotal countries
in the Indo-Pacific is challenging to reconcile, at least in the
short and medium term.

Nonetheless, there are potential avenues for cooperation with
India, Indonesia, and the Philippines, mainly in line with the
2022 NATO Strategic Concept and NATO 2030 aspirations.
These avenues need to restrict themselves to non-traditional
security. The primary objective is to craft a better narrative
of shared crisis and non-traditional challenges between the
transatlantic and Indo-Pacific and explore how to best ope-
rate within that bandwidth. Anti-Russia/China narratives and
any centrality of transatlantic security will not work. The nar-
rative should instead revolve around crisis prevention to foster
peace, stability, and economic development in the Indo-
Pacific — with substantial input from the three countries in
discussion and other Indo-Pacific residents. Recurring and
frequent exchange and dialogue on this purview is likely the
least challenging common denominator and point of de-
parture. Finally, given shifting priorities under the new US
administration and the potential weakening of NATO cohe-
sion, Indo-Pacific countries may grow even more cautious
of engaging with the Alliance in formal security capacities. In
the eyes of Indo-Pacific observers, any NATO outreach must
also factor in perceptions of US credibility, predictability, and
transatlantic unity.
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