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The Pacific region has become a major focus of 

international attention following indications of 

increasing Chinese military involvement in the 

past decade. This involvement has raised 

significant concerns, especially for countries in 

the region, including Australia. As one of the 

regional powers and traditional actors in the 

Pacific, Australia faces complex national defense 

and security policy challenges as a result of 

Chinese military involvement in the region. 

Using a qualitative approach with desk study 

analysis, this paper attempts to explain the 

implications of Chinese military involvement in 

the Pacific region for Australia's national defense 

and security policy through the framework of 

security dilemma analysis and strategic 

perspectives in foreign policy making. This paper 

finds that China's military presence in the Pacific 

region affects defense strategy and poses new 

security challenges for Australia, including 

increasing security pressures and changes in 

Australia's defense strategy. In response, 

Australia has taken proactive steps by 

strengthening cooperation with regional allies, 

enhancing defense capabilities and strengthening 

security diplomacy in the Pacific region as a form 

of transformation of its defense policy. 
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INTRODUCTION   

In the past three decades, China has rapidly increased its military capabilities, investing 

heavily in modernizing its armed forces and developing advanced weaponry. China's rapid 

economic growth has provided the resources needed to increase military spending and 

develop military technology. According to data released by the Stockholm International 

Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), China's military budget has increased 24-fold by 2020. 

China's military spending in 2020 reached US$261 billion, a figure that is not comparable to 

the military spending in 1990, which was only US$10.7 billion (Silva et al., 2022).  The trend 

of increasing spending allocations will increase until 2023, reaching 1.55 trillion yuan 

(equivalent to 224.79 billion US dollars) (Erina, 2023).  China's aggressiveness in increasing 

military spending allocations is part of an effort to secure its strategic interests globally. 

China seeks to become a major world power and play a greater role in global politics. To 

achieve this goal, China needs to have strong and modern military capabilities. 

Consequently, China's military modernization has changed the balance of power and the 

landscape of security architecture in the Indo-Pacific region and globally (Satris, 2015).  

 China's military development has become an important issue for the stability of the 

global security architecture, especially for the stability of security in the Indo-Pacific region. 

This is because China's military modernization and expansion are accompanied by a more 

assertive foreign policy, especially in responding to issues related to territorial conflicts. 

Also, China's efforts to project its power and influence beyond the boundaries of its 

sovereignty. One of the efforts to expand this projection is manifested in the form of 

assistance and assistance to several partner countries in the form of economic development 

and increasing defense capabilities. In the context of China's presence in the Pacific region, 

China has provided significant foreign assistance to several countries in the region, such as 

Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, Tonga, and Fiji in the form of infrastructure development 

projects, economic cooperation, trade and investment, humanitarian assistance, and 

technological assistance. In the defense and military sector, although China does not 

officially publish military assistance and cooperation with Pacific island countries, in the last 

two decades, China is known to have consistently provided military assistance to four 

Pacific island countries, namely Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Tonga and Vanuatu (Liang, 2022). 

The military assistance provided includes equipment assistance, personnel training, and 

joint exercises. Although the quantity of military assistance provided by Beijing is relatively 

small and cannot yet be categorized as deadly combat equipment assistance, Beijing's efforts 

to normalize its military presence in the region are a form of ambition to expand China's 

military power in the Pacific islands (Liang, 2022). The signing of a security pact reached by 

China and the Solomon Islands in 2022 is also a historic step for both countries, while 

opening up greater potential for China to gain military reach in the Pacific islands (Harding 

& Pohle, 2022). China's military presence in the region allows China to increase its military 
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power projection and get closer to Australia as a major ally of the United States in the region 

(Harding & Pohle, 2022).  

 The approach of Chinese military power in the Pacific islands is not only a potential 

disruption of Australia's sea and air communication lines. However, the serious implication 

for Australia and its allies of China's success in gaining a foothold to present its military 

power is the possibility of establishing military bases in the region (Wallis, 2020). The 

projection of China's military presence as an existential threat to Australia clearly disrupts 

its strategic interests and reduces its role as a traditional and dominant actor in the Pacific 

islands region. Furthermore, China's economic assistance to Pacific island countries also has 

the potential to encourage political instability and corruption, which has implications for 

undermining Australia's efforts to strengthen democracy and its position as a regional 

leader and facilitator in promoting stability and cooperation among Pacific countries (Wallis, 

2020). Australia has developed strong bilateral relations with Pacific countries over many 

years and is also an active member of regional organisations such as the Pacific Islands 

Forum and the Organisation for South Pacific Economic Co-operation and Development. 

Australia also actively provides support in areas such as health, education and security in 

the Pacific region (El Haq & El Islam, 2020).  On security matters, Australia leads the 

Regional Assistance Mission Solomon Islands (RAMSI), which aims to help stabilise the 

political and security situation in Solomon Islands.   

 Australia is an active member of regional security partnerships such as the Pacific 

Islands Forum, the South Pacific Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 

and QUAD membership with the United States, Japan and the United States. Australia also 

works with countries in the region to develop their military capabilities and build good 

relations with them. One of Australia's primary objectives in maintaining regional security 

in the Pacific is to ensure that countries in the region are able to protect their sovereignty 

and address security threats, including ensuring that no external power poses a potential 

existential threat to Australia (Wallis, 2020). In the context of China's military presence in the 

Pacific islands, Australia is seeking to counter China's influence in the Pacific region by 

strengthening regional cooperation and development (Febriani, 2018). This is done by 

strengthening its relationships with Pacific nations, providing them with security support, 

including for broader purposes such as addressing issues such as drug trafficking, terrorism 

and human trafficking. Australia also actively participates in joint military exercises with 

countries in the region, including the biennial Talisman Sabre exercise with the United States 

and Japan (Wuryanti, 2012). 

 In its development, the possibility of weakening Australia's important role as a 

traditional actor in the Pacific region after the security pact agreement between China and 

the Solomon Islands is one thing that is a source of concern for Canberra. The position that 

can be accessed by the Chinese military in the southern part of the Solomon Islands is only 

2,000 miles from Australia. This allows Beijing to deploy troops and other activities with 
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strategic objectives (BBC, 2022). The construction of Chinese military bases is the most 

threatening discourse for Australia because it is directly correlated to the stability of 

Australia's national and strategic interests in the region (Medcalf, 2023). In response, 

Australia has taken stances and policies to secure its national interests by increasing the 

defense budget, modernizing the military, and developing defense cooperation with 

countries in the region (Azim, 2018).  

 In fact, Australia has been concerned about China as a revisionist power. In Australia's 

2009 defense white paper, it was stated that Australia views China as a security challenge to 

the regional order. A similar statement was reiterated in the 2013 defense white paper, 

which contained a warning about the dangers of China as an aggressive great power and 

has plans to build bases around Australian territory with the aim of projecting its power 

(Varrall, 2021). Furthermore, the Defense Policy released by the Australian Department of 

Defense in 2020 also expressed concerns about the increasing presence of the Chinese 

military in the Indo-Pacific region. This policy document emphasizes the importance of 

strengthening alliances and partnerships with countries in the region, including the United 

States and Pacific countries, and strengthening their defense capabilities. In addition, 

Australia's national defense policy also emphasizes the importance of defending its rights in 

international waters and opposing illegal territorial claims by other countries, including 

China. The policy also underlines the importance of strengthening Australia's own defense 

capabilities, for example by investing in defense technology and developing the skills of 

defense personnel (Australian Government Department of Defence, 2020). In general, 

Australia has a clear and comprehensive national security strategy in dealing with regional 

power shifts, especially regarding the potential threat from China, which is still considered 

quite ambivalent (Farneubun, 2022).  

 However, Australia is a country that has strong economic ties with China as its largest 

trading partner. Therefore, Australia is required to implement a strategy that ensures a 

balance between security and economic policies in the face of the increasing presence of 

Chinese power. China has increased its presence and influence in the Indo-Pacific region, 

including through expansion and controversial territorial claims in the South China Sea. 

This increasingly strong presence has raised concerns about regional stability and security 

(Kurniawan, 2021). In the article entitled the relationship between Australia and China in the 

Asia-Pacific region. Case study: Chinese expansionism in the Asia-Pacific written by Meita 

A. Nindyawati and Badrus Sholeh stated that the impact of Chinese expansionism in the 

Asia-Pacific region on Australia's foreign policy, especially in the context of security and 

defense, has triggered Australia's concerns about security and stability, especially regarding 

territorial disputes in the South China Sea. Therefore, both countries need to start 

constructive cooperation and dialogue to achieve regional stability (Nindyawati & Sholeh, 

2020). 
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 As a traditional actor in the region, one interesting thing to study further is how 

Australia responds to and manages defense policies in the face of potential threats from 

China's presence. Siti Nadjiha Hariri in her article entitled China-Australia Competition in 

the struggle for influence in the Pacific region, Hariri stated that as a form of effort to stem 

China's presence in the Pacific, Australia is encouraging greater involvement to create 

political, economic and security stability. This is achieved through intensive cooperation 

with countries in the region, especially in the South Pacific. Australia is also actively 

involved as a major actor in peacekeeping missions in the Solomon Islands and 

development assistance for countries in the Pacific Region (Hariri, 2020b). In line with 

Hariri, James Batley in his article entitled Australia and Security in the Pacific Island also 

highlighted Australia's role in maintaining security in Pacific Island countries. Australia has 

established strong diplomatic relations with Pacific countries and implemented various aid 

and training programs to improve security capacity in the region (Batley, 2021).  Several 

previous articles have generally placed China's presence in the Pacific Islands as the main 

source of threat to Australia. However, the analysis of its implications for Australia's 

security and how Australia responds to the projection of the Chinese threat is not placed in 

the framework of an asymmetric and complex relationship, given that China's military 

power posture after modernization is in a superior position. All previous articles also 

normatively maintain Australia's status quo as the main actor in the region amidst China's 

presence as a revisionist power that has the potential to shift Australia as a provider of 

security stability in the Pacific Islands. This article contributes to explaining how Australia's 

defense policy is managed amidst ambivalence in responding to the presence and expansion 

of China's military threat in the Pacific Islands. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In the context of national defense and security policy, there are several theoretical 

frameworks that are relevant to understanding the implications of China's military 

involvement in the Pacific region for Australia. In this study, two theoretical frameworks 

that will be explained are the Security Dilemma and the Strategy Model. 

 Security dilemma is a term used in international relations to describe a situation in 

which a country's actions to enhance its security may be perceived as a threat by other 

countries around it, thereby creating tension and increasing the likelihood of conflict (Jervis, 

1978). In the context of Australia and China’s military engagement in the Pacific region, the 

security dilemma becomes relevant because steps taken by Australia to defend its security 

interests may be perceived by China as a potential threat, and vice versa. In the security 

dilemma, countries tend to increase their defense capabilities and build alliances with other 

countries to strengthen their security. However, such actions may be interpreted as 

provocations by other countries, which then respond by increasing their own defense 
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capabilities or seeking stronger alliances. Thus, the security dilemma creates a spiral of 

tension and an arms race between countries. 

 In the Australian context, China’s increasing military involvement in the Pacific region 

could exacerbate the security dilemma. Australia, as a country with strategic interests in the 

region, tends to enhance its defense capabilities and build alliances with allied countries to 

safeguard its national security. However, these actions could trigger a response from China, 

which may see it as Australia’s attempt to limit China’s influence in the Pacific region. Thus, 

there is a risk of escalating tensions and an arms race between Australia and China in the 

Pacific region. 

 Furthermore, in a strategic perspective, a state is seen as a rational actor in pursuing its 

national interests and goals in the global political arena. This means that a country's foreign 

policy is based on rational considerations and careful calculations of the possible 

consequences of each action taken. In this perspective, the focus is on interactions and 

transactions between countries, so that every event that occurs is considered from the 

perspective of all participants. Therefore, foreign policy analysis not only considers the 

respondent's perspective, but also considers the perspective of other countries involved in 

the interaction (Jensen, 1982). 

 The Strategic Perspective also emphasizes that a country's foreign policy is based on 

the strategic objectives it wants to achieve. However, a country's policy choices will depend 

heavily on the situation in its strategic environment, including the distribution of the powers 

involved, especially the relationship between great powers and middle powers. Middle 

powers are often associated with a group of countries that occupy a middle position on the 

international political spectrum, just below the superpowers (Yilmaz, 2017). Another 

definition also states that middle power countries are countries that are between the great 

powers and the most obvious criterion to distinguish between the two is their geopolitical 

position (Park, 2022). In general, the behaviour of middle power countries is different from 

superpowers that tend to impose leadership strategies and foreign policy orientation as a 

global platform. While the characteristics of middle power foreign policy such as Australia 

are focused on reducing conflict by involving other countries that have the same vision to 

reach a compromise that can be implemented and is usually achieved through multilateral 

mechanisms (Jordaan, 2003). Policymakers will conduct a risk-benefit analysis to determine 

the right policy to achieve these objectives. In addition, this perspective also shows the 

continuity and changes in a country's foreign policy that are influenced by changes in global 

conditions and changes in national interests over time (Lovell, 1970). 

 Lovel's analysis of the factors influencing the process of formulating a country's 

foreign policy strategy provides an important picture of the various things that a country 

must pay attention to in formulating its foreign policy. The structure of the international 

system includes international rules and norms, global policies, and military and economic 

power in the world. These factors can influence how a nation-state formulates its foreign 
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policy, because a country's foreign policy cannot be separated from the context of the 

existing international system. Elite perception means the views and understanding of the 

country's political elites about the international and national situation as well as national 

goals and interests. These perceptions can influence how political elites formulate foreign 

policy and how they make decisions in certain situations. The strategies of other nation-

states also influence how a nation-state shapes its foreign policy. The actions and strategies 

of other nations can affect the nation's security and national interests, so the nation must 

adjust its strategy to the actions of other nations. State capacity is also important in shaping 

foreign policy. Military, economic, and diplomatic capabilities can influence how a nation-

state interacts with other nations on the international stage. Based on these factors, there are 

four models of interaction between nations from a strategic perspective, namely Leadership 

Strategy, Confrontation Strategy, Accommodation Strategy, and Concordance Strategy 

(Lovell, 1970). 

 
Figure 1. Matrix of policy makers' choices regarding other nation-state strategies and estimates of 

their own relative capabilities as determinants of interaction styles. Source: Lovell (1970) 

 

 The relevance of using this theory is to see China's military involvement as a threat 

and influence on Australia's national defense policy. Australia's interest is to build joint 

defense cooperation in the Pacific region which is also in line with the idea of China's 
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military presence in the region. By looking at Australia's entry into China's idea and also 

Australia's foreign policy which prioritizes regional defense, this can then be analysed from 

the perspective of foreign policy strategy. This study uses two variables that determine 

political strategy according to Lovel. Where the first variable is the perception of one's own 

country's strategy towards other countries and the second is the estimate of one's own 

country's capabilities towards other countries. By looking at China's strategy whether it 

benefits Australia or not, Australia also sees which Chinese capabilities are superior or 

weaker by comparing them between Australia and China. Which will then form a strategic 

interaction between Australia's foreign policy and China's military presence in the Pacific 

region. 

 By taking this approach, Australia can build a pragmatic relationship with China 

while still prioritizing strategic issues such as defense and security. In terms of national 

defense and security policy, a confrontational strategy underlies Australia's defense policy 

through building military power and strengthening alliances with regional allies in order to 

contain the threat of China's military presence. 

 

METHODS 

This research uses a qualitative approach with a literature study to explore the implications 

of China's military presence in the Pacific region for Australia's defense and national 

security policies. This research begins by formulating research questions that will determine 

the data collection and analysis methods used. Qualitative methods allow flexibility and 

adaptability in the analysis process, so that they can accommodate changes, additions and 

replacement of concepts during the research. 

 In this research, the focus is on China's military involvement in the Pacific region and 

its impact on Australia's defense and national security policies. By using literature study, the 

author will collect and analyze various sources of relevant information, including research 

reports, scientific journals, government policies, and other related documents. Data analysis 

in this paper will be based on content analysis of all referenced literature studies. The 

analysis will be conducted by examining the literature with a focus on China's military 

presence in the context of Australian defence policy, including changing power dynamics, 

regional power balances and economic relations with China. 

 Thus, this research aims to see the impact of China's military involvement in the 

Pacific region on Australia's defense and national security policies. In the context of 

qualitative methods with a literature study approach, the author will analyze various 

relevant sources of information to answer research questions and reveal implications that 

can shape Australia's defense and security policies in the future. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

China's Military Presence in the Pacific 

China has experienced significant economic growth in recent decades and has become the 

second largest economic power in the world. This powerful economic force provides China 

with the resources necessary to develop and modernize their military forces. China has 

increased their defense budget substantially and allocated significant resources to military 

development The Chinese government has set the 2023 defense budget at 1.54 trillion yuan. 

This represents an increase of 7.2% compared to 2022. China's defense budget increase in 

2023 is the highest since 2020. In 2022, China's defense budget will also increase by 7.1%, 

reaching 1.45 trillion yuan. Meanwhile, in 2021 and 2020, the increase in the defense budget 

reached 6.8% and 6.6% respectively. In 2019, China recorded a higher increase in its defense 

budget, namely 7.5%, reaching 1.19 trillion yuan (Agustiyanti, 2023).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. China’s Defense Budget 2019-2023 (Billion Yuan). Source: Xuanzun (2023) 

 

 Statement from Wang Chao, spokesperson for the first session of the 14th NPC, stated 

that China's defense spending as a share of GDP has been kept relatively stable over the 

years and is below the world average. The average defense expenditure of countries in the 

world is about 2 percent of GDP, while China has expenditures of less than 1.5 percent of its 

GDP. 

 In comparative context, the United States (US) has a very large defense budget, with a 

budget of about $817 billion for the Pentagon in the same year, more than three times 

China's defense budget. The US, with a defense budget approaching 4 percent of its GDP, is 
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the country with the highest defense budget in the world. Several other countries such as 

Japan, India, the UK, France, Germany and Australia also plan to increase their defense 

spending in 2023. However, China chose a different path by maintaining a relatively stable 

defense budget and not engaging in an arms race with other countries. -other countries on 

the path of peaceful development, in accordance with their defensive national defense 

strategy (Xuanzun, 2023).  

 China has actively expanded its military presence in the Pacific region, primarily 

through the development of military bases, port facilities and infrastructure projects. 

Examples include the construction of military installations in the South China Sea, the 

establishment of a military base in Djibouti, and increased naval activity in the Indian and 

Pacific Oceans. These military bases allow China to have a permanent presence in strategic 

areas near the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. This gives China easier access to important 

maritime routes, especially in the context of protection against piracy and security of energy 

resources (Zuraya, 2018). The expansion of China's military presence in the Pacific region 

has become the focus of significant attention and debate in the context of regional defense 

and security policy. China has taken steps to increase their military presence through the 

construction of military bases, port facilities and infrastructure projects in several strategic 

locations along important maritime routes. China has claimed most of the South China Sea 

and has built artificial islands equipped with runways, ports and military installations 

(Sorongan, 2022).  

 China considers important maritime lanes, including the South China Sea and Indian 

Ocean, as vital trade and communications routes for their economic growth. Therefore, they 

want to ensure the safety and continuity of their access to these routes. The expansion of 

China's military presence can be seen as an effort to protect national security and economic 

interests (Hariri, 2020a). The move has increased China's power projection capabilities in the 

region and fueled tensions with neighboring countries that also have overlapping territorial 

claims. Countries such as the Philippines, Vietnam and Malaysia have expressed their 

concern about China's military expansion and consider it a threat to their sovereignty 

(Wardah, 2022). 

 Furthermore, China has also increased their naval activities in the Indian and Pacific 

Oceans. China's naval fleet has carried out routine operations in these waters involving 

aircraft carriers, submarines and other warships. This shows China's efforts to expand their 

operational reach and influence in the region. This activity has worried several countries in 

the region who consider it an attempt by China to expand their military presence and 

achieve strategic superiority in the Pacific region. China is planning a regional agreement 

with 10 Pacific Island countries including the Solomon Islands, Kiribati, Samoa, Fiji, Tonga, 

Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea, the Cook Islands, Niue and the Federated States of 

Micronesia. This agreement includes cooperation in various fields, including handling 

policing, security, data communications and fishing. If this agreement materializes, it will be 
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a shift in China's policy and strategy in the Pacific Islands, from a bilateral approach with 

individual countries to a multilateral approach involving the entire region (Hadi, 2022).  

 By entering into this regional agreement, China seeks to strengthen its collective 

cooperation and influence in the Pacific Islands. This multilateral approach is expected to 

provide strategic advantages for China in achieving political, economic and security goals in 

the region. Through this agreement, China can strengthen its position in regional 

competition with other countries that have interests in the Pacific Islands. By building 

greater cooperation in the region, China can increase its influence and broaden the scope of 

its policies and projects in the region.  

 In 2018, China provided assistance to Vanuatu totaling 243 million US dollars. This 

assistance includes investment in infrastructure development in Vanuatu, including the 

construction of roads, ports, airports and other public facilities. China has also assisted in the 

maintenance and repair of existing infrastructure in the country. One example of a project 

that has been carried out by China is the installation of a telecommunications network in 

Vanuatu, with a project value of around 37 million US dollars (Hendrajit, 2019). This project 

aims to improve access and quality of communications in the country. China's assistance 

and investment in the development of this infrastructure has made an important 

contribution to Vanuatu's economic and social development. These projects not only 

improve internal connectivity in the country, but also help increase the accessibility and 

competitiveness of Vanuatu's economy at regional and global levels. At the time, there were 

reports that a $114 million Chinese-funded project in Vanuatu could be used as a facility for 

docking cruise ships as well as warships. These reports also note that Beijing is allegedly 

seeking to build permanent military bases in the Pacific region and is targeting Vanuatu. 

However, Vanuatu's Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ralph Regenvanu, immediately denied this 

claim emphatically. Regenvanu stated that no one in the Vanuatu Government had ever 

discussed or spoken about any plans to establish a Chinese military base in Vanuatu in any 

form (detikNews, 2022). 

 In April 2022, the Solomon Islands agreed on a joint security pact with China. The 

contents of the pact include Chinese military mobility and logistics in the Solomon region  

(DW, 2022). Furthermore, China, through its Minister of Foreign Affairs, Wang Yi, visited 

Kiribati. During this visit, Kiribati signed 10 documents aimed at increasing cooperation in 

various fields, including the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) project, climate change, 

employment, disaster risk reduction, road infrastructure. , tourism, sending medical teams, 

supplying COVID-19 vaccines, and sea transportation for the Line Islands (detikNews, 

2022). On June 3, 2022, China and Papua New Guinea held talks regarding a potential free 

trade agreement between the two countries. China has been one of the main investors in 

Papua New Guinea and has purchased large amounts of gas, minerals, timber and other 

natural resources from the country. Bilateral trade between China and Papua New Guinea 

has become an important factor in the economic relations between the two countries. China, 
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with its large economic scale, competes with Australia to become Papua New Guinea's main 

trading partner. In recent years, China has intensified its investment in the energy, mining 

and infrastructure sectors in Papua New Guinea. China's presence as a major investment 

provider has had a significant impact on Papua New Guinea's economy. These investments 

have facilitated the development of important infrastructure projects and helped create jobs 

for the people of Papua New Guinea. However, the competition between China and 

Australia to become Papua New Guinea's main trading partners also reflects geopolitical 

dynamics in the Pacific region. Both countries have strategic interests in the region, 

especially related to natural resources and market access (VOA Indonesia, 2022).  

 Finally, the expansion of China's military presence in the Pacific region is a significant 

phenomenon in the context of national defense and security policy. This reflects shifting 

power and security dynamics in the region. While China sees it as part of their national 

security and economic interests, neighboring countries and other regional actors confront it 

with concerns and challenges that need to be carefully addressed through diplomacy, 

cooperation and dialogue to maintain regional stability and security in the Pacific region. 

 

Implications for Australian Defense Policy 

China's presence in the Pacific region has created a threat perception for Australia. This is 

due to several factors including changing power dynamics in the region, China's increasing 

political and economic influence, and China's increasing military power. In fact, as stated by 

the Minister of Defense, Richard Marles, when delivering the 2023 strategic security review, 

the Australian government emphasized that China's military power increase is the largest of 

all countries in the post-war era, including its military strength in the Pacific islands and by 

itself increases the potential for military conflict in the region. (Forrest, 2023). Similar 

statements were also made by former Defence Minister Stephen Smith and former Chief of 

Defence Angus Houston, both of whom stressed that the greatest threat to Australia's 

security came from its largest trading partner, China (Knott, 2023). Despite scepticism about 

such seemingly exaggerated concerns, China has emerged as a clear threat to Australia’s 

strategic and military interests. This can be seen in the phrase “biggest military buildup” 

used by the Australian government to describe the perceived threat and challenges to the 

strategic environment as an implication of China’s military expansion since 1945 (Austin, 

2024).  

 In addition, the presence of Chinese-funded infrastructure projects in Pacific countries 

also raises concerns about debt and economic dependency. Australia is concerned that 

Pacific countries trapped in loans to China could become vulnerable to political and 

economic pressure that China could use to gain strategic advantage, while undermining 

Australia's efforts to strengthen democracy and the rule of law in the region (Wallis, 2020). 

However, what is of greater concern to Australia are the various scenarios of military 

activity that China could be conducting near its sovereign territory. These include military 
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exercises, increased defence capacity and increased surveillance activities. Australia sees 

these as potential indicators of China’s expanding influence and power projection in the 

Pacific region, which could impact Australia’s security and strategic interests in the region 

(Knott, 2023). This threat perception ultimately also prompted Australia to increase security 

and defense cooperation with both Pacific countries and its allies. The immediate adaptation 

to the changes in its strategic environment was to make minilateralism frameworks such as 

QUAD and AUKUS the foundation of its security infrastructure (Bisley, 2024). In the context 

of regional defence cooperation, Australia is also adapting its existing defence cooperation 

strategy and seeking effective collaborative solutions with neighbouring countries in the 

Pacific Region. This involves active participation in regional security forums such as the 

ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), where Australia can promote dialogue and cooperation to 

achieve greater security and stability (Saju, 2022). In addition, Australia also has a significant 

presence in the Pacific Islands region and is responsible for ensuring security and stability in 

the region. 

 Furthermore, in order to respond to the unpredictable security environment, especially 

concerns about China's use of military power in several crisis-prone areas in the Indo-

Pacific, such as the South China Sea, East China Sea and Taiwan Strait, which could increase 

risks to Australia's freedom of navigation and maritime rights in the future, Australia is 

determined to develop its defense capabilities by developing long-range strike weapons and 

nuclear-powered submarines (Grady, 2022). This is based on the premise that Australia has 

a strategic interest in maintaining freedom of navigation and keeping international maritime 

lanes open. Therefore, Australia ensures that adequate defense resources are allocated to 

protect its strategic interests, including its maritime interests (Saju, 2022). 

 The security threat posed by China's military involvement in the Pacific region not 

only affects Australia's perception of the threats it faces, but also has implications for the 

extent of military readiness required, both in terms of defense doctrine and modernization 

of military forces to support the implementation of defense policies in accordance with 

changes in its strategic environment (Martinez, 2024). Australia's 2023 strategic defense 

review also reflects the approval of the AUKUS partnership agreement to build a stronger 

Australian fleet through the US nuclear-powered submarine construction project. The 

results of the review were also supported by Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanes 

who stated that the strategic findings were an effort to prepare and fundamentally position 

Australia's defense projection in accordance with the challenges of the changing strategic 

environment in the region marked by the end of US unipolarity in the Indo-Pacific with the 

presence of Chinese power (Mcguirk, 2023). The adaptation of the defense policy is, once 

again, based on the drastically changing strategic environment. It is not surprising that the 

Australian Defense Minister often shows his concerns, including at the Shangri-La dialogue 

forum in Singapore. These concerns are based on several incidents indicating PLA 

aggression towards the Australian fleet in recent years, such as the activity of Chinese 
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warships pointing lasers at Australian Air Force (RAAF) aircraft in early 2022, the incident 

of Chinese air force fighter jets dropping chaff in front of ADF patrol jets, Chinese warships 

injuring Australian navy divers in November 2023 and the maneuver of Chinese fighter jets 

dropping soars in front of ADF helicopters (Layton, 2024). Several dangerous incidents 

became the basis for a strategic defense review as an effort to reposition defense policy and 

build defense and military capabilities in order to secure national interests and regional 

security from the presence of Chinese military power in the region  (Mcguirk, 2023). 

 

Australia's response to China in the Pacific region 

China’s military presence in the Pacific region has been a matter of international concern in 

recent years. China has been actively expanding its influence in the region through various 

means such as massive infrastructure development assistance and economic investment. 

China’s military presence in the Pacific region has a direct impact on Australia’s defense 

resource allocation. China’s rapid economic growth has allowed the country to significantly 

increase military spending. Between 2010 and 2019, China’s military spending increased by 

76%, including the development of warships, fighter aircraft, submarines and other 

advanced weapons systems (Saju, 2022). The exponential development of China's military 

posture or what is also known as China's militarization has prompted Australia to consider 

a defense policy that is oriented from a military security perspective and to establish 

military solutions to deal with it (O’keefe, 2020). The Australian government's response to 

changes in its strategic environment was stated in the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper 

strategic document, which stated that Australia's modern era would be a challenging and 

difficult era as China's power and influence increased (Australian Government, 2017). The 

document also states that China's economic growth is vital to global stability, including to 

Australia's benefit, but also notes that China has geostrategic ambitions that could threaten 

Australia's national interests (Australian Government, 2017). It is undeniable that China is 

Australia's largest trading partner. By 2022, the trade value achieved by the two countries 

under the framework of the China-Australia Free Trade Agreement since 2015 has doubled 

to a total of 221 billion US dollars (Krukowska, 2024). In the same year, China also became 

Australia's main export destination, absorbing 25% of total exports with a value reaching 104 

billion US dollars (Krukowska, 2024). However, diplomatic friction and tension caused by 

differences in responding to strategic issues in the region often disrupt economic relations 

and encourage gradual, careful reconciliation carried out by the two countries, especially 

Australia's hard work in seeking a balance in relations and pragmatic diplomacy with China 

is a challenge faced by Australia in maintaining stable relations with China (Li, 2024). The 

main factor of major concern for Australia as stated in the 2023 strategic defense review 

document is the lack of transparency regarding the intent of China's military build-up in the 

Indo Pacific region which has a negative impact on Australia's security (Houston et al., 

2023).  
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 Australia's anticipatory steps have actually begun since the last ten years. In October 

2020, when Australia was under the administration of Prime Minister Scott Morrison, he 

scheduled an official visit to Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, and the Solomon Islands - three 

member countries of the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) - as part of an effort to strengthen 

Australia's relations with countries in the Pacific region as an effort to strengthen 

partnerships in creating stability in the region (Khoirur, 2019).  In addition, in July 2020, 

Australia also announced an increase in its defense budget by AUD 270 billion (around USD 

186 billion) over the next ten years as the most feasible defense policy option in the face of 

ambivalence and uncertainty from the presence of Chinese military power in the region. The 

spending is focused on improving defense technologies such as high-tech underwater 

surveillance systems, cyber capabilities, and more advanced offensive weapons 

(Kamaruzzaman, 2020). Australia is also paying $800 million for the US Navy’s 158-AG 

Long-Range Anti-Ship Missile (LRASM). Australia’s AGM-84 Harpoon anti-ship missiles, 

launched in the early 1980s, have a range of only 124 km, while the 158-AG Long-Range 

Anti-Ship Missile (LRASM) has a range of more than 370 km. The move is also an effort to 

prepare for long-range strike capabilities. The $9.3 billion budget will also be allocated for 

research and development of high-speed long-range weapons, including hypersonic 

weapons (Macmillan & Greene, 2020). Not only that, in the period 2017-2023, Australia has 

carried out military cooperation with the United States and Japan to maintain regional 

stability and counter China's geostrategic ambitions (Adhi, 2022).   

 With increased defense spending and military cooperation with the US and Japan, it 

seems that the Australian government is trying to maintain support from other regional 

powers while establishing a safe and favorable policy with China. Australia's decision to 

continue to actively participate in AUKUS can be seen as a containment policy in the face of 

the aggregation of China's increasing presence in the Indo-Pacific region. As one of the 

security infrastructures it has, AUKUS provides a platform that allows Australia to stabilize 

its trade relationship dependence with China and gain access to technology and information 

that is essential to maintaining security and stability in the Indo-Pacific through its allies 

(Graeme, 2023). The formation of AUKUS also shows that Australia is not only relying on 

the United States as its only strategic partner in dealing with China's presence in the Pacific 

region. By involving the UK as a partner in this partnership, Australia can expand its 

network of cooperation and increase its diplomatic influence and military power in the 

region (Bisley, 2024). 

 Next, another strategic step taken by Australia is to sign an agreement with the US to 

build nuclear-powered submarines for the Australian Navy. According to the annual 

assessment of military capabilities worldwide conducted by the International Institute for 

Strategic Studies, China currently has six nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines 

(SSBNs) equipped with nuclear missiles. In addition, China also has 40 attack submarines, 

six of which are nuclear-powered. On the other hand, data from the United States Navy 
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states that the US military has 21 attack submarines and eight SSBNs operating in the Pacific 

region, with most of them based around Pearl Harbor. Meanwhile, Australia is known to 

have six Swedish-designed submarines that use electric-diesel power, the Collins class type. 

These ships have been in operation since the mid-1990s (VOA Indonesia, 2023). The 

imbalance of naval power between Australia and China is a factor that is being considered 

in building a strong naval fleet to face China's military presence in the Pacific region.  

 Most recently, in May 2023, Australia announced a priority decision on defense and 

security to purchase long-range weapons equipment. This was announced directly by 

Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese after reading a report from the Defense 

Strategic Review Agency. Albanese said "the report's calculations are in line with current 

global security developments. The world is no longer the same as it was 35 years ago and we 

need the right approach" (Anwar, 2023).  

 Australia currently allocates 2 percent of its gross domestic product to defence 

spending. However, Opposition Leader Anthony Albanese has proposed that the budget be 

increased further in line with recommendations from the Defence Strategic Review report. 

While there is no certainty about the percentage increase in the budget, the Australian 

government is re-planning its A$7.8 billion spending plan that has been approved by 

parliament. The initial plan was to buy 450 armed armoured vehicles but the number was 

eventually reduced to just 129 units. The remaining funds from the purchase were then 

diverted to buy the HIMARS missile launcher rocket system from the US which has a long-

range capability of up to 500 kilometers (Anwar, 2023).  

 Based on Australia's strategic defense review, the projection of defense policy is built 

with awareness of the drastically changing strategic environment. Therefore, the stable 

relationship with China over the past two decades, especially in the economic sector, must 

be separated and clearly distinguished from security issues as an implication of increasing 

concerns about China's military threat that cannot be normalized. Increased military 

spending allocations, modernization of the fleet and defense equipment, and support for 

US-led security infrastructure under the AUKUS defense pact are clear transformations of 

Australia's defense policy (Korolev, 2023). From a strategic perspective, the identification of 

the strategic environment, elite perceptions and national capability reviews have 

cumulatively placed Australia's defense policy projections in accordance with the strategic 

situation faced in responding to China's increasing military involvement and potential 

threats in the region.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The findings as a result of the conclusion in this paper state that the presence of Chinese 

military power in the Pacific Region has driven changes in the strategic environment in the 

region and has implications for the transformation of Australia's national defense and 

security policy. Although China is Australia's largest trading partner, the perception of 
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Chinese military threats resulting from the success of the Chinese military in gaining close 

access to Australian territory and supporting the PLA to have a strong foothold to build a 

military base in one of the island countries in the region, forced Australia to end its 

ambivalence of attitude by choosing the United States as a navigator in managing regional 

security stability. Through strengthening the minilateral infrastructure framework built with 

the US and UK, rejuvenating defense forces and militarization oriented towards long-range 

attack capabilities, Australia confirms the projection of defense policy and attitudes towards 

security issues as something that cannot be compromised. This finding is based on the 

limitations of several variables analyzed within the framework of a strategic perspective, 

including elite perceptions that determine China as the main security threat, urgent changes 

in the strategic environment and awareness of the disparity in the asymmetric military 

power posture with China as a new global economic and military power, representing a 

transformation of defense policy that is linear with Australia's national and strategic 

interests in responding to the increasing presence of China's military power in the Indo-

Pacific region. The complexity of the strategic environment due to the increasing 

competition of great powers in the Indo-Pacific region, between the United States and 

China, will remain a determining factor for the projection of foreign and security policies of 

middle powers in the region. For this reason, the findings in this paper are expected to be 

one of the references for researchers on similar topics in the future to find various 

implications of changes and challenges from China's rise, especially its military power. 
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