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State of the “Asia Pivot”

The U.S. Strategic Rebalance to Asia – also known as the “Asia Pivot” – has been a cornerstone of the Obama administration’s foreign policy since 2011. Hillary Clinton offered
a detailed explanation of the concept in a 2011 Foreign Policy article.1 The basic idea behind the Rebalance is that many U.S. core economic and security interests are increasingly
centered in the Asia-Pacific region, so the United States needs to allocate more diplomatic,
economic, military, and other assets towards the region.
The Strategic Rebalance would do just that. The Defence Strategic Guidance released by
the Defence Department in January 2012 made supporting the rebalance a key Pentagon
objective. The Obama Administration accordingly plans to increase the percentage of naval
assets in the Pacific to 60 percent by 20202 in addition to stationing 2,500 Marines in Darwin, Australia, and 4 littoral combat ships in Singapore.3 4 Given the region’s economic
importance, this makes sense. The Asia-Pacific region accounted for 40 percent of global
economic growth in 2013. In 2012, the U.S. exports to the region totaled $555 billion, which
supported 2.8 million U.S. jobs.5
The economic and security aspects of the rebalance policy are interconnected. The U.S.
strategic presence in the region has contributed to the stability that has enabled the amazing
growth of Asian economies over the past 60 years. As U.S. Deputy Secretary of Defense
Ashton Carter noted in 2012: “If that (U.S.) security were ever to go away. . . all of the
people in the Asia-Pacific region that have been lifted up into prosperity in the post-War
period, would be set back significantly. The global economy would be set back significantly...
that is partly why we are rebalancing our efforts in the region.” 6 If the Rebalance works as
promised, then the United States would continue to provide the region with security, which
would in turn promote stability and continued economic growth, a significant win-win for the
United States and its Asian partners.
However, U.S. economic weaknesses and the Budget Control Act of 2011 – which mandates
cuts in U.S. government spending (known as “sequestration”) – have constrained the U.S.
government’s ability to resource the Rebalance adequately and meet its regional security
commitments.7 The sequestration process was deliberately devised to present the Congress
with an unacceptable outcome if the members failed to balance the budget through a combination of tax hikes and targeted spending cuts. But the congressional compromise has failed
to occur, and now sequestration is threatening to wreck havoc throughout the government
with arbitrary percentage-driven spending cuts. Complicating matters further in the defense
domain are the Taliban’s resilience in Afghanistan and the stunning emergence of the Islamic
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State in Iraq and Syria. During the initial planning and unveiling of the Rebalance, the
United States assumed it would be possible to shift more resources to Asia as it curtailed
its commitments in the Middle East and South Asia,8 yet U.S. engagement in these areas is
steadying or growing. New challenges have also emerged in Europe due to Russian aggression
against Ukraine.
Among other steps, the Obama Administration will need to find common ground with the
new Republican-controlled Congress to reassure allies that U.S. strategic commitments will
be matched with U.S. means based on strategic considerations, rather than domestic partisan
battles.

2

Reassuring Allies in a Time of Austerity

In 2011, President Barack Obama told the Australian parliament that “reductions in U.S.
defense spending will not – I repeat, will not – come at the expense of the Asia-Pacific.” 9
U.S. Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel has reaffirmed this commitment on several occasions,
including at the AUSMIN talks in Sydney in June 2014, when Hagel signed the Forces Posture
Agreement that will see US military assets expand in Australia for the next 25 years.10
This reassurance is important, as countries in Asia have come to depend on the United
States to provide security and stability in the region. If they believe the United States is
no longer capable of fulfilling this role, the chances of Asian states engaging in destabilizing
regional arms races increases.11 In 2012, Asia outspent Europe on defense for the first
time, and that ratio is increasing.12 South Korea announced a 5.3 percent increase in defense
spending for 2015, which is the highest rate of defense growth since 2011.13 In Japan, the Abe
Administration is prioritizing Japanese defense capabilities, as evidenced by its submission
of the largest ever defense budget request this year.14 This increased defense spending can
trigger a regional security dilemma. This is especially true in the case of Japan, which has
historical antagonisms with both Koreas and China dating from Japan’s colonial period and
World War II-era atrocities.15 However, China spends more on its military than Japan, South
Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam combined, and is continuing to increase military spending.16 17
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The U.S. defense cuts are coming at a time when regional tensions are high. South Korea
faces a provocative North Korea. Since 2010, North Korea has: sunk the Cheonan, a South
Korean submarine, killing 46 seamen; shelled Yeonpyong, a South Korean Island, killing four
South Koreans; and threatened to turn Seoul into a sea of fire.18 China’s assertive actions
in the East China Sea have presented a significant strategic threat to Japan. Tensions are
centered over competing territorial claims over what the Japanese call the Senkaku Islands.
In November 2013, China without warning declared a new Air Defense Identification Zone
(ADIZ) in the East China Sea that encompassed the disputed islands and overlapped both
Japan and South Korea’s previously established ADIZs.19 In the South China Seas, there is
threat that territorial disputes between China and other countries will erupt into conflict.20
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Budget Cuts and Sequestration: What’s at Stake?

In 2014, Katrina McFarland, the U.S. Assistant Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, declared
that due to budget constraints “the pivot is being looked at again, because candidly it can’t
happen.” 21 The next day, MacFarland withdrew her statement, but there are genuine concerns about U.S. ability to continue strengthen commitments to Asia while managing other
worldwide crises as defense resources shrink. For example, despite his many assurances to
Asian allies about the rebalance policy, Hagel warned in 2014 that, if the sequestration cuts
continued as planned, the military would become a “hollow force. . . not capable of fulfilling
assigned missions.” 22 Under current plans, the United States will reduce its military budget
by $487 billion in planned cuts over the next ten years on top of a potential additional $500
billion in cuts mandated by sequestration.23 A further concern is that the U.S. military
will have to reallocate resources to carry out new missions in Iraq, Syria, Europe, and other
locations.24
Another important aspect of the defense cut is the plan to reduce the overall size of the active
duty U.S. Army to fewer than 450,000 soldiers, which would be its smallest size since before
WWII.25 For Seoul, these reductions are of particular concern because any major Korean
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contingency in the event of a North Korean invasion or collapse would require a massive
ground force to stabilize the peninsula.26 For Japan and South East Asian countries, the
U.S. Navy presence is a major concern since much of the disputed territory in the region is
maritime. Even if the Navy moves 60 percent of their fleet to the Pacific by 2020, continuing
current cuts may result in a smaller force. For example, the 2015 Department of Defense
budget reduced funding for U.S. Navy shipbuilding from $17.9 billion to $14.4 billion.27
The U.S. Air Force, which would be important in any conflict in the Asia-Pacific, has suffered
critical budget cuts relating to its readiness, force structure, and modernization accounts.28
These defense cutbacks has led the head of U.S. Pacific Command, Adm. Locklear, to state
that “The ability for the services to provide the type of maritime coverage, the air coverage
of some of the key elements that we’ve historically needed in this part of the world for crisis
response, have not been available to the level that I would consider acceptable risk [due to
recent budget cutbacks],” a response bound to leave U.S. allies uneasy as tensions remain
high in East Asia.29 U.S. efforts to revitalize the U.S. nuclear weapons establishment or
develop new non-nuclear technologies, such as through the Pentagon’s new Offset Strategy,
are also constrained by limited funding.

4

Rebalancing the Rebalance

It is normal for countries to decrease defense spending after ending wars. In addition, in a
period of American austerity, it is beneficial for American allies to contribute more, especially
rich ones like South Korea and Japan. Yet, the United States must remain the dominant
security force in Asia, as its continued presence as an offshore power is less likely to ignite
a security dilemma than, for example, a rapidly rearming Japan. Asia’s continued peace
and prosperity requires a secure and stable environment, which only the United States is
currently able to provide. Sequestration under the Budget Control Act is a blunt tool that
reduces U.S. ability to plan strategically. Currently the United States is at an impasse where
the amount of funding requested for FY 2015 does not meet stated U.S. national security
strategy laid out in the 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review.30 The Bipartisan Budget Act in
2013 reduced the effects of sequestration on defense spending for FY2014 and FY2015 by
about $30 billion.31 Still, additional legislation is needed to prevent the cuts from returning
in full force in FY2016.
President Obama and the new Congress should make funding the Strategic Rebalance a
bipartisan priority. There is some hope that greater clarity and cooperation between the
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Obama administration and Congress, the 2015 National Defense Authorization Act included
a new provision that requires the DOD to submit an Asian strategy report to Congress.32 The
Congress should use this report as an opportunity to be more involved with the Rebalance
strategy because without their involvement it cannot be funded adaquetly. The U.S. national
interest and a well-planned strategy should guide the “Asia Pivot,” not the arbitrary and
irrational dictates of the Budget Control Act of 2011.
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