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Japan’s Strategy for the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” Vision
Yuichi Hosoya (Keio University)
1. Connective “Two Continents” and “Two Oceans”
-

Japan aims to connect sub-regions within the Indo-Pacific region to accelerate
economic growth.

“Japan has been promoting the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy.” The Indo-Pacific
Ocean links rapidly growing Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and North America. It is
indispensable for Japan, US, and like-minded countries such as India and Australia to
maintain and develop a free and open maritime order based on the rule of law in this
region. … Japan also intends to pursue economic prosperity through the reinforcement
of connectivity by improving infrastructures, such as seaports and railways and roads.”
(Speech by Foreign Minister Taro Kono at Columbia University “Diplomacy in Creeping
Crises”, September 21, 2017).
Japan has been connecting “two continents” and “two oceans”. The aim is to improve
“connectivity” between Asia and Africa through free and open Indo-Pacific, and promote
stability and prosperity of the region as a whole.

2. Three Pillars of the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” Vision
① Freedom of navigation and the rule of law:
② Connectivity:
③ Capacity building:

“The Indo-Pacific region, which extends from the Asia-Pacific through the Indian Ocean
to the Middle East and Africa, is the core of global development where more than half of
the global population resides. I am sure that maintaining and strengthening a free and
open maritime order of the Indo-Pacific region as a “global common” will bring stability
and prosperity equally to all countries in this region.
(Foreign Minister Taro Kono, Foreign Policy Speech to the 196th Session of the Diet,
January 22, 2018).

3. The Co-existence of the Two Strategies
-

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe clarified that Japan was ready for supporting China’s Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI) with conditions.

“Reversing his position, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has indicated that Japan is ready to
cooperate with China’s “One Belt, One Road” (OBOR) initiative for cross-continental
infrastructure development under certain conditions. He is also now willing to consider
Japan joining the China-initiated Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) — of
which Japan, along with the United States, sat out when it was set up in 2015 — once
doubts about its governance and operation are cleared.”
(“The Editorial: Japan and ‘One Belt, One Road’”, The Japan Times, June 24, 2017)
-At the Japan-China Summit meeting on July 8, 2017, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and
President Xi Jinping shared the following view.

“Japan and China will discuss how to contribute to the stability and prosperity of the
region and the world, including the One Belt, One Road initiative.”
-Prime Minister Abe and Prime Minister Li Keqiang reaffirmed the importance of
coordinate Japan’s and China’s strategy for the regional stability and prosperity at the
summit meeting on November 13, 2017.

“Both sides shared the view that they will discuss approaches for Japan and China to
contribute to the stability and prosperity of the region and the world, including “the Belt
and Road Initiatives.”

4. The Limit in Japan-China Cooperation

-

Japan’s approach to the FOIP has become less dynamic as the current U.S.-China’s
rivalry becomes more tensed than before.

-

PM Abe remains firm on his strong belief in the importance of the U.S.-Japan alliance
as the cornerstone for the stability in the Indo-Pacific region. However, both
President Trump and President Xi, leaders of the two strongest powers, are much less
so.

-

In the current environment, Japan’s government continues to enhance its partnership
with like-minded powers, such as the UK, France, Australia, India, Canada among
others. As the key country that created both the TPP and the EU-Japan EPA/SPA,
Japan needs to further consolidate the rules-based international order which is based
on important norms such as democracy, free trade, human rights and freedom of
navigation.

5. Japan’s Strategy for a Stronger Japan-EU Partnership
-

Under the increasing confrontation between the U.S. and China, Japan is enhancing
its cooperation with the EU to consolidate the rules-based connectivity.

“We are in an age where the values and principles we have held dear could waver or drift.
And yet the EU and Japan, two poles on both ends of Eurasia, forged an SPA and made it
begin with a resounding declaration. / The declaration made is that Japan and the EU are
able to continue their deep and long-lasting cooperation as strategic partners because
they share common values and principles. That is because those values and principles
constitute the basis for their cooperation.”
“Whether it be a single road or a single port, when the EU and Japan undertake
something, we are able to build sustainable, comprehensive, and rules-based connectivity,
from the Indo-Pacific to the Western Balkans and Africa. / We are able to engender
connectivity that is not merely “connecting things” but rather “connecting things well.”
(Speech by Shinzo Abe, “"Japan and the EU: The Strong and Steady Pillars Supporting
Many Bridges"– Keynote Speech by the Prime Minister at the Europa Connectivity
Forum, September 27, 2019)
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