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Welcome to This Week's Asia on the Horizon 
As geopolitical tensions and economic shifts continue to shape the Indo-Pacific 
landscape, this week has witnessed significant developments that underscore the 
region’s strategic importance. Diplomatic engagements, military maneuvers, and 
economic realignments have all contributed to a rapidly evolving security 
environment. 

A key focus this week has been the deepening of strategic partnerships in response to 
growing geopolitical uncertainty. The much-anticipated Wang-Lavrov meeting at the 
G20 Ministerial Summit in Johannesburg highlighted the strengthening of China-Russia 
cooperation as both nations seek to counterbalance Western influence. Meanwhile, 
ASEAN’s push for a summit with the United States reflects Southeast Asia’s concern 
over Washington’s proposed tariffs, which could have profound implications for global 
supply chains. In the Pacific, China’s surprise live-fire drills near Australia and New 
Zealand, coupled with its growing maritime presence in the Cook Islands, signal 
Beijing’s increasing naval assertiveness in the region. 

Economically, the global trade dynamics between the U.S. and China have once again 
taken center stage. The latest data shows China’s expanding role as the world’s primary 
trading partner, a stark contrast to two decades ago when the U.S. held that position. 
With Washington imposing new tariffs under President Trump’s administration, the 
trade war is set to intensify, particularly impacting Asian economies reliant on high-
tech exports. This week’s Statistics of the Week section offers a comprehensive look at 
the shifting balance of trade power between the two economic giants. 

Meanwhile, the imagery and narratives shaping international discourse remain a 
crucial element of our coverage. This week’s Photo of the Week features President 
Donald Trump’s bold declaration against congestion pricing in New York, framing 
himself in a quasi-monarchical light—a message that reverberates far beyond domestic 
politics, influencing U.S. foreign policy posturing. Our Map of the Week illustrates 
China’s unexpected naval exercises in the Tasman Sea, raising alarms in Canberra and 

Wellington over Beijing’s growing reach in the Pacific. 

As these developments unfold, this edition of Asia on the Horizon provides an in-depth 
analysis of the most pressing issues shaping the Indo-Pacific. From strategic military 
posturing to economic realignments, our coverage aims to offer a comprehensive 
perspective on the region’s rapidly shifting landscape. Stay with us as we navigate 
these complexities and assess their broader global implications.  
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1. KEY DEVELOPMENTS 

Xi Jinping Signals Support for China’s Tech Sector Amid Economic and 
Geopolitical Pressures 

Chinese President Xi Jinping’s recent meeting with top business leaders, including 
Alibaba’s Jack Ma, Tencent’s Pony Ma, and Huawei’s Ren Zhengfei, signals a renewed 
effort to bolster China’s private sector, particularly in technology and innovation. The 
high-profile symposium, attended by Premier Li Qiang and other senior officials, aimed 
to reassure private enterprises of state support amidst economic slowdown and rising 
U.S.-China trade tensions. Xi emphasized the need to "remove obstacles to fair market 
participation" and encouraged business leaders to drive technological advancements 
and expand both domestically and internationally. His speech highlighted a shift from 
Beijing’s previous regulatory crackdowns, which had severely impacted major tech 
firms, towards a more cooperative stance to stimulate investment, artificial 
intelligence development, and semiconductor self-sufficiency. The Hang Seng Tech 
Index responded positively, rising 24% since the start of the year, driven in part by 
enthusiasm surrounding AI startup DeepSeek, which has demonstrated China’s 
growing competitiveness in advanced technologies. 

However, analysts remain cautious about the long-term implications of Xi’s assurances, 
as China’s regulatory environment remains unpredictable. The meeting’s outcome 
could significantly impact China’s broader economic trajectory, as continued 
restrictions on foreign investment and geopolitical pressures, including new tariffs 
imposed by the Trump administration, may hinder growth. Beijing’s simultaneous push 
for economic self-reliance and its messaging to private firms suggest an attempt to 
balance state control with market-driven innovation. If China can successfully foster a 
more stable business environment while countering U.S. containment strategies, this 
renewed alignment with the private sector could serve as a critical pillar in China’s 
broader strategy to navigate economic uncertainty and sustain technological 
leadership in the Indo-Pacific region. 

Taiwan-Matsu Undersea Cable Suffers Another Disruption Amid 
Cybersecurity Concerns 

Taiwan's Ministry of Digital Affairs (MODA) announced that a submarine cable linking 
Taiwan and the Matsu Islands suffered a "complete disconnection" on Sunday, marking 
the second outage of the year. Chunghwa Telecom, the operator of the cable, reported 
the issue to the National Communications Commission and sought assistance from the 
Coast Guard Administration to investigate the cause. To mitigate the impact, 
Chunghwa Telecom activated backup microwave systems to maintain connectivity 
between Taiwan and the Matsu region. The disruption follows a similar incident on Jan. 
22, which MODA attributed to "natural deterioration," while another cable, the 
Taiwan-Matsu No. 3 link, has been under repair since mid-January. The recent incidents 
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highlight the vulnerabilities in Taiwan’s critical infrastructure, especially given Matsu’s 
proximity to China and the ongoing geopolitical tensions in the region. 

The timing of these disruptions raises concerns about cybersecurity and potential 
external interference, particularly as Taiwan's cyber resilience has been a growing 
focus for the government. Former digital affairs minister and Taiwan’s ambassador-at-
large for cyber affairs, Audrey Tang, reassured that despite the damage, internet 
connectivity remained intact due to robust contingency measures. Tang, who recently 
spoke at the Munich Cyber Security Conference, emphasized Taiwan’s proactive digital 
defense strategies amid increasing cyber and infrastructure threats. Meanwhile, 
Chunghwa Telecom stated that a new undersea cable is under construction, set for 
completion in 2026, to bolster connectivity. However, with Taiwan playing a crucial 
role in global telecommunications and semiconductor supply chains, repeated 
disruptions to its digital infrastructure could signal broader risks, underscoring the 
strategic importance of protecting undersea cable networks in the Indo-Pacific region. 

U.S. Reaffirms Support for the Philippines Amid Rising Tensions in the 
South China Sea 

The United States has condemned recent aggressive maneuvers by the Chinese 
People’s Liberation Army-Navy (PLAN) that endangered a Philippine aircraft 
conducting a routine maritime domain awareness flight near Scarborough Shoal. On 
February 18, a Chinese Harbin Z-9 helicopter flew dangerously close—within three 
meters—of a Philippine Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (BFAR) aircraft, 
escalating tensions in the disputed waters. The U.S. government reaffirmed its 
commitment to the 1951 U.S.-Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty, which extends 
protection to Philippine public vessels and aircraft in the South China Sea. The incident 
follows a similar act of intimidation on February 11, when a Chinese military aircraft 
engaged in a close encounter with an Australian surveillance plane. The U.S. has called 
on Beijing to cease its coercive actions and respect international law, emphasizing its 
continued support for Manila in defending its maritime rights. 

The Philippines has responded forcefully, with the National Maritime Council (NMC) 
condemning China’s actions as "unprofessional and reckless." The Philippine 
government has announced plans to lodge a formal diplomatic protest, citing the 
incident as a violation of international aviation norms and the 2016 South China Sea 
Arbitral Tribunal ruling, which invalidated China’s expansive territorial claims. 
Meanwhile, Beijing has dismissed Manila’s allegations, asserting that the Philippine 
aircraft had trespassed into Chinese airspace. This latest confrontation underscores the 
intensifying maritime disputes in the Indo-Pacific, with China’s assertiveness 
increasingly met by coordinated pushback from regional allies. Despite Beijing’s 
continued military maneuvers, the Philippines has vowed to persist with its maritime 
operations, asserting its sovereignty over Scarborough Shoal in accordance with 
international law and national legislation. 
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Japanese Businesses Express Deep Concerns Over Trump’s Trade 
Policies 

A recent Reuters survey revealed that nearly 90% of Japanese companies view U.S. 
President Donald Trump’s policies as detrimental to their business, highlighting 
growing concerns over trade tensions and protectionist measures. Among the key 
worries, 72% of respondents cited Trump’s trade strategies—especially his emphasis 
on tariffs—as the most harmful factor, while 26% pointed to escalating U.S.-China 
friction. The anxiety has intensified since December when 73% of Japanese firms 
anticipated negative effects from Trump’s second term. The U.S. has already 
implemented 25% tariffs on steel and aluminum and imposed 10% duties on Chinese 
goods, with additional auto tariffs of up to 25% potentially coming into effect in April. 
As Japan heavily relies on both the U.S. and China for trade and investment, Trump’s 
policies are seen as a major risk to supply chains, particularly in sectors like automotive 

and semiconductors, which could face ripple effects from global tariff hikes. 

Despite the prevailing concerns, some Japanese businesses see positives in Trump's 
policies. About 37% of companies that viewed his administration favorably cited 
deregulation and tax cuts as beneficial, while another 37% highlighted the boost to 
fossil fuel production. However, only 16% of firms reported adopting a more cautious 
stance on U.S. operations, with 80% maintaining their business plans. Trump has also 
pressured Japan to increase investments in U.S. energy and technology, further 
complicating economic relations. Additionally, the survey captured mixed reactions to 
Japan’s recent interest rate hike, with 61% viewing it as appropriate while 44% warned 
that further hikes could hurt capital spending. As Trump continues to push for more 
aggressive trade measures, Japanese businesses remain on edge, uncertain about the 
future trajectory of U.S.-Japan economic relations. 

U.S. Revises China Policy Language, Emphasizing Trade and Strategic 
Competition 

The U.S. State Department has updated its official China webpage, reflecting a shift in 
policy priorities under the Trump administration. The revised language underscores a 
more confrontational stance on economic and strategic issues, with an expanded focus 
on the U.S.-China trade deficit, unfair trade practices, and national security concerns 
related to Chinese cyber activities. Notably, the update removes references to previous 
collaboration with China on environmental, cultural, and human rights issues, aligning 
with the administration's broader efforts to restructure U.S. foreign assistance. The 
fact sheet also omits prior mentions of working with allies to counter China, instead 
emphasizing "reciprocity and fairness" in bilateral relations. Furthermore, the update 
accuses the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) of seeking to manipulate international 
organizations, reinforcing Washington's perception of Beijing as a systemic challenge 
to the rules-based international order. 

The changes have drawn sharp criticism from China, with the foreign ministry 
denouncing the revisions as "distorting facts" and hyping up strategic competition. A 
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particularly notable shift is the replacement of "People's Republic of China (PRC)" with 
"China," a move that some analysts interpret as a subtle concession to Beijing's 
legitimacy as the default political system governing China. At the same time, the 
removal of references to U.S. assistance programs and the renewed focus on economic 
competition signal a hardening of Washington's trade and investment policies. The 
updated language follows recent escalations, including Trump's imposition of 10% 
tariffs on all Chinese imports and plans for further economic countermeasures. This 
policy realignment suggests that the U.S. will continue prioritizing economic 
decoupling and industrial self-sufficiency while adopting a more unilateral approach to 

managing its relationship with China. 

ASEAN Plans Summit with U.S. to Address Tariff Concerns 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is planning a special summit with 
the United States to discuss the economic implications of President Donald Trump's 
proposed tariffs on automotive, semiconductor, and pharmaceutical imports. 
Malaysia’s Foreign Minister Mohamad Hasan, whose country currently holds the 
ASEAN chairmanship, emphasized the urgency of the matter, particularly for Malaysia, 
where electrical and electronics exports constitute 60% of total trade with the U.S. The 
proposed 25% tariffs could significantly impact ASEAN economies that rely on trade 
with the U.S., particularly in key industries such as semiconductors, where the region 
plays a crucial role in global supply chains. Hasan underscored that ASEAN members 
need to coordinate their response and present a unified position to prevent excessive 
economic burdens on their industries. 

The proposed U.S. tariffs have raised concerns across Southeast Asia, given the region’s 
deep integration into global manufacturing networks. The U.S. remains a major trading 
partner for ASEAN, with Malaysia alone accounting for $80.2 billion in bilateral trade 
in 2024 and a trade surplus of $24.8 billion. ASEAN’s effort to hold direct talks with 
Washington reflects its strategic need to maintain stable trade relations while 
mitigating the risks of increased protectionism under the Trump administration. The 
outcome of the summit could shape the future of U.S.-ASEAN economic ties, with 
potential negotiations on tariff exemptions or adjustments to safeguard the 
competitiveness of Southeast Asian exporters in high-tech industries. 

Russia and China Strengthen Diplomatic Ties Amid Global Tensions 

On the sidelines of the G20 Ministerial Council in Johannesburg, Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov and his Chinese counterpart Wang Yi reaffirmed their 
commitment to deepening bilateral relations and strategic coordination. Lavrov 
highlighted the regularity of high-level engagements between Moscow and Beijing, 
emphasizing that such frequent meetings are necessary given the evolving global 
landscape. He acknowledged the growing alignment between Russia and China on 
major international issues and stressed that their cooperation serves as a stabilizing 
factor in an increasingly polarized world. The two ministers discussed preparations for 
Wang Yi’s upcoming visit to Moscow, which is expected to further cement their 
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diplomatic and strategic collaboration. Lavrov also extended congratulations on the 
Lunar New Year, metaphorically likening the wisdom and flexibility of the Year of the 
Snake to the qualities needed in foreign policy amid global uncertainties. 

The meeting underscored Russia and China’s shared commitment to advancing a 
multipolar world order and countering Western influence in global governance 
structures. Both countries pledged continued coordination in key international forums, 
including the United Nations Security Council, BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO), ASEAN, and the G20. Lavrov emphasized that Moscow and Beijing 
would work together to challenge what they perceive as Western unilateralism and 
promote a fairer, rules-based international system. The strengthening of Russia-China 
ties comes at a critical time, as both nations face growing pressure from the United 
States and its allies. Their deepening partnership reflects a strategic effort to 
consolidate influence in multilateral organizations and shape global governance in line 
with their interests. 

Japan Reaffirms Support for Ukraine Amid G20 Talks 

At the G20 Foreign Ministers' meeting in Johannesburg, Japanese Foreign Minister 
Takeshi Iwaya reaffirmed Japan’s unwavering support for Ukraine, despite shifting 
global dynamics and tensions within the U.S. administration under President Donald 
Trump. Speaking on Thursday, Iwaya welcomed ongoing diplomatic efforts aimed at 
securing peace but underscored the necessity of maintaining pressure on Russia. His 
remarks came amid concerns that Trump’s administration is exploring negotiations 
with Moscow, which could potentially alter the balance of international support for 
Kyiv. Japan’s commitment to Ukraine reflects its broader strategic priority of upholding 
international law and deterring aggression, particularly as Tokyo remains wary of 
geopolitical challenges in the Indo-Pacific region, including China’s assertiveness. 

Iwaya emphasized that Russia’s invasion represents a serious violation of the rules-
based international order, a stance that aligns with Japan’s broader foreign policy 
objectives. While Japan has traditionally coordinated its Ukraine policy with the G7, 
Trump’s evolving stance has introduced new uncertainties. Tokyo remains cautious 
about any potential shifts in U.S. policy that could weaken international resolve against 
Moscow. As the conflict nears its third year, Japan’s role in providing diplomatic and 
economic support to Ukraine is expected to continue, reinforcing its position as a key 
player in global security discussions. The G20 discussions highlighted growing concerns 
about international divisions over Ukraine, but Japan’s message remained clear: any 
resolution must uphold the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

Russia and India Strengthen Strategic Ties Amid Global Uncertainty 

On the sidelines of the G20 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in Johannesburg, Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov met with Indian Minister of External Affairs 
Subrahmanyam Jaishankar to reaffirm the strength of Moscow-New Delhi relations. 
Both ministers highlighted the robust dialogue between their countries and the 
continued progress in economic and security cooperation, building on agreements 
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reached between Russian President Vladimir Putin and Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi in 2024. The discussion also focused on the roadmap for upcoming diplomatic 
engagements, particularly the anticipated Russian-Indian summit later this year. In 
preparation for this high-level meeting, both sides agreed to intensify ministerial 
consultations, underscoring the depth of their strategic partnership. 

The meeting also covered regional security concerns, with Lavrov and Jaishankar 
exchanging views on the evolving geopolitical landscape in the Asia-Pacific and Eurasia. 
They aligned their positions on key multilateral platforms such as the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and BRICS, signaling a coordinated approach to global 
governance. The Ukraine conflict was also discussed, with Lavrov briefing Jaishankar 
on Russia’s recent diplomatic interactions with U.S. representatives in Riyadh. While 
India has maintained a neutral stance on the Ukraine crisis, it continues to emphasize 
dialogue and peaceful resolution, reinforcing its role as a key intermediary in global 
diplomacy. The meeting highlighted the enduring strategic cooperation between 
Russia and India amid shifting global dynamics, particularly as both countries navigate 
Western sanctions and seek to assert their influence in a multipolar world. 

Chinese Naval Drills Near Australia Raise Regional Tensions 

The presence of a Chinese naval flotilla, including the advanced Type 055 destroyer 
Zunyi, off Australia’s east coast has triggered diplomatic concerns, particularly after an 
unannounced live-fire exercise in international waters disrupted commercial air traffic 
over the Tasman Sea. Australian officials were caught off guard when airlines received 
direct warnings from the Chinese navy to reroute flights, highlighting the PLA Navy’s 
expanding operational reach far from its traditional areas of activity. While the Chinese 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs defended the drills as routine and in accordance with 
international law, the lack of prior notification and the proximity of the warships to 
Australia’s exclusive economic zone were seen as an escalation. Defense Minister 
Richard Marles called the maneuvers "unusual" but emphasized that Australia was 
closely monitoring Chinese movements with both naval assets and P-8A Poseidon 
surveillance aircraft. 

The incident comes amid growing Chinese naval assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific, with 
Australia increasingly aligning itself with the United States and the United Kingdom 
through the AUKUS defense pact to counter Beijing’s influence. The exercise has 
sparked criticism within Australia, with Prime Minister Anthony Albanese facing 
pressure to adopt a firmer stance. The episode underscores Beijing’s increasing 
willingness to flex its military muscle beyond the South China Sea and into the wider 
Pacific, signaling its ability to project naval power globally. With tensions already high 
following recent Chinese military confrontations with Australian and Philippine 
aircraft, this latest maneuver raises concerns about further maritime confrontations 
and underscores the importance of regional defense cooperation in deterring potential 

miscalculations. 
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French Carrier Strike Group Conducts First-Ever Stopover in the 
Philippines 

In a significant development for maritime security cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, the 
French Navy’s Charles de Gaulle Carrier Strike Group (CSG) made its first-ever port visit 
to the Philippines on February 21, 2025. As part of its Clemenceau 25 mission, the CSG 
docked at Subic Bay and Manila, marking a milestone in France-Philippines defense 
collaboration. The visit aligns with the Letter of Intent signed between the two nations 
in December 2023, which aims to strengthen military cooperation, particularly in 
maritime security. Ahead of the port call, Philippine Air Force aircraft engaged in air 
exercises with the carrier’s Rafale fighters, and a French destroyer conducted joint 
drills with the Philippine Navy’s BRP José Rizal and BRP Gregorio Del Pilar. French 
Ambassador to the Philippines Marie Fontanel and senior military officials boarded the 
Charles de Gaulle at sea, reinforcing diplomatic and security ties between the two 

countries. 

The visit follows France’s increasing military presence in the region, underscored by its 
participation in the 2024 Balikatan exercises alongside Philippine and U.S. forces. It 
comes amid heightened geopolitical tensions in the Indo-Pacific, particularly in the 
South China Sea, where the Philippines faces repeated confrontations with China over 
territorial disputes. The French CSG’s deployment highlights Paris’ commitment to 
regional security and multilateral defense engagement, demonstrated through its 
participation in Pacific Steller 2025, a large-scale trilateral exercise with the U.S. and 
Japan in the Philippine Sea. France’s expanding naval footprint, including previous 
deployments of its warships to Philippine ports, signals its strategic interest in 
maintaining a rules-based international order in the Indo-Pacific. With additional joint 
exercises and future engagements planned, this visit solidifies the growing defense 
relationship between France and the Philippines at a time of increasing maritime 
security challenges. 

China Secures Maritime Presence in Cook Islands Amid Rising Indo-
Pacific Tensions 

China has expanded its strategic footprint in the Pacific through a newly signed 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the Cook Islands, which outlines extensive 
cooperation in the blue economy, including investments in port infrastructure, 
shipbuilding, ocean transportation, and deep-sea fishing. The agreement, signed on 
February 14 in Harbin, China, has sparked security concerns in the region, particularly 
from New Zealand and Australia, given its potential to provide China with maritime 
resupply capabilities that could support its naval operations in the Pacific. This 
development coincides with heightened military tensions, as Chinese warships 
recently conducted live-fire drills in international waters between Australia and New 
Zealand, prompting commercial flight diversions. Security analysts suggest that China’s 
growing presence in the Cook Islands could facilitate increased surveillance and 
logistical support for its fleet, reinforcing its ability to project power in the region. 
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The MoU’s announcement has drawn criticism, particularly from New Zealand, which 
was reportedly not consulted despite its constitutional ties to the Cook Islands. The 
agreement aligns with China’s broader Indo-Pacific strategy and its efforts to integrate 
the Pacific into its Belt and Road Initiative while deepening maritime economic ties. 
The Cook Islands government has emphasized the deal’s economic benefits, including 
sustainable marine resource management and clean energy projects, but regional 
security experts warn that the infrastructure investments could serve dual-use 
purposes, potentially allowing China to expand its coast guard and naval operations 
under the guise of commercial activity. As tensions in the Indo-Pacific continue to 
escalate, this latest agreement marks another step in China’s efforts to solidify its 
presence in a region where strategic competition between major powers is 
intensifying. 
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2. STATISTICS OF THE WEEK 

China Surpasses the U.S. in Global Trade Dominance 

This week’s Statistics of the Week highlights a striking transformation in global trade 
patterns: China has surpassed the United States as the world’s largest trading partner. 
The attached data visualization illustrates the dramatic shift from the year 2000—when 
the U.S. was the dominant trade partner for most of the world—to 2024, where China 
now holds that position across vast regions, including Africa, Latin America, and much 
of Asia and Europe. The numbers tell a compelling story: China’s total trade volume in 
2024 reached $6.2 trillion, compared to $5.3 trillion for the United States, marking a 
staggering 1,200% increase in Chinese trade since 2000. In contrast, U.S. trade 
expanded by 167% over the same period, reflecting China’s meteoric rise as a global 
economic powerhouse. 

This shift carries profound geopolitical and economic implications. China’s dominance 
reflects its deep integration into global supply chains, particularly in manufacturing, 
technology, and infrastructure investments, which have cemented its economic 
influence worldwide. The expansion of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has 
further strengthened its trade relationships, particularly in Africa, Latin America, and 
the Indo-Pacific, challenging U.S.-led economic structures. For emerging economies, 
China’s growing presence offers access to infrastructure financing, industrial exports, 
and alternative markets, while for the United States and its allies, it signals a pressing 
need to counterbalance Beijing’s economic leverage. As the trade landscape continues 
to evolve, the battle for economic influence between the world’s two largest 
economies will remain a defining feature of global politics. 

This trade shift is occurring amid increasing U.S. protectionism, with President Donald 
Trump imposing 25% tariffs on automotive, semiconductor, and pharmaceutical 
imports, affecting key U.S. trading partners, including China and ASEAN economies. 
The new tariffs, aimed at reducing the U.S. trade deficit and protecting domestic 
industries, could further disrupt global supply chains, especially as China strengthens 
its trade relationships in the Indo-Pacific and beyond. Given that China already 
dominates trade in emerging markets, these tariffs could accelerate the fragmentation 
of global trade, pushing U.S. allies and partners toward alternative supply chains led by 
China. As Washington doubles down on economic nationalism, and Beijing deepens its 
global trade influence, the global economic order is entering an era of intensified 

competition, with trade policy playing a pivotal role in shaping geopolitical alliances. 
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3. MAP OF THE WEEK 

China’s Live-Fire Exercises in the Tasman Sea and Strategic 
Implications 

This week’s Map of the Week highlights China's unexpected live-fire naval exercises in 
the Tasman Sea, an event that has alarmed both Australia and New Zealand due to its 
disruptive impact on regional security and air traffic. The unannounced drills, 
conducted approximately 400 nautical miles southeast of Sydney, led to sudden 
rerouting of commercial flights operating between Australia and New Zealand. The 
map details the designated exercise area, which was only publicly revealed after 
civilian aircraft flying over the Tasman Sea picked up emergency warnings from 
Chinese naval vessels. This unusual maritime maneuver raises serious concerns over 
China’s military signaling, transparency in international waters, and the strategic 

balance in the Indo-Pacific. 

China's decision to conduct live-fire exercises in this region is highly significant. The 
Tasman Sea, traditionally a low-tension maritime zone, now finds itself at the center 
of growing geopolitical frictions. For Australia and New Zealand, the incident 
underscores the risks posed by China’s increasing naval reach into the South Pacific, a 
region that has traditionally fallen under the strategic influence of the U.S., Australia, 
and its regional partners. The sudden nature of the exercise, without prior diplomatic 
communication, reflects China’s willingness to assert its presence in international 
waters far from its immediate sphere of influence, likely as a response to 
strengthened U.S.-led alliances in the Indo-Pacific, including AUKUS and the Quad. 
The Australian Defence Force and Royal New Zealand Navy have been closely 
monitoring the movements of the Chinese fleet, with both nations expressing 
diplomatic concerns about the lack of transparency surrounding Beijing’s military 
activities. 

Beyond its regional implications, China’s increased naval activity in the South Pacific 
could have global consequences. If such exercises become a pattern, smaller Pacific 
nations may be forced to reassess their strategic alignments, particularly in terms of 
economic reliance on China versus security ties with traditional Western partners. 
Furthermore, the disruption to air traffic raises questions about how international 
aviation authorities will coordinate responses to sudden military escalations in 
previously stable regions. As Australia and its allies prepare for upcoming joint 
military exercises in the Indo-Pacific, this map serves as a reminder of the shifting 
geopolitical landscape and the challenges of managing maritime security amid rising 
great-power competition. 
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4. PHOTO OF THE WEEK 

Trump’s Symbolic Messaging and Its Global Implications 

This week’s Photo of the Week captures a striking image of U.S. President Donald 
Trump, depicted wearing a crown against the backdrop of New York City, with the bold 
caption “LONG LIVE THE KING.” The image, published on the official X account of the 
White House, accompanied Trump’s declaration that “Congestion pricing is dead. 
Manhattan, and all of New York, is SAVED.” Beyond its immediate context related to 
domestic policy, the image and its messaging carry significant political symbolism, 
reflecting Trump's broader approach to governance, political branding, and his 
evolving global influence. 

The image exudes authoritarian undertones, portraying Trump as a monarch-like 
figure—an intentional or subconscious assertion of uncontested power. While such 
symbolism resonates with his core support base, it also raises concerns among U.S. 
allies and competitors alike, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region, where American 
leadership and commitment to democratic norms are constantly evaluated. For Indo-
Pacific allies such as Japan, South Korea, and Australia, the image could reinforce 
perceptions of an increasingly unilateral and transactional U.S. foreign policy, where 
alliances depend more on loyalty to Trump's persona rather than established 
institutional frameworks. This, in turn, could accelerate efforts within Asia to hedge 
against U.S. unpredictability by diversifying security partnerships. 

Moreover, in China, North Korea, and Russia—where leadership cults and personality-
driven governance are central to state control—this image might be seen as an ironic 
validation of their own political models. The glorification of strongman leadership in a 
Western democracy could be leveraged by Beijing and Moscow to argue that the U.S. 
is moving away from its democratic ideals, diminishing Washington’s ability to credibly 
criticize authoritarianism abroad. At the same time, Trump’s assertive stance—
especially on economic policies—suggests a continued focus on "America First" 
protectionism, which could intensify trade tensions with China and further disrupt 

global supply chains. 

While the image is, at face value, a dramatic visual representation of domestic policy 
victory, its wider geopolitical reverberations should not be overlooked. It raises 
questions about the future of U.S. global leadership, the balance between democratic 
institutions and personalist rule, and the strategic recalibrations that Indo-Pacific 
nations may need to undertake in response to an increasingly unpredictable White 
House. 
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5. INFOGRAPHIC OF THE WEEK 

Wang & Lavrov Meeting – Strategic Dialogue Amid Global Tensions 

This week’s Infographic of the Week highlights the recent strategic dialogue between 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, held on 
the sidelines of the G20 Ministerial Summit in Johannesburg, South Africa. This high-
level meeting underscores the deepening cooperation between Moscow and Beijing, 
emphasizing their joint efforts in shaping a multipolar world and countering Western 

influence in global governance. 

A key takeaway from the discussion is the strengthening of Russia-China cooperation 
as a stabilizing force amid increasing geopolitical uncertainties. Both ministers 
reaffirmed their commitment to multilateral diplomacy, particularly through BRICS, the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), the United Nations (UN), and ASEAN, 
advocating for an international order based on fairness, mutual respect, and 
sovereignty. The emphasis on frequent bilateral meetings reflects the necessity of 
close coordination to manage global tensions and prevent what they describe as a drift 
toward total confrontation. 

Furthermore, the dialogue highlighted Russia and China’s strategic alignment in 
countering Western policies, particularly in security, trade, and diplomatic affairs. 
Lavrov and Wang reinforced their joint stance against economic coercion and political 
interference, signaling that both countries will continue to push back against U.S. and 
European initiatives aimed at containing their influence. The meeting also set the stage 
for Wang Yi’s upcoming visit to Moscow, which is expected to further deepen political 

coordination and explore new areas of cooperation in defense and economic sectors. 

By aligning diplomatic strategies and deepening political dialogue, Russia and China are 
positioning themselves as key players in an evolving multipolar order. This infographic 
visually captures the essence of their discussion, highlighting their mutual goals of fair 
international relations, regional stability, and a redefined global governance system. 
As tensions with the West continue to escalate, the Lavrov-Wang meeting serves as a 
crucial indicator of the future trajectory of Russia-China relations and their broader 
impact on international politics. 
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6. REGIONAL ALLIANCES 

ASEAN Seeks Unity in Response to U.S. Tariff Threats 

In February 2025, Malaysia announced that the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) intends to convene a special summit with the United States to address 
concerns over proposed U.S. tariffs on key exports. The move underscores growing 
regional unease over U.S. trade policies under President Donald Trump, who has 
signaled plans to impose tariffs of 25% on automotive, semiconductor, and 
pharmaceutical imports. As ASEAN chair for 2025, Malaysia is spearheading efforts to 
present a unified regional stance, emphasizing the potential economic repercussions 
for Southeast Asian economies. This analysis examines the motivations behind 
ASEAN’s diplomatic push, Malaysia’s vulnerabilities, and broader implications for U.S.-
ASEAN relations. 

ASEAN’s Strategic Response to U.S. Tariffs 

ASEAN’s decision to organize a summit reflects a collective strategy to counter 
unilateral U.S. trade measures through multilateral dialogue. The bloc, representing 
ten member states, seeks to leverage its economic significance as a major trading 
partner for the U.S. Malaysia’s Foreign Minister, Mohamad Hasan, framed the summit 
as a platform to ensure ASEAN’s concerns are “not burdened” by the tariffs. Such 
coordination highlights ASEAN’s preference for consensus-based diplomacy, aiming to 
mitigate disruptions to supply chains and export-driven economies. 

Malaysia’s Economic Vulnerabilities 

Malaysia, as ASEAN’s 2025 chair, has particular stakes in the outcome. Electrical and 
electronics (E&E) products constitute 60% of its exports to the U.S., making it highly 
susceptible to tariffs on semiconductors and related goods. Mohamad Hasan warned 
Parliament that the proposed tariffs would deliver a “huge blow” to Malaysia’s 
economy, which recorded 80.2 billion in bilateral goods trade with the U.S. in 2024, the 
tariffs could exacerbate trade tensions and strain Malaysia’s export-dependent growth 

model. 

Implications for U.S.-ASEAN Trade Relations 

The U.S. tariffs risk destabilizing a critical economic partnership. Southeast Asia has 
become a hub for manufacturing and technology exports, with U.S. companies relying 
heavily on regional supply chains. Tariffs could disrupt sectors like semiconductors, 
where ASEAN nations contribute significantly to global production. However, the U.S. 
may view tariffs as a tool to address its trade deficit and protect domestic industries. 
ASEAN’s summit proposal thus serves as a litmus test for whether the U.S. prioritizes 
strategic alliances over protectionist policies. 
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The Role of Multilateral Diplomacy 

ASEAN’s approach contrasts with bilateral negotiations, emphasizing regional 
solidarity to amplify its bargaining power. By presenting a united front, the bloc aims 
to avoid fragmented outcomes that might disadvantage smaller economies. The 
summit could also signal ASEAN’s intent to deepen engagement with major powers 
amid shifting global trade dynamics, including competition between the U.S. and 
China. 

Conclusion 

ASEAN’s planned summit with the U.S. underscores the bloc’s proactive stance in 
safeguarding its economic interests amid rising protectionism. For Malaysia, the tariffs 
threaten a cornerstone of its trade portfolio, necessitating urgent diplomatic action. 
The summit’s success will hinge on ASEAN’s ability to articulate shared concerns and 
the U.S.’s willingness to balance domestic priorities with long-term partnerships. 
Failure to reach a compromise could strain ASEAN-U.S. relations and disrupt regional 
economic stability, while a constructive dialogue could reinforce the importance of 
multilateralism in an era of geopolitical uncertainty. 
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7.  ANALYSIS 

Trump’s Geopolitical Realignment and the Risks of Appeasement 

The foreign policy trajectory of the Trump administration has sparked intense debate 
among policymakers, scholars, and strategic analysts. Recent developments indicate a 
profound shift in the United States' global posture, characterized by a willingness to 
engage in direct negotiations with adversarial powers such as Russia and China, often 
at the expense of long-standing alliances. This article examines the implications of 
Trump’s realignment strategy, focusing on its effects on U.S. commitments to 
European security and Indo-Pacific stability. The analysis will explore the 
administration’s stance on the Russia-Ukraine conflict, its evolving approach to China, 
and the broader ramifications of these policies for the international order. 

The Shift in U.S. Policy Toward Russia and Ukraine 

One of the most consequential aspects of Trump’s foreign policy is his administration’s 
pivot towards Moscow. Trump’s recent statements, which appear to absolve Russia of 
blame for its aggression against Ukraine while placing responsibility on Kyiv, have been 
met with alarm in European capitals. The decision to engage in direct talks with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, without the involvement of European or Ukrainian leaders, 
represents a departure from the multilateral approach that has defined Western 
strategy since 2022. 

This unilateral approach risks undermining the credibility of NATO, particularly among 
its eastern European members who view Russian revisionism as an existential threat. 
Trump’s reluctance to commit to Ukraine’s NATO aspirations and his reported 
openness to a negotiated settlement that could involve territorial concessions have led 
to growing concerns about a policy of appeasement. This strategy bears resemblance 
to the 1938 Munich Agreement, where Western powers, in an attempt to avoid 
confrontation, conceded to the demands of an expansionist power, ultimately 
emboldening further aggression. European leaders such as French President 
Emmanuel Macron and British Prime Minister Keir Starmer have voiced their unease, 
while EU officials have warned that the administration’s policies could have far-

reaching consequences for European security. 

Recalibrating U.S.-China Relations: From Strategic Competition to Economic 
Nationalism 

Parallel to the shift in U.S.-Russia relations is the administration’s evolving approach to 
China. Unlike previous administrations, which balanced economic competition with a 
commitment to regional security alliances, Trump has increasingly framed U.S.-China 
relations through the lens of economic protectionism. His administration’s focus on 
tariffs, trade deficits, and restrictions on Chinese investments in strategic sectors 

signals a shift away from security concerns and toward economic nationalism. 

This recalibration raises significant questions about U.S. commitments to its Indo-
Pacific allies. While Washington continues to express rhetorical support for a "free and 
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open Indo-Pacific," its prioritization of trade disputes over strategic deterrence could 
weaken regional confidence in American leadership. Beijing has taken note of this shift 
and has moved to expand its influence, both militarily and economically, across the 
Indo-Pacific. The increasing frequency of Chinese naval operations in contested waters, 
including live-fire drills in the Tasman Sea and closer cooperation with Russia, suggests 
that China is testing the limits of U.S. resolve. 

The Risks of Transactional Diplomacy and Strategic Uncertainty 

At the core of Trump’s foreign policy is a transactional approach that prioritizes short-
term gains over long-term strategic stability. This approach, while aimed at reducing 
immediate economic and military costs for the U.S., introduces uncertainty into the 
global security architecture. By moving away from established alliance frameworks and 
opting for bilateral deal-making, the administration risks creating power vacuums that 
adversaries can exploit. 

For European allies, the prospect of a U.S. retreat from NATO commitments has led to 
renewed discussions on European strategic autonomy. Germany and France have 
accelerated plans for independent defense initiatives, while Eastern European states 
have sought closer security ties with the United Kingdom and other regional actors. In 
the Indo-Pacific, nations such as Japan and Australia are reassessing their defense 
strategies, with a growing emphasis on self-reliance in the face of an increasingly 
assertive China. 

Conclusion 

Trump’s foreign policy realignment represents a significant departure from traditional 
U.S. strategic thinking. While his administration’s focus on burden-sharing and 
economic nationalism resonates with certain domestic constituencies, its long-term 
consequences for global stability remain uncertain. The perceived policy of 
appeasement toward Russia, coupled with a shift in China strategy that prioritizes 
economic disputes over security commitments, has created an environment of 
strategic ambiguity. As allies and adversaries alike adjust to this new reality, the future 
of U.S. leadership in global affairs hangs in the balance. Whether this shift will lead to 
a more multipolar world order or a further erosion of Western strategic cohesion 
remains to be seen. However, what is clear is that Trump’s policies are reshaping the 
geopolitical landscape in ways that will have lasting implications for international 
security and global governance. 
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