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Key Issues

« By targeting the strategically critical
underwater domain, AUKUS promises to
become a key tenet of the Indo-Pacific’s
emerging deterrence architecture, and a
referent for global military-technological
innovation and collaboration.

Still, ongoing obstacles to an overhaul in
American arms exports and technology-
sharing restrictions stand in the way of

AUKUS realising its full potential.

AUKUS compels Europeans to strengthen
their efforts to integrate key regional
partners from the Indo-Pacific into
their defence innovation efforts. More
broadly, AUKUS' efforts to link defence
industrial-technological considerations
to operational and strategic ones urges
Europeans to clarify their security role in
the Indo-Pacific, notwithstanding existing
obstacles.
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No Ordinary Arms Deal:
Is Europe Learning Anything from AUKUS?

In March 2023, the leaders of
the United States (US), United
Kingdom (UK) and Australia
convened at Naval Base Point
Loma in San Diego, California to
clarify the scope of their AUKUS
partnership. Much attention
has been paid to some of the
obstacles associated  with
industrial capacity or US export
restrictions, but also with the
deal's broader implications for
Australia-US and Australia-China
relations, regional security or the
development of Emerging and
Disruptive Technologies (EDTS).
The question of what AUKUS may
mean for Europe — beyond Britain
itself — has received less attention,
however. AUKUS-related debates
in Europe have so far primarily
revolved around  Australia’s
decision to break a €56 billion
submarine contract with France
back in 2021, the ensuing crisis
in political relations and ongoing
efforts to (slowly) overcome such
crises. Yet, as AUKUS moves

forward, Europeans should draw
their own lessons from a pact
that not only aspires to become
the gold standard for defence-
industrial and  technological
collaboration, but will also hold
a central position in the Indo-
Pacific’s deterrence architecture.

To be sure, Europeans are
currently focussed on Ukraine
and their eastern flank, have
little interest in adopting a
confrontational stance towards
China and suffer from important
military capability shortfalls. That
constrains their ability to play
a significant role in upholding
deterrence in the Indo-Pacific.
Indeed, Europe’s current security
approach to the Indo-Pacific
emphasises the need to address
transnational challenges, while
also leveraging the opportunities
of exporting weapons to South-
East Asian countries, most of
whom reject a clear alignment
in US-China competition. AUKUS
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reveals some of the shortcomings associated with
such an approach. Critically, countries like Australia
or Japan — who are amongst the most Europe-
compatible partners in the Indo-Pacific and are playing
an increasingly important role in upholding the region’s
security architecture — look for security partnerships
that offer not just commercial opportunities but also
result in operational and strategic added value. It
may be that Europeans should not aspire to play a
significant contribution to regional deterrence in the
Indo-Pacific. However, turning their backs on greater
operational and strategic collaboration with the likes
of Australia, Japan, the US or Britain altogether will
relegate Europeans to an insignificant position in a
region that is set to be critical to both global security
and military-technological innovation. And Europe's
global standing and military innovation base will both
suffer because of it.

In this Policy Brief, we discuss some of the strategic
lessons AUKUS may bear for Europeans, and put
forward two sets of recommendations. First, AUKUS
underscores the Indo-Pacific's centrality in EDTSs,
and thus incentivises Europeans to systematically
integrate that region into their defence-industrial and
innovation strategy. Second, AUKUS reminds us of
the importance of anchoring European arms’ exports
and defence-industrial cooperation efforts in clear
operational and strategic vision, both in the Indo-
Pacific and more broadly.

AUKUS: a story of strategic, technological and
industrial convergence

AUKUS represents the biggest single defence
investment in Australia’s history. It stems from the
recognition that China’s military build-up and lack of
transparency about its intentions poses a threat to
the balance of power in the Indo-Pacific — and this
requires bolstering regional deterrence, not least by
strengthening the alliance with the US and developing
shared capabilities in the critical underwater domain.
Pillar 1 of AUKUS' three-stage plan includes extensive
personnel exchanges and mutual basing agreements
between the three parties; Canberra’s procurement
of three to five US Virginia-class submarines; and
a trilateral effort to develop a next generation SSN-
AUKUS submarine based on a British design and
highly exclusive, state-of-the-art US nuclear propulsion
technology. Pillar 2 seeks to accelerate technology

and information sharing, and serve as a critical
innovation incubator. It thus promises to sharpen
the partners’ defence-industrial and innovation edge,
especially in key areas like Al-enabled and autonomous
(underwater) capabilities, quantum and hypersonic
technologies, cyber and electronic warfare.

Critically, AUKUS is accompanied by a new trilateral
submarine force posture initiative - known as
Submarine Rotational Forces West (SRFW). SRFW
will see four Virginia-class submarines and one British
Astute-class submarine begin to make rotational
deployments to Western Australia's HMAS Stirling
naval base as early as 2027. This promises to double
the number of allied SSNs west of the international
dateline by 2031. As argued by Ashley Townshend, this
will force ‘Beijing to consider the prospect that military
action against any SSN, or the submarine base itself,
could trigger the involvement of all three nations’. This
brings the UK much closer to a traditional alliance
with Australia, and will require further coordination
between the three countries in the key areas of military
planning, command and control.

AUKUS complements other recent initiatives to
bolster America’s contribution to the Indo-Pacific’s
deterrence architecture, such as the integration of
Japan's capabilities into Washington's intelligence,
surveillance,  reconnaissance and  targeting
architecture; emerging plans to conduct joint patrols
with the Philippines, Japanese and Australian navies
in the South China Sea; new basing contracts with
the Philippines; and the establishment of a nuclear
consultative mechanism with South Korea. It further
signals anincrease in Britain's involvement in the Indo-
Pacific, by complementing recent initiatives such as
the British-Japanese-ltalian sixth-generation fighter jet
project, London's decision to join CPTPP and a bilateral
defence and technology deal with Japan.

AUKUS is not an ordinary arms deal. It promises to
bind together Australia, the UK and the US strategically,
technologically and industrially. Anchored in a shared
strategic _and threat assessment, AUKUS' joint
capability development, technology and information-
sharing dimensions seek to bring about unprecedented
levels of US-British-Australian industrial integration.
Specifically, enhanced sharing and co-development
of technologies are intended to help overcome
bureaucratic and organisational hurdles, loosen
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export controls, strengthen interoperability and
advance incorporation of joint all-domain command
and control systems. One early example of AUKUS'
accelerating potential has been the delivery of a drone
submarine to Australia in a timespan unheard of for
technologies like these. Furthermore, the technical
expertise required for both pillar 1 and 2 is contingent
on extensive educational, economic and cultural
exchanges, bringing the three partners ever closer
together.

AUKUS' focus on technological cooperation reflects
a_growing realisation that the US no longer enjoys
the technological dominance or industrial scale
to go it alone, not least because China is rapidly
catching up. US allies — once at the receiving end of
US technological innovation — can now wield critical
expertise in specialised areas of defence technology.
Technological-industrial cooperation between allies
therefore becomes indispensable. Beyond furthering
technological and industrial cooperation in the
undersea domain through pillar 1, AUKUS thus seeks
to jumpstart research and development of new and
disruptive capabilities under pillar 2. Such technologies
are expected to be increasingly critical to countering
China’'s growing anti-access, area-denial and power
projection capabilities.

The potential of sharing critical knowledge and
expertise in EDTs between three of the world’s
technological frontrunners is significant. The US,
the UK and Australia rank among the world's top five
cyber powers alongside Russia and China; the US is
leading in quantum computing research; and Australia
had a recent break-through development of the first
atomic-level integrated circuit. Through efficient
technical cooperation and information sharing among
AUKUS partners, some expect timelines for quantum
technology to mature to shorten significantly. The
partnership is thus all but arbitrary. According to some
analysts, ‘[the US, the UK and Australia] believe that
technology will determine the future of warfare and
the margin of victory; they accordingly seek to lockin a
technological edge that they do not believe France and
the rest of the EU necessarily share’. Moreover, AUKUS
ties together the partners when it comes to rare
earth elements, with the US and Australia among the
world’s top mining states and the UK a crucial trading
hub in what are crucial resources for future defence
and civilian technologies. A recent commercial deal
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between the UK and Australia deepening cooperation
on critical minerals reflects this accelerating
convergence.

Of course, the realisation of AUKUS' full potential
depends on the extent to which US export restrictions
on military-related technologies, and principally the
International Traffic in Arms Regulation (ITAR), can
be eased. This rigid regime renders any technology
cooperation with the US — no matter how close the
ally — lengthy and complex. ITAR applies to tangible
goods, technical data as well as services, and has
even hindered allied training and operations, including
Japanese and Australian air force maintenance and
sustainment. Although AUKUS has created some
momentum to bring about ITAR reform, important
legal, political, industrial and psychological hurdles
remain. Success in overcoming such hurdles would
unlock AUKUS’ full potential, and pave the way for
information and technology exchanges unparalleled
even within the Five Eyes community.

AUKUS and Europe’s role in the Indo-Pacific

What is arguably the most advanced military-
technological partnership in the democratic world
could leave continental Europeans side-lined in
military-strategic and technological-industrial
terms. First, AUKUS is premised on the recognition
in Washington, Canberra and London that China’s
military rise constitutes a threat to regional order
and requires allies to step up their military efforts
and cooperation. This assessment is shared by other
regional allies, most notably Japan. True, Europeans
are waking up to the strategic implications of China’s
increased assertiveness, having recognised Beijing
as a ‘systemic rival’ and taken steps to reduce their
economic dependencies in some critical areas.
Europeans have also stepped up cooperation with
Japan, Australia and other regional partners. However,
security cooperation between Europe and these
countries is still hostage to a “1990s mindset”, as it
sidesteps the question of how to preserve regional
deterrence and deal with the China or North Korean
threats, and focuses by-and-large on transnational
challenges. Macron's assertion that Europe should not
be caught up in a US-China war over Taiwan attests to
this reality. President Macron'’s assertion is particularly
meaningful, not least considering that, amongst
Europeans, France has arguably the most developed
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understanding of the security implications of China’s
rise and is undoubtedly the only EU member state that
is able to project significant military power to the Indo-
Pacific.

More broadly, the AUKUS-incurred breach of trust
in French-Australian and Franco-British relations
constitutes a further complication, since any
meaningful European contribution to the Indo-Pacific’s
deterrent architecture would have to pivot around
French leadership and Franco-British collaboration. To
be sure, at a recent bilateral summit, the British and
French decided to relaunch their defence cooperation
and coordination in the Indo-Pacific. In a similar vein,
Paris and Canberra have recently made an effort to
reinvigorate their cooperation in the region. These
developments are encouraging, and offer a foundation
on which to build to articulate a clearer European
contribution to Indo-Pacific security.

Nevertheless, whilst Paris offered an arms deal,
Australia has found in AUKUS a strategic partnership
that promises to bring about significant cooperation
with the US and Britain across multiple dimensions,
notably defence planning, operational coordination,
capability development and military-technological
innovation. Australia’s choice should bear important
lessons for Europeans, especially as they ponder their
own security role in the Indo-Pacific. We offer two sets
of recommendations:

First, Europeans must recognise the importance of
building strategic and technological bridges with key
Indo-Pacific partners, especially Australia and Japan.
The Indo-Pacific region is the centre of gravity of global
military-strategic competition and, subsequently,
military-technological  innovation. And  AUKUS
promises to be at the core of US-led efforts to uphold
regional deterrence and reinforce or reclaim a shared
military-technological advantage over China. Tapping
into that broader grouping, which includes Japan, is a
must for Europeans. It will allow them to help preserve
security in a region that is vital to European economic
interests and global order, but also to remain at the
frontline of military-technological innovation. This is
not to say that Europe’s primary security focus should
not be in Europe. It should. But Europeans need to
cooperate with like-minded states in the Indo-Pacific
on the operational, industrial and technological
concepts that relate to regional deterrence. Unmanned

underwater vehicles, precision-guided munitions,
electronic warfare, missile defence or stealth air attack
capabilities stand as powerful examples in this regard.

Second, and more broadly, collaborative European
efforts in capability development, armaments
and research — whether through the EU, NATO or
minilaterally — should be firmly anchored in concrete
operational and strategic needs, and pay specific
attention to the problem of deterring great powers.
This requires developing much stronger links between
NATO's Defence Planning Process (NDPP) — which
identifies clear operational needs — and EU initiatives
in areas like capability development, defence industry
and innovation, most notably Permanent Structured
Cooperation (PESCO) and the European Defence
Fund (EDF). Relatedly, EU capability development and
defence-industrial efforts should put a premium on
collaboration with key Indo-Pacific partners. In this
regard, a relaxation of ITAR regulations for an “inner
ring” of core US allies and partners in the Euro-Atlantic
and Indo-Pacific could facilitate an opening of EDF
rules on third-party access, and lead to important
cross-regional innovation dividends.

To be sure, (most) Europeans are unlikely to play a
decisiveordirectroleinupholdingdeterrenceinthelndo-
Pacific for a number of reasons, including capability
shortfalls and a lack of political will. That will probably
limit their level of technological-industrial engagement
with key regional partners, not least given the growing
interdependence between industrial-technological
and strategic-operational considerations. However,
Europe’s naval capabilities offer a solid foundation for
greater cross-regional operational cooperation by way
of coordinated peacetime deployments, joint military
exercises and training. Any such efforts would need to
be structured around a British-French naval core, but
could also be augmented by other European actors
with a “blue-water” profile.

This Policy Brief was developed as part of the Bridging
Allies initiative, led by the Centre for Security, Diplomacy
and Strategy (CSDS), Brussels School of Governance.
The Bridging Allies initiative is supported by the
Australian Government through a grant by the Australian
Department of Defence. The views expressed herein are
those of the authors and are not necessarily those of the
Australian Government or the Australian Department of
Defence.
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