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The Quadrilateral (Quad) might be an idea whose time has come. Recently elected 
governments in Australia, India, and Japan seem more likely to embrace a collective 
approach to security than their predecessors. Australia–Japan security relations are 
maturing—possibly to the point of deep collaboration on Australia’s future submarine, and 
there have been press references to India–Japan military equipment collaborations. For its 
part, the United States is looking for a greater effort from its allies and partners in a time of 
strategic challenge, budget constraint, and war weariness. 
 
There’s a certain “gravitational pull” of the shared liberal democratic principles between the 
Quad countries, but that will not push us into a tighter arrangement by itself. In the absence 
of external forces, the Quad would probably remain good friends who occasionally cooperate 
when our interests converge. The Quad is not just a potential security arrangement, but also 
applies to wider considerations such as dispute resolution mechanisms and economic 
structures, upon which the Quad countries have strongly overlapping views.  
 
The obvious externality that might drive a deeper collective approach is the challenge to the 
existing regional order posed by growing Chinese power and assertiveness. The approach to 
the Quad to date has mostly been one of treading lightly to avoid seeming too provocative 
and producing a self-fulfilling prophecy in the form of a more belligerent China. However, 
there is little evidence that China’s assertiveness has been restrained as a result. Instead, 
China is testing the limits of responses at numerous points around its periphery, coming 
directly into conflict with Indian and Japanese territorial claims, and sowing wider security 
concerns around the region. 
 
The question then becomes what form might a stronger Quadrilateral take in the light of these 
developments? A high level of cooperation and coordination stands the best chance of 
producing a “whole that is greater than the sum of the parts” outcome. And the current crop 
of Quad political leaders seem predisposed towards a more cooperative approach. 

Limiting Cases 
 
There are almost certainly things the Quad countries can do aside from hard power security 
cooperation that would help show a collective resolve. But my focus here is on military 
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cooperation as an important component of a wider approach that could involve economic and 
diplomatic leverage.  
 
The perspectives presented here also reflect my professional background, first as a scientist, 
and then as a military capability analyst. The scientific part of my curriculum vitae gives me 
a few “tricks of the trade” to analyze problems. One is called a “limiting case.” The basic 
idea is that you can get a feel for the critical drivers in a complex system, and often the limits 
of the collective system behaviour, by looking at cases in which the interactions are very 
strong, or alternatively very weak.  
 
Both cases are useful, but I think we already know what a very weak Quad looks like—each 
country goes more or less its own way in dealing with challenges as they arise and eschew 
any benefits—and avoid any risks—that accrue from collective action. And a weakly 
interacting Quad would probably be what we would have if not for China’s growing 
influence. We effectively did that experiment in the decade following the end of the Cold 
War. With the demise of the Soviet Union, we collectively settled down into what we hoped 
would be an extended period of low security risks, and we were not doing much in terms of 
security cooperation.  
 
So the interesting questions are: What does a very strong Quad look like, and what benefits 
and costs might it collectively generate? In my chosen perspective of military capability, that 
translates into questions about interoperability, shared doctrine, and operational procedures, 
and an agreed understanding of where the “red lines” are drawn. And there are associated 
issues of industrial cooperation and sourcing. 
 
Interoperability. Having the ability to wield hard power collectively would require 
compatibility of equipment and practice through exercising to ensure that doctrine and 
operational concepts are aligned. The extent and nature of such exercise activity would 
depend on the depth to which the Quad members want to develop the military relationship. It 
would be relatively easy—but also relatively ineffective strategically—to limit cooperation 
and exercise “second order” security issues such as humanitarian and disaster relief or 
counter-piracy operations. A more robust collaborative warfighting capability is most easily 
facilitated through greater commonality of systems and platforms. 
 
If the Quad is to develop as a response to the strategic challenges thrown up by the rise of 
China, the partners need to be able to work together in contested environments. That would 
mean a greater number of more elaborate exercises working on warfighting capabilities—
which would make the Quad much more of an explicit challenge to China or others who 
might seek to challenge the established order (such as Russia).  
 
It is increasingly difficult for any one Quad partner to balance the military spending of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC). The U.S. certainly outspends China by a wide margin, but 
that is spread over a global footprint and even the “rebalance” to the Asia–Pacific will 
struggle to keep up with the People’s Liberation Army’s increasing capacities. A strong 
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collective approach would mean that the Quad partners can bolster each other’s military 
strength—and even more collective benefit would accrue if we could harness economies of 
scale in research and development (R&D) and manufacturing efforts.  
 
The four countries in the Quad dialogue have made some steps in those directions, mostly in 
bilateral ways. As formal allies of the United States, Australia and Japan already have a 
significant level of interoperability with American forces (and thus with one another to a 
lesser extent). In its inventory today, India has some American- and NATO-sourced 
equipment which should facilitate cooperation, but also has platforms and systems sourced 
from elsewhere which would be more difficult to integrate into a wider system.  
 
Defence Industry. From an industrial point of view, each country would come to Quad 
cooperation from a different starting point. Australia has largely outsourced its military R&D 
and only retains naval shipbuilding as a major defence industry capability. Japan has a well-
established robust defence industry base and still develops its own systems (especially 
submarines and other naval systems) and modifies foreign-sourced equipment for its own 
use, as it did in developing the F-16 into the F-2 fighter. India is on an upwards trajectory in 
terms of industrial capability and capacity and will be looking to consolidate current progress. 
The U.S. remains a powerhouse of military R&D and manufacturing, and has historically 
been resistant to technology “not invented here.” As well, it has some significant protectionist 
barriers in place. 
 
That is a difficult collective industry environment from which to develop a collective 
approach to procurement. If a decision was made to develop the Quad into an effective and 
efficient security relationship with economy of scale across the four participants, each 
country would need to make some adjustments to its defence and industry policies: 
 

• Japan and Australia could spend more on defence. Both countries have long taken 
advantage of American security guarantees by spending a far smaller proportion of 
their economies on defence than the United States.  

 
• The United States could usefully free up its own market to military equipment 

sourced from the partners. It could also build for export to Quad members as a 
default position. 
 

• Each Quad member could preferentially seek suppliers within the Quad for its 
equipment. India could rationalize its procurement practices to favor equipment that 
comes with built-in interoperability with America and its close allies. 
 

• The Quad members could collaborate on R&D efforts and avoid duplication 
where possible. 
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Security Policy. If we decided to operationalize a “strong Quad,” the members would need to 
have a shared understanding of the security issues where a collective response is appropriate 
and useful. There will inevitably be threshold issues, of the sort that we already have in the 
South China Sea (SCS) and other places. The United States has had to choose which issues to 
buy into, invoking the U.S.–Japan Treaty over the Senkakus, but mostly staying out of 
territorial disputes in the SCS. While having a number of strong partners taking a collective 
view of security would help to deter higher levels of adventurism, chipping away at the 
periphery will remain a plausible strategy, and we would still have to decide what type and 
degree of disruptive behaviour would invoke a collective response from the Quad.  
 
The downside to any idea of collective defence is that the more the Quad looks like a military 
bloc, even in the absence of formal alliances, the greater the risk of an increasingly tense and 
high-stakes standoff—Cold War 2. In this sense the security challenge of a rising China is 
more difficult than the one that faced the United States and its European allies at the 
beginning of the Cold War. In Europe the boundaries were land borders and “tripwire” events 
were not too difficult to identify. In a much larger and predominantly maritime theatre, with a 
number of existing territorial disputes, it is much harder to unequivocally say where the red 
lines are. And the deep and complex levels of economic integration would make relationships 
much more difficult to manage than they were with the economically isolated Soviet Union.  
 
For all those reasons, it is not likely that we will move down that path any time soon. But 
together we will all need to make an assessment of the extent to which we are in the strategic 
competition that is emerging in the Indo–Pacific, and we will have to reassess that from time 
to time. So it is worth thinking through the more difficult issues now, rather than having to do 
so for the first time at a time of increasing tension.  
 
The mere fact that there is a real possibility of an Australia–Japan submarine deal, probably 
influenced by an obvious rapport between the two current Prime Ministers, shows that 
externalities are already driving more collective behaviour among Quad members. Even just 
a few years ago, Japan would probably have opted to keep its technology closely held, and 
Australia might have opted to minimize its exposure to North Asian security. Either or both 
sides of the current negotiation might still do so—but we may also forge ahead with a deal. 
The difference, of course, is that we now have more experience of Chinese (and Russian) 
assertiveness and willingness to flex their muscles to challenge the established order.  
 
With that comes some risks that will have to be managed. For example, the deeper the 
military and industrial cooperation among Quad members, the more likely that there would 
be concomitant expectations of coming to each other’s assistance in a crisis. That argument 
has been raised in Australia as a reason not to pursue a submarine deal with Japan. The 
reasoning is that if Australia and Japan manage to finalize a deal on Australia’s future 
submarine that involves substantial exposure of Japan’s submarine technology to Australia, 
then Japan might expect a quid pro quo in the form of greater Australian support in North 
Asian security issues. Conversely, Australia would find itself in the position of having a 
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major military capability dependent on Japanese support and might find it harder to say no to 
Japanese requests for support.  
 
This argument is not correct. Both countries would retain significant freedom of action, and 
that would be of significant strategic gains for both partners. In fact, it is a good example of 
the mutual benefits we might choose to pursue. But there is a domestic politic at work in each 
country that will have to be navigated in any negotiations of stronger bilateral or multilateral 
cooperation, particularly if there are perceptions of greater entanglement or of raising the 
security stakes. Perhaps those issues are strongest in Japan, where Prime Minister Abe’s 
approach to “normalising” Japan’s defence posture has faced some problems, but they are 
present in all our countries to some extent. 
 
In microcosm, the evolution of the Australia–Japan security and military industrial 
relationship illustrates some of the key issues we should discuss at the Quadrilateral 
Dialogue: What are we prepared to do in response to big security challenges, and how far are 
we prepared to develop a collective military capability? There are indications that previous 
impediments to Quad cooperation might be easing off. Early in 2015, it was reported that 
India and Japan were also discussing the possibility of collaborating on submarine 
development—probably also a flow-on of the increased rapport between prime ministers—
but again a potentially significant development. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Quad is a long way from being a solid military and industrial partnership that will stand 
collectively to face the strategic challenges of the extended Indo–Pacific region, but we are 
closer to it now than we have been before, and the momentum seems positive. We will all 
have our own perspectives on the advantages and disadvantages a closer relationship would 
bring, but they will be affected by the dynamics of the region as well.  
 
Everything we do, including nothing, will have costs and benefits. Pushing the Quad too hard 
towards a strong partnership might also push the PRC hard into becoming an adversary. But 
doing too little might also result in a China that is confident and assertive, to our collective 
detriment. The question then is how to balance the system. It is probably right to be thinking 
about a stronger Quad now, even if we are not planning to operationalize it in the near future. 

5 
 


	Quadrilateral Defence Cooperation: A “Limiting Case”
	Limiting Cases


