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Abstract 
 
Multilateralism and minilateralism have historically worked together in Southeast Asia, the 

Asia-Pacific and the Indian Ocean region, where different models of multilateral cooperation 

fall within a continuum rather than distinct categories. The situation has changed with the 

emergence of the reference to the Indo-Pacific, as the increasing attention paid to regional 

actors by external powers, primarily through a security or strategic register, tends to favour 

tightened partnerships. The various Indo-Pacific “agendas”, “visions” and “strategies”, all 

agreeing on the reference to the “centrality of ASEAN”, do not intrinsically aim to weaken 

regional multilateralism. However, the multiplication of mechanisms and formats intensifies 

bilateral and minilateral sollicitations towards regional actors. The result is a bypassing of 

deliberation platforms, a dispersion of means and an overlapping of processes, which in 

practice weakens the coordinated pursuit of global security objectives in the region. 
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in a context of saturation of cooperative arrangements 

 

Introduction 

In Asia, the regional security architecture was historically built around ASEAN (Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations), founded in 1967 at the initiative of its member states. Normative 
and institutional innovations at the regional level took the form of fora organised concentri-
cally around the association (ZOPFAN, ASEAN+3, ARF, ADMM+). These arrangements aimed 
to foster the emergence of a regional security community, without compromising the princi-
ples of autonomy, sovereignty, and non-interference that regional players see as a prerequi-
site for political cooperation1. The emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept has broken with 
this pattern of initiatives at the regional level: for the first time since the 1960s, ASEAN and 
its members have assimilated a strategic concept driven by external powers, likely to re-
shape the configuration of their multilateral cooperation. In this context, the denunciation of 
the potentially destabilising role played by “minilateral” fora, perceived as exogenous, is 
recurrent. The latter are often opposed to the multilateral arrangements supported by 
ASEAN, which are meant to be inclusive, driven by regional players and providing political 
and strategic predic-tability. This representation largely converges with the French dis-
course. Paris is promoting an “inclusive” approach that aims to break away from Quad-style 
minilateralism2 by contri-buting to the consolidation of multilateral cooperation, as empha-
sised by the Ministerial Forum for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific initiated in February 2022 
by the French Presidency of the European Union3. However, minilateralism is also part of the 
French repertoire in the region4 (see Annex 2). 

Nevertheless, the opposition between multilateralism and minilateralism should be put into 
perspective, taking into account the continuum between these two formats, while at the 
same time questioning the articulation of the mechanisms and their longer-term contribu-
tion to the objectives of regional stability.  
                                            
1
 Amitav Acharya, “How Ideas Spread: Whose Norms Matter? Norm Localization and Institutional Change in Asian Regional-

ism”, International Organization, vol. 58, n° 2, 19 mai 2004 ; Ralf Emmers, “Unpacking ASEAN Neutrality: The Quest for Auton-
omy and Impartiality in Southeast Asia”, Contemporary Southeast Asia, vol. 40, n° 3, 2018, pp. 349-370 ; ou encore Andrew 
Yeo, Asia’s Regional Architecture: Alliances and Institutions in the Pacific Century, Stanford University Press, 2019, 264 p. 
2
 The quadrilateral dialogue relaunched in 2017 between the United States, Japan, India and Australia. 

3
 The first edition of this Forum, held in Paris on February 22, 2022 brought together European institutions, foreign ministers 

from the 27 EU member states and some 30 Indo-Pacific countries, as well as representatives of regional organisations from 
the Indian and Pacific Oceans. 
4
 The India-France-Australia dialogue, launched in 2020 and interrupted by the crisis linked to Australia’s cancellation of the 

submarine contract in favour of its commitment in another partnership, AUKUS; or the France-India-United Arab Emirates dia-
logue initiated in September 2022 and confirmed in February 2023. Under the Swedish presidency of the EU, the format has 
been maintained through the organisation of the EU Indo-Pacific Ministerial Forum in Stockholm on May 13, 2023. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/international-organization/article/how-ideas-spread-whose-norms-matter-norm-localization-and-institutional-change-in-asian-regionalism/7C6449C7612BC9AEE0C574C4CD9E7B63
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/international-organization/article/how-ideas-spread-whose-norms-matter-norm-localization-and-institutional-change-in-asian-regionalism/7C6449C7612BC9AEE0C574C4CD9E7B63
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26545299
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26545299
https://www.sup.org/books/title/?id=30040
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Thus, three preliminary observations can be made: 

 Chronologically, multilateralism did not precede minilateralism at the regional 
level – they were instead co-constituted, with ASEAN being prefigured by several 
embryonic associations with a limited perimeter5, then facilitating the emergence 
of minilateral cooperation between its members.  

 Concerning the method and the articulation of the formats, all Indo-Pacific pla-
yers practice minilateralism to varying extents – for example, defence agree-
ments with extra-regional powers6 have coexisted with the development of more 
inclusive arrangements and the institutionalisation of regional multilateralism. 

 Regarding the aims, minilateral partnerships have specific objectives without 
necessarily conflicting with the ambitions of multilateral arrangements when 
they are intended to foster functional cooperation between players pursuing 
common objectives; in this respect, they may reflect a “multi-speed” multilateral-
ism, which is not always synonymous with fragmented objectives. 

However, the multiplication of formats and arenas, and their increasing overlap in the con-
text of intensifying diplomatic and strategic commitment in the Indo-Pacific region, are lead-
ing to the weakening of deliberative spaces, the dispersion of means, and the saturation of 
the agendas and operational capacities of the players involved. In practice, this weakens the 
promotion and coordinated pursuit of global security objectives in the region7. As a contribu-
tion to the debate on how to prioritise existing arrangements this note identifies (1) the con-
trasting practices among players in the Indo-Pacific, within the scope of both the promotion 
of multilate-ralism and the minilateral uses with distinct aims; (2) it highlights the limits re-
sulting from the multiplication of multi- and minilateral arrangements; (3) finally, it identifies 
the conditions for a constructive articulation between these models. 

1. From the promotion of multilateralism to minilateral standard 

While aiming to strengthen the multilateral security architecture on a regional scale, actors 
in the Indo-Pacific (hereafter “IP”) are involved in numerous “minilateral” arrangements. 
These are gradually becoming the standard form of international cooperation in this area. 
Indeed, they aim to bypass the cumbersome ASEAN-centric arenas, which are becoming less 
operational due to three combined dynamics: first, the multiplication of players (state and 
non-state actors); second, the broadening of agendas (including non-state and non-military 
aspects of security); finally the irreconcilable divergences within arrangements favouring 
decision-making by consensus, notably on how to deal with China and the United States. 
However, all minilateral initiatives do not further a common purpose. Some pursue opera-

                                            
5
 For example, in 1961 the Association of Southeast Asia (ASA) was created by the Philippines, Thailand and the Federation of 

Malaya. In 1963, the Maphilindo grouping was formed between Malaysia, the Philippines and Indonesia. 
6
 The Indonesian approach is opposed to any binding defence agreement. On this aspect, it diverges, for example, from Malay-

sia’s adherence to the Five Power Defence Arrangements set up in 1971, the mutual defence treaty between the United States 
and the Philippines (1951), or the opening of the Changi naval base (Singapore) to the US Navy. 
7
 The framing adopted favours a broad definition of security issues on a IP scale, converging with the doctrines of regional 

players for whom security and defence are part of an integrated approach reflected in the notion of national and regional resili-
ence (Delphine Allès, “Premises, Policies and Multilateral Whitewashing of Broad Security Doctrines: A Southeast Asia-Based 
Critique of ‘Non-traditional’ Security”, European Review of International Studies, vol. 6, n° 1, 2019, pp. 5-26). 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/26781229
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26781229
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tional objectives shared by the region’s players, while others’ raison d’être is to display stra-
tegic convergence without going through the deliberation and consensus-building process 
that characterises multilateral arenas. Despite these differences, the convergence of views 
on the importance of institutional and regional anchoring, particularly in the context of ad-
herence to the principe of ASEAN’s centrality, underscores the fact that the legitimising force 
behind political and security cooperation is still perceived as being multilateral. 

1.1. A multilateral consensus 

To varying degrees, the diverse narratives on the IP refer to the promotion of multilateralism 
and a shared ambition to consolidate the regional security architecture. For example, 
France’s stated aim of strengthening regional multilateral institutions8 supporting an “open 
and inclusive” IP region9 echoes American aspirations to strengthen “regional institutions 
through multilateral engagement”10, “India’s faith in multilateralism and regionalism”11 and 
Australia’s vision of an open, inclusive and resilient IP12 in which integration, especially eco-
nomic integration, concerns all the countries in the region13. In the same vein, the Canadian 
strategy intends to build on “key multilateral dialogues and forums in the Indo-Pacific”, in-
cluding with China, and affirms the country’s positioning as a “champion of multilateral-
ism”14. The strategy pu-blished by the European Union in September 2021, as well as the 
visions put forward by its member states (Germany and the Netherlands in September and 
November 2020), share this objective. This is translated most notably in the adherence to 
the principle of “ASEAN centrality”, with which the organisation nurtures a multi-
dimensional partnership that has animated relations between the two organisations for four 
decades15.  

Japan and the United States are also united by the “centrality and unity” of ASEAN16, and 
their ambition to strengthen their contribution to the regional security architecture17. Aus-
tralia’s “steadfast commitment” to ASEAN’s centrality principle, which the country aptly re-
affirmed in the AUKUS announcement18, is reminiscent of India’s discourse in which “inclu-
siveness, openness and ASEAN centrality and unity, therefore, lie at the heart of the new In-
do-Pacific” – New Delhi specifying that it does not see the toponym as reflecting a “a strate-
gy or as a club of limited members”19. A positioning paper issued by the Chinese Ministry of 

                                            
8
 French Ministry of Armed Forces, La stratégie de défense française en Indopacifique, May 2019. 

9
 French Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, La stratégie de la France en Indopacifique, February 2022. 

10
 US Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report. Preparedness, Partnerships and Promoting a Networked Region, 

June 1, 2019, p. 46. 
11

 Narendra Modi, “Keynote Adress at Shangri-La Dialogue”, June 1, 2018. 
12

 Department of Foreign Affairs and Commerce of Australia, “Priority 1: Promote a stable and prosperous Indo-Pacific”, Annual 
Report 2020-2021, 2021. 
13

 Gouvernment of Australia, “Building collaboration”, 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, 2017. 
14

 Gouvernment of Canada, Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy, 2022. 
15

 European Commission, Joint Communication to the EU Parliament and the Council. The EU strategy for cooperation in the 
Indo-Pacific, September 16, 2021, p. 5. 
16

 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, “The 24th ASEAN-Japan Summit Meeting”, Communiqué, October 27, 2021. 
17

 US Department of Defense, op. cit. 
18

 Department of Foreign Affairs and Commerce of Australia, “Australia’s steadfast commitment to ASEAN centrality”, Commu-
niqué, September 20, 2021. 
19

 Narendra Modi, op. cit. The reference to the centrality of ASEAN permeates many Indian discourses, driven in particular by 
the Act East Policy launched in 2014 and inherited from the Look East Policy put in place in the early 1990s. At the Indian 
Ocean Conference in Vietnam in August 2018, Sushma Swaraj, then Minister of External Affairs, spoke of ASEAN as “central to 

https://archives.defense.gouv.fr/content/download/559433/9681745/file/La%20Strat%C3%A9gie%20de%20d%C3%A9fense%20fran%C3%A7aise%20en%20Indopacifique%20-%20R%C3%A9sum%C3%A9%20-%202019.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/fr_a4_indopacifique_022022_dcp_v1-10-web_cle017d22.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-1/1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DEFENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT-2019.PDF
https://www.pmindia.gov.in/en/news_updates/pms-keynote-address-at-shangri-la-dialogue/
https://www.transparency.gov.au/annual-reports/department-foreign-affairs-and-trade/reporting-year/2020-21-10
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/minisite/static/4ca0813c-585e-4fe1-86eb-de665e65001a/fpwhitepaper/foreign-policy-white-paper/chapter-three-stable-and-prosperous-indo-pacific/building-collaboration.html
https://www.international.gc.ca/transparency-transparence/assets/pdfs/indo-pacific-indo-pacifique/indo-pacific-indo-pacifique-en.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/jointcommunication_2021_24_1_en.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/jointcommunication_2021_24_1_en.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/rp/page4e_001183.html
https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/news/australias-steadfast-commitment-asean-centrality#:~:text=As%20ASEAN's%20oldest%20Dialogue%20Partner,Outlook%20on%20the%20Indo%2DPacific.
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Foreign Affairs in August 2022 also affirmed Beijing’s support for ASEAN’s continued centrali-
ty and “leadership in the evolving regional architecture”20. 

This consensus, which has become commonplace, raises questions both about its meaning 
for the players involved and the degree of substance it covers. The principle of ASEAN’s cen-
trality can be interpreted in three ways: the organisation’s central role in the development 
of the regional security architecture; its pioneering and lead role in the formulation of the 
cooperative norms and practices that underpin the mechanisms institutionalising this archi-
tecture; finally, its role as a model for other subregional arrangements21. This role, spelled 
out in the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP – 2019), which highlights the importance 
of “connecting connectivity”, is spread through the forms of cooperation promoted by 
ASEAN on a regional scale22. This approach built around concentric circles has historically led 
to the deve-lopment of loosely institutionalised arenas, extended to numerous regional and 
extra-regional players (ASEAN Regional Forum from 1994, East Asia Summit in 2005 or, in 
the field of defence, the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus or ADMM+ since 2010 and 
the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum created in 2012).  

These arrangements were envisioned as a way of channeling power rivalries by inserting 
states with divergent interests into a web of relations23. However, the cohabitation of play-
ers now openly displaying their rivalries (China, Russia and the United States, in particular, 
are members of the ASEAN Regional Forum) is giving rise to growing skepticism about their 
functionality24. Within ASEAN itself, the difficulty of coordinating the organisation’s members on 
key issues, such as relations with China in the context of the territorial tensions in the South Chi-
na Sea or the civil war in Myanmar following the military coup of February 2021, has heightened 
criticism on the operational limits of a consensus-based organisation. This explains the choice of 
regional actors to invest in parallel minilateral arrangements to implement functional coopera-
tion. 

1.2. Minilateral practices with distinct purposes 

The use of “minilateralism” (see Annex 1) serves a variety of purposes. The minilateral for-
mats historically deployed in the region, notably by ASEAN members, had functional objec-
tives. Those that emerge in the context of the IP function as a political and strategic display, 
and may aim to impose operational priorities likely to reinforce or contrast with those of 
regional players. 

                                                                                                                                        
the regional maritime architecture”. In August 2021, her successor, Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, reiterated India’s commitment 
“to support a strong, unified and prosperous ASEAN, one whose centrality in the Indo-Pacific is fully appreciated”. 
20

 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of China, “Position Paper of the People’s Republic of China on Supporting ASEAN Centrality in the 
Evolving Regional Architecture”, Communiqué, August 4, 2022. The same communiqué welcomed the publication of ASEAN’s 
Indo-Pacific Vision as an “independent initiative”, aimed to “enhance ASEAN Ccommunity building process instead of creating 
new mechanisms or replacing the existing ones”, and expressed China’s readiness to engage in concrete cooperation with the 
organisation in the four priority areas formulated in the document. 
21

 Amitav Acharya, “The Myth of ASEAN Centrality?”, Contemporary Southeast Asia, vol. 39, n° 2, August 2017, pp. 273-279. 
22

 Association of Southeast Asian Nations, ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, June 23, 2019. 
23

 Hidetaka Yoshimatsu, “ASEAN and Great Power Rivalry in Regionalism: From East Asia to the Indo-Pacific”, Journal of Cur-
rent Southeast Asian Affairs, vol. 42, 2023. 
24

 Tan See Seng, The Responsibility to Provide in Southeast Asia: Towards an Ethical Explanation, Bristol University Press, 
2019. 

https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/2649_665393/202208/t20220804_10734029.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/2649_665393/202208/t20220804_10734029.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44683769
https://asean.org/asean2020/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-Indo-Pacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/365719639_ASEAN_and_Great_Power_Rivalry_in_Regionalism_From_East_Asia_to_the_Indo-Pacific
https://www.rsis.edu.sg/staff-publication/the-responsibility-to-provide-in-southeast-asia-towards-an-ethical-explanation/?doing_wp_cron=1684748867.3623399734497070312500
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A. Operational minilateralisms: an opportunity for “multi-speed” cooperation 

The constraints associated with the quest for consensus in multilateral fora explain certain 
players’ parallel investment in more limited arrangements around operational or ideological 
objectives, or ambitions for political rapprochement. 

In the past, minilateral cooperation was based on a multi-speed approach, involving players 
willing to invest in the operationalisation of collectively-determined objectives at varying le-
vels of concern and commitment, often characterised by a lack of trust among partners25. 
Their more flexible mode of coordination and the limited number of participants, in a con-
text where minilateral arrangements bring partners together around prior agreements on 
the aims of their cooperation, make them appear more conducive to a practical cooperation, 
which complements the general objectives defined in a multilateral framework. 

Thus, structured cooperation between ASEAN members has been set up in the fight against 
maritime piracy (the Malacca Straits Patrols between Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and 
Thailand) and security and counter-terrorism between Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philip-
pines26. These smaller formats have helped to give substance to the political and security 
pillar of ASEAN. Other formats linked to ASEAN share characteristics of multilateralism and 
minila-teralism. This is the case of ADMM+27, which brings together ASEAN members and 
some of its strategic partners in a relatively closed system, with limited objectives and an 
operational focus28. 

At the level of the IP, certain ad hoc arrangements are designed to complement pre-existing 
multilateral formats. In this respect, Indian diplomats and military officers agree in seeing 
minilateralism as a means of nurturing institutional formats burdened by their weak capacity 
for initiative and the inherent limits of coordination within large groups. Restricted arrange-
ments are seen as positively selective, enabling groups of actors already interacting within 
multilateral arenas to cooperate more effectively, outside institutional constraints29. In the 
Indian Ocean, this approach was reflected in the organisation of a workshop by India, 
France, and Australia to share information and knowledge in the maritime field within the 
multilateral framework offered by the Information Fusion Centre – Indian Ocean Region (IFC-
IOR) based in Gurgaon, or by the trilateral’s reference to several multilateral arenas in the 
region (IORA, IONS, ASEAN, EAS or the Pacific Islands Forum)30. 

                                            
25

 Tae-Am Ohm, “Toward a New Phase of Multilateral Security Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific Region: Limited Multilateralism or 
Issue-Based Regionalism”, Korean Journal of Defense Analysis, vol. 9, n° 2, 1997, pp. 137-164; Troy Lee-Brown, “Asia’s Secu-
rity Triangles: Maritime Minilateralism in the Indo-Pacific”, East Asia, vol. 35, n° 3, juin 2018; Bhubhindar Singh, Sarah Teo, 
Minilateralism in the Indo-Pacific. The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Mechanism, and ASEAN, 
Routledge, 2020, 156 p. 
26

 Evan A. Laksmana, “Fit for Purpose: Can Southeast Asian Minilateralism Deter?”, Asia Policy, vol. 17, n° 4, 2022, pp. 35-42. 
27

 Set up in 2010, the ADMM+ brings together the 10 ASEAN Member States and 8 “dialogue partners” (Australia, China, India, 
Japan, New Zealand, South Korea, Russia and the United States). 
28

 See Seng Tan, « ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus. Multilateralism mimicking minilateralism? », in Bhubhindar Singh, 
Sarah Teo, op. cit. 
29

 Interviews conducted in New Delhi, March 2023. The idea of inclusiveness added by India to the concept of a “free and open” 
Indo-Pacific is also reflected in the establishment of very broad cooperation initiatives and platforms that present themselves in 
line with ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific vision (see S. Jaishankar’s speech in November 2020). This is particularly true of the Indo-
Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI), launched in November 2019, which in reality refers to a multi-dimensional platform for coopera-
tion, on which India certainly relies to display its multilateral commitment and the inclusive view it takes of the region. Neverthe-
less, via this plateform, Indian plurilateralism is de facto expressed through a combination of selective and complementary 
minilateral and bilateral partnerships in the various pillars that make up the initiative. 
30

 French Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, “India-France-Australia Joint Statement on the occasion of the Trilateral Minis-
terial Dialogue”, Communiqué, May 4, 2021. 

https://www.kida.re.kr/data/kjda/RKJD_A_9464374_O.pdf
https://www.kida.re.kr/data/kjda/RKJD_A_9464374_O.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12140-018-9290-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12140-018-9290-9
https://www.routledge.com/Minilateralism-in-the-Indo-Pacific-The-Quadrilateral-Security-Dialogue/Singh-Teo/p/book/9780367430382
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57e3c9e1d1758e2877e03ba5/t/6354de8d9657452093d66616/1666506382701/2022+-Asia+Policy+-+Minilateralism.pdf
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003000839-8/asean-defence-ministers-meeting-plus-see-seng-tan
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/country-files/asia-and-oceania/news/article/india-france-australia-joint-statement-on-the-occasion-of-the-trilateral
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/country-files/asia-and-oceania/news/article/india-france-australia-joint-statement-on-the-occasion-of-the-trilateral
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In the Pacific, the Southwest Pacific Dialogue (Australia, Philippines, Indonesia, New Zealand, 
Papua New Guinea, and Timor Leste), whose calendar is also linked to ASEAN and ARF mee-
tings, sets the objectives of its cooperation in the fight against illegal fishing and connectivity 
on a wider scale than the restricted perimeter of its members31. The South Pacific Defence 
Ministers’ Meeting (Australia, Chile, Fiji, France, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Tonga) is 
not explicitly linked to or supported by a multilateral arena. It is nevertheless part of a 
broader effort to strengthen cooperation in the Pacific32. In 2022, the 7 countries accepted 
Fiji’s initiative to develop a framework for greater regional coordination of HADR (Humani-
tarian Assistance and Disaster Relief) activities and agreed to update POVAI ENDEAVOUR, an 
exercise designed to improve the coordination and interoperability of armaments in the Pa-
cific (maritime security, peacekeeping, humanitarian aid). 

B. Political minilateralisms: a risk of circumventing deliberative spaces 

Minilateral formats may be complementary to multilateralism. However, some formats ini-
tiated independently from any institutional ties can be divisive. In the context of the emer-
gence of reference to the IP, the re-reading of the region in essentially strategic and security 
terms has also encouraged the intensification of extra-regional minilateral initiatives33. The 
numerous dialogues, particularly trilateral ones, that have emerged in recent years aim to 
develop functional cooperation mechanisms within a partnership approach. Nevertheless, 
they are characterised by their autonomous and often exogenous nature vis-à-vis multilat-
eral arrangements. As such, they arouse a certain mistrust on the part of the latter’s 
stakehol-ders34.  

Criticism of these formats is linked to their origins and aims, which are perceived as reflect-
ing external interests likely to transform the dynamics and priorities of the regional security 
architecture. This is particularly true of the Quad and the AUKUS alliance, which have their 
own autonomous political and strategic projects. They are a source of concern to many play-
ers, particularly given the risk of heightened tensions with China. Indonesian leaders reacted 
ne-gatively to the announcement of the formation of AUKUS and Australia’s plans to acquire 
nuclear-powered submarines35. Indeed, it goes against the Archipelago’s vision of the IP, 
which makes maritime cooperation a condition for regional peace by advocating an open, 
cooperative, and inclusive approach. 

In this context, Malaysia expressed its concerns about the alliance’s impact on a potential 
acceleration of the arms race in the region. At the same time, the country remained cautious 

                                            
31

 “Ministers agreed to pursue concerted efforts to combat IUU fishing activities across the Southwest Pacific region, encourag-
ing regional and international efforts to do so” (Australian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Joint Statement on the 15th Southwest 
Pacific Dialogue", Communiqué, August 6, 2017). 
32

 Prime minister of Tonga, “South Pacific Defence Ministers’ Meeting”, Communiqué, October 25, 2022. 
33

 India-Japan-Australia dialogue on supply chain resilience since 2015; Japan-Italy-UK trilateral for the development of a new-
generation fighter aircraft since 2022; or more recently (2023) the India-Iran-Armenia format to strengthen the International 
North-South Transport Corridor and another corridor that will connect Russia and Europe via Armenia; or the new India-France-
United Arab Emirates dialogue announced in February 2023 around a roadmap for cooperation on defence, energy (notably 
solar and nuclear), technology and climate change. Other dialogues of this type have also gradually emerged, such as the US-
Japan-Mongolia and US-Japan-India dialogues since 2015, the US-Australia-Japan trilateral, or the India-France-Australia and 
Australia-Indonesia-India dialogues since 2020. 
34

 For example, the BBIN initiative (Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal) has been interpreted by some as a way for India to by-
pass political divergences within the SAARC (Parthapratim Pal, “Intra-BBIN Trade: Opportunities and Challenges”, ORF Issue 
Brief, n° 135, Observer Research Foundation, mars 2016). 
35

 Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Statement on Australia’s Nuclear-powered Submarines Program”, Communiqué, 
September 17, 2021. 

https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/julie-bishop/media-release/joint-statement-15th-southwest-pacific-dialogue
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/julie-bishop/media-release/joint-statement-15th-southwest-pacific-dialogue
https://pmo.gov.to/index.php/2022/11/08/joint-communique/
https://www.orfonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/ORF-Issue-Brief_135.pdf
https://kemlu.go.id/portal/en/read/2937/siaran_pers/statement-on-australias-nuclear-powered-submarines-program
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to avoid any rift, particularly with Australia and the UK, partners in the Five Powers Defence 
Arrangements36. In the South Pacific, the AUKUS announcement was also greeted with reser-
vations considering the ongoing initiatives to make the region a nuclear-weapon-free zone 
(Treaty of Rarotonga). In a declaration, the Prime Minister of the Cook Islands described the 
agreement as a destabilising factor for the Pacific. Several former Prime ministers of the re-
gion (Marshall Islands, Palau, Tuvalu, and Kiribati) supported him in a joint communiqué 
about the format’s hijacking, considering the original priority given to environmental securi-
ty and the fight against climate change in the region37.  

To a lesser extent, India had initially expressed reluctance to raise Quad’s level or broaden 
its activities’ spectrum. This was before agreeing to integrate Australia into the 2020 edition 
of the Malabar naval exercise, organised annually with the United States since 1992 and 
joined by Japan in 201538. This decision is often associated with the exacerbation of Sino-
Indian tensions at the border, as after the clashes that took place in the Galwan Valley in 
June 2020, which led to the death of 20 Indian ground soldiers39. 

1.3. A convergence of mechanisms 

In practice, awareness of the challenges facing minilateral formats disconnected from re-
gional agendas is growing. It has prompted players to work on different forms of conver-
gence between systems. As a result, the Quadrilateral has gradually adopted the practices 
and objectives that characterise multilateralism in the IP. The forum has also successively 
included South Korea, New Zealand, and Vietnam as part of the “Quad Plus” initiative, which 
puts so-called “non-traditional” security issues on its agenda. In this way, it is striving to 
erase the image of exclusivity and exogeneity that has aroused the mistrust of many regional 
players. The very announcement of the AUKUS alliance by the United States was presented 
by President Biden as an American contribution to a “growing network of partnerships in the 
Indo-Pacific region: ANZUS; our ASEAN friends; our bilateral strategic partners, the Quad; 
Five Eyes countries; and, of course, our dear Pacific family”40 – underlining the idea of con-
vergence and mutual reinforcement between all these arrangements and multilateral objec-
tives on a regional scale. 

France supports a similar idea and wishes to extend its trilateral dialogues, towards a possi-
ble France-Japan-Australia format focusing on the Pacific Ocean, around issues such as cli-
mate change, illegal fishing, supply chains, and access to critical materials. However, this 
arrangement remains autonomously conceived, and risks raising concerns among other 
partners in the region. The recent activation of the FRANZ agreements (France, Australia, 
New Zealand) to provide emergency assistance to the Kingdom of Tonga, by mobilising ope-
rational resources deployed in New Caledonia and French Polynesia, is part of a partnership 
perspective and converges with the objectives previously stated by the regional partners. 
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 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Malaysia, “Announcement by Australia, United Kingdom and the United States on Enhanced 
Trilateral Security Partnership – AUKUS”, Communiqué, September 19, 2021. 
37

 Dechlan Brennan, “Pacific Responses to AUKUS a Mix of Unease and Understanding”, The Diplomat, April 18, 2023. 
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 Indian Ministry of Defence, “Malabar 2020 Naval Exercise”, Communiqué, October 19, 2020. 
39

 For an analysis of India’s evolving relationship with the Malabar exercise, see Harsh V. Pant, Anant Singh Mann, “India’s 
Malabar Dilemma”, ORF Issue Brief, n° 393, Observer Research Foundation, August 2020. 
40

 Presidency of the United States, “Remarks by President Biden, Prime Minister Morrison of Australia, and Prime Minister 
Johnson of the United Kingdom Announcing the Creation of AUKUS”, September 15, 2021. 
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This porosity is even more marked in the joint declaration of February 2023 confirming the 
trilateral dialogue between India, France, and the United Arab Emirates. On this occasion, 
the three countries expressed their intention to work with IORA in the fields of renewable 
energies, environment, and biodiversity, and with WHO on health safety41. 

At the same time, dialogue fora bringing together a large number of states, which are multi-
plying alongside institutional mechanisms, are fostering the holding of restricted formats on 
the margins of plenary discussions. The 2022 report on the Shangri-La Dialogue, held annual-
ly in Singapore, praised the numerous bilateral, trilateral, and minilateral meetings held 
among participating delegations, noting that the organisers themselves had facilitated nearly 
a hundred of them42. Following the 2018 edition of the Seoul Defense Dialogue, held at the 
same frequency in the Korean capital, a press release from the Korean Ministry of Defence 
also highlighted the organisation of parallel minilateral meetings, notably at the vice-
ministerial level with ASEAN members and Central Asian countries43. 

While the proliferation of minilateral formats is not systematically frowned upon by the 
countries bordering the IP, their support appears to be conditional on their attachment to 
multilateral mechanisms. In a deliberative framework, the latter establish the legitimacy of 
general objectives, which are then translated into operational terms within a minilateral 
framework. Conversely, the most contested minilateralisms are those that present the im-
age of extra-regional initiatives whose functional scope appears secondary to the stakes of 
the strategic and political display, or the competition between and for regional players and 
resources. 

2. The effects of overlapping arenas and models 

This context of intensified minilateral activity produces a saturation effect, both politically 
and practically. The notion of IP tends to become commonplace and no longer systematically 
arouses reticence on account of its supposedly American origins. Nevertheless, the inflation 
of proposals it generates affects the effectiveness of mechanisms and their articulation with 
the capacities of the key actors. 

2.1. Overcoming reservations about the Indo-Pacific concept 

Politically, in a context of a gradual shift of the narrative and center of gravity of the regional 
security architecture, the proliferation of minilateral formats initially led to a perception of 
dispossession of regional players (Southeast Asia, Indian Ocean). The result has been a mis-
trust of the very notion of IP, perceived by its detractors as intrinsically exogenous despite its 
regional origins. Thus, in the deliberations surrounding the adoption of the AOIP, the most 
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 French Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, Statement of the Government of the French Republic, the Government of the 
Republic of India and the Government of the United Arab Emirates on the Establishment of a Trilateral Cooperation Initiative, 
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 International Institute for Strategic Studies, IISS Shangri-La Dialogue. 19th Asia Security Summit Singapore, 10-12 June 
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 Korean Ministry of National Defense, “The 7
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reluctant leaders tended to borrow the analysis making the IP a “US export”. On top of that, 
according to the same discourse, the IP would aim at regimenting regional partners in a con-
text of rivalry with China – despite the concept’s regional origins (Indonesia, India, Japan)44. 
This perception stems from the fact that the most visible arrangements – Quad and AUKUS –
 are exclusive minilateral formats. They embody strategic representations that bypass the 
centrality of ASEAN and upset the notion of regional autonomy without offering any obvious 
dividends to ASEAN players. It has long been a springboard for the opposition to politicise 
the notion of IP. It has been reinforced by Chinese leaders’ rejection of the concept45. 

However, the gradual depoliticisation of the IP concept, following its ASEAN re-appropriation 
within the framework of AOIP, growing concerns about China’s assertiveness in the region, 
and the broadening of security concepts such as Quad and Quad+, have led to shifts in per-
ceptions. The ISEAS (Singapore) annual opinion survey for 2020 showed that besides the 
16.2 % of respondents thinking that raising the Quad to ministerial level would have a very 
negative or negative impact on the subregion’s security, 38 % assume it would not have any 
impact. On top of that, 45.8 % answered it would even have a positive or very positive im-
pact46. Opinion of the Quad has changed favorably in 2023. Indeed, 50.4 % of respondents 
believe that strengthening the Quad would be positive and reassuring for Southeast Asia. 
Almost 69 % believe that cooperation with the Quadrilateral Dialogue would be both benefi-
cial and complementary to ASEAN’s efforts47. The shift in distrust expressed by stakeholders 
towards the Quad is particularly linked to its efforts to broaden the spectrum of its activities. 
Back in 2022, prospects for cooperation in the fields of vaccines and climate change had 
been positively received by almost 60 % of respondents48. 

Conversely, in 2022, almost 53 % of respondents still felt that the AUKUS partnership would 
impact regional security49. Its possible contribution to the acceleration of the arms race 
(22.5 %), the weakening of the nuclear non-proliferation regime (12.3 %), and the weakening 
of ASEAN’s centrality (18 %) were among the main reasons cited50.  

Nevertheless, going beyond immediate reactions, the strengthened presence of the United 
States and the United Kingdom in the region brings to the fore – often covertly – a dual op-
portunity for players anxious to preserve ASEAN’s centrality: that of producing a balancing 
effect in the face of China’s increasing activism on a regional scale; and that of reinforcing de 

                                            
44

 Abe Shinzo’s speech to the Indian Lok Sabha in 2007 and Marty Natalegawa’s speech in Washington D.C. in 2013. In the 
case of India, although its official political use is relatively late (Narendra Modi’s speech at the Shangri-La Dialogue in 2018), the 
term can be found in the Indian Navy’s maritime security strategy as early as 2015. Some even trace the concept back to the 
historian Kalidas Nag in his 1941 book India and the Pacific World, in which the term referred more to a cultural and civilisational 
entity. 
45

 Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Wang Yi: The U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy is Bound to Be a Failed Strategy”, Communiqué, 
May 22, 2022. 
46

 ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, The State of Southeast Asia 2020 Survey Report, ASEAN Studies Centre, January 16, 2020, 
p. 33. 
47

 ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, The State of Southeast Asia 2023 Survey Report, ASEAN Studies Centre, February 9, 2023, pp. 32-
33. 
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 ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, The State of Southeast Asia 2022 Survey Report, ASEAN Studies Centre, February 16, 2022, 
p. 28. 
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 Ibid., p. 29. 
50

 On this last point, another survey conducted by the Asia Society Policy Institute as part of a conference entitled “Is 
Minilateralism the Future of the Indo-Pacific?” (March 2022) highlighted that a majority of participants recognised the growing 
need for minilateral formats in the Indo-Pacific (69 %) on the basis of shared interests rather than values (72.4 %). However, 
just over half (51 %) saw the inherent exclusivity of these practices as a challenge to the legitimacy of multilateral platforms, 
notably ASEAN (see Asia Society Policy Institute, “Is Minilateralism the Future of the Indo-Pacific? – Summary Report”, March 
29, 2022).  
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facto ASEAN’s centrality and the role of its members as essential partners for third powers, 
notably France, wishing to retain a strategic role in the region. At a press conference in May 
2023 for example, Singapore’s Foreign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan stated that, from a stra-
tegic standpoint, the country would support AUKUS insofar as the alliance made a construc-
tive contribution to regional security, underlining Singapore’s long-term relations with the 
three countries51. Similarly, despite an initial negative reaction, the Prime Minister of the 
Cook Islands was reassured by President Biden on the fact that AUKUS will respect the Trea-
ty of Rarotonga52. 

2.2. Minilateralisms dependent on the evolution of bilateral relations 

The main criticisms of minilateral agreements concern their functionality and stability. In 
fact, their claim to flexibility and efficiency is operationalised in contrasting ways. Unlike co-
operation linked to the agenda of a multilateral organisation, many of the minilateral for-
mats born out of a concern for political and strategic rapprochement are seeking their own 
agenda. Far from reinforcing the stability of the security architecture, minilateralisms de-
pend on the evolution of bilateral relations that are de facto priorities for the players in-
volved. Thus, on the one hand, the fate of Quad is largely determined by the evolution of 
relations between the United States and the three other members. On the other hand, it 
depends on the relations between the latter and China. The trilateral India-France-Australia 
dialogue launched in 2020 presents a similar situation. It was put on hold due to the deterio-
ration of bilateral relations between France and Australia following the announcement of 
AUKUS. In March 2023, a “Track 2” level meeting (researchers and experts) aiming to identi-
fy concrete areas of cooperation around which to relaunch cooperation between the three 
countries was organised. 

This search for substance, beyond the political underpinnings that preside over the creation 
of these arrangements, also concerns the trilateral India-Japan-Italy dialogue set up in 2021. 
Despite the partners’ stated desire to cooperate, no agenda or field of action seems to have 
been precisely established so far. The thematic uncertainty surrounding the creation of the-
se dialogues is partly offset by the use of communities of experts which try to identify areas 
of mutual interest that might guide the operationalisation of these formats53. However, the-
se are not making up for a political commitment whose limits are sometimes also due to the 
overloading of agendas. 
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 Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Immigration of Cook Islands, “Prime Minister Mark Brown Meets with U.S. Counterparts in 
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(Harsh V. Pant, Mauro Bonavita, “India-Italy-Japan is the troika that can one-up China. It starts with Meloni’s Delhi visit”, The 
Print, February 28, 2023. 

https://www.mfa.gov.sg/Newsroom/Press-Statements-Transcripts-and-Photos/2023/05/20230501sajmcjpc
https://www.mfa.gov.sg/Newsroom/Press-Statements-Transcripts-and-Photos/2023/05/20230501sajmcjpc
https://mfai.gov.ck/news-updates/prime-minister-mark-brown-meets-us-counterparts-washington-dc
https://mfai.gov.ck/news-updates/prime-minister-mark-brown-meets-us-counterparts-washington-dc
https://theprint.in/opinion/india-italy-japan-is-the-troika-that-can-one-up-china-it-starts-with-melonis-delhi-visit/1406452/


 

F O N D A T I O N  pour la R E C H E R C H E  S T R A T É G I Q U E  13 

 

Multilateralisms and minilateralisms in the Indo-Pacific.  
Articulations and convergences facing the saturation of cooperative mecha-

nisms 

2.3. An overwhelming array of opportunities: weakening multilateral mecha-
nisms  

Indeed, one of the greatest limitations of superimposed cooperation arrangements lies in 
the dilution of resources. What is at stake is not so much the “minilateral” or “multilateral” 
nature of the formats, but rather their multiplication. The increased visibility of the “Indo-
Pacific” among the world’s strategic priorities has gone hand in hand with a reinvestment, 
particularly by OECD members, of various cooperations in this area, if possible for strategic 
or security reasons. The result is an excess of offers, particularly in South-East Asia, where 
each partner would like to initiate its minilateral arrangements and emerge as a “third” 
partner in a context of competition between China and the United States. Regional partners 
can no longer absorb all the proposals for cooperation, which are often perceived as redun-
dant, ill-adapted to their needs, or not taking into account what already exists. The field of 
maritime safety is a prime example. In this area, regional cooperation is already well ad-
vanced, notably at the ASEAN level54, and has long been the subject of structured coopera-
tive arrangements at the multila-teral level (including ADMM+, the information fusion cen-
ters of Singapore, Gurgaon, and Ma-dagascar, and IORA) or bilateral level (with Japan, the 
United States, the European Union55, the Netherlands, and France in particular). Then, coop-
eration proposals in this area putting forward general objectives without tackling concrete 
themes are perceived as redundant and attract only limited investment. 

Failure to take account of pre-existing arrangements also runs the risk of leading to a poor 
assessment of the most appropriate channels for cooperation. For example, the principle of 
ASEAN’s centrality does not mean that the regional organisation’s General Secretariat is the 
best interlocutor for initiating cooperation. In fact, the Secretary General and his administra-
tion have no autonomy vis-à-vis member states and rely on limited administrative capacities. 
Then inflation of proposals, which the political, administrative, diplomatic, and strategic ca-
pacities of regional players are unable to absorb, encourages the implementation of “forum 
shopping” logic. This in turn results in a competition between all the cooperation opportuni-
ties. This is as true for military exercises (armies are unable to invest constructively in all ex-
ercise opportunities) as it is for political fora (in which diplomats at the highest level cannot 
systematically take part) and track 1.5 or 2.0 meetings (experts themselves being over-soli-
cited). 

In this context, the political and strategic proposals that come out on top are those likely to 
pay dividends in the short term, or which emanate from partners with whom an intensifica-
tion of bilateral relations is expected (in terms of strategic acquisitions or political support, 
for example). This logic finds a particular incarnation in the concept of plurilateralism, de-
fined by Indian Foreign Minister Jaishankar as “a parallel pursuit of multiple priorities, some 
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of whom could be contradictory”56 – the contradiction finding its limit when resource con-
straints force to make choices. In a situation of limited capacities, this results in a de facto 
weakening of the multilateral mechanisms on which the regional security architecture is 
based. As seen in the context of overlapping mini- and multilateralism in the field of interna-
tional trade57, multila-teral mechanisms find themselves in competition with, or even emp-
tied of their substance by, opportunistic cooperative ventures, likely to pay dividends in the 
shorter term. 

3. The conditions for a constructive articulation between models 

The superimposition of mechanisms and the saturation of agendas resulting from the multi-
plication of minilateral proposals that are independent of regional multilateral arenas have 
led to the weakening of the latter. This results in a dilution of legitimacy and a weakening of 
the stability of cooperation in the IP. The recognition of the autonomy of regional partners 
could be one way to constructively articulate the different cooperative formats. Neverthe-
less, the current leadership deficit needs to be taken into account to find a balance between 
bila-teral impulses and multi-stakeholder forums serving as fora for the dissemination of 
regional security standards. 

3.1. Inclusion and autonomy of regional partners 

Beyond the vague consensus surrounding the assertion of ASEAN’s centrality, the consolida-
tion of a regional security architecture requires the establishment of deliberative mecha-
nisms that generate legitimacy and long-term stability, despite the weight of their decision-
making processes. In this respect, a first operating principle would be to rationalise invest-
ment in minilateral arrangements, giving priority to those that explicitly aim to implement 
cooperative ventures moving in the same direction, rather than multiplying autonomous 
arrangements. 

The emergence of concepts such as mini-multilateralism, which has become frequent in the 
ASEAN context58 or the shaping of the cooperation in maritime safety on a regional scale59, 
underlines an aspiration to rationalise the relationship between levels and types of commit-
ments. Nevertheless, the red lines of multilateral cooperation still need to be taken into ac-
count. In a context where multilateral formats value consensus-building and where the sta-
bilisation of relations takes precedence over their functionality, calls to choose sides are re-
ceived as disqualifying injunctions. They are seen as contradictory to the principles of inclu-
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sion, non-interference, and mutual respect that lie at the foundation of multilateral organi-
sations and dialogues in the region60.  

In this respect, the principle of autonomy asserted by India reveals a pragmatic approach, 
favoring a multiplication of partnerships coupled with an explicit rejection of binding allianc-
es (membership of the Quad at the same time as of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation), 
while accepting the contradictions that may result61. This is comparable to Indonesian posi-
tions. Since the end of the 2000s, the country has updated the concept of non-alignment by 
referring instead to the multiplication of friendships or a dynamic equilibrium between China 
and the United States. In this way, it has extended the refusal of binding alliances that is 
constitutive of Indonesia’s international identity. 

3.2. Dealing with the regional deficit leadership 

Basing the articulation of mechanisms on a better integration of regional partners seems to 
be a quite consensual project. The main hurdle remains the current leadership deficit among 
the IP’s riparian states. 

Within ASEAN, initiatives driven by the organisation can only emerge if they are supported 
by influential members, as was the case for Indonesia during the negotiations that led to the 
adoption of the AOIP. While Indonesia is assuring the organisation’s Secretariat General in 
2023, its leaders are wary of promoting a strong political agenda focusing on consensual 
themes, notably economic development, and infrastructure. This choice has been justified 
by the desire to give material substance to the AOIP, but it is also due to internal and region-
al considerations. A change of executive in Indonesia is looming for 2024 (general election), 
and Joko Widodo, who has not pursued an ambitious international programme during his 
two terms in office, does not intend to propose a disruptive agenda for the end of its presi-
dency. At the organisational level, ASEAN is hampered by the civil war in Myanmar, which it 
is failing to address. The instability resulting from the power transitions underway in Malay-
sia, Thailand, and Vietnam, and Singapore’s preference for influence and pragmatism over 
leadership, offer few alternatives in the short term. 

Outside Southeast Asia, Australia has joined ASEAN-led mechanisms (ARF, EAS, ADMM+). 
Ne-vertheless, this investment remains limited. Its efforts are still aiming at maintaining a 
lasting influence in its immediate neighborhood, notably with the “Pacific family”, and its 
commitments have focused primarily on sub-regional arrangements (Pacific Community, 
Pacific Islands Forum, but also Western Pacific Naval Symposium, South Pacific Defence Min-
isters’ Meeting, Southwest Pacific Dialogue and Southwest Pacific Heads of Maritime Forces 
Mee-ting). While its participation in the IORA and IONS in the Indian Ocean is coherent given 
the country’s geographical position, it underlines its difficulty in assuming a commitment 
covering the entire IP. The recent creation of a Pacific Fusion Centre, following the conclu-
sion of a memorandum of understanding with the government of Vanuatu (between 2019 
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and 2021 the Centre was in Canberra62) seems to confirm the dynamic of geographically 
well-delimited commitment. 

Meanwhile, India’s claim to the role of regional leader encounters several limitations. In ad-
dition to the initiatives it has implemented in the region (SAGAR – Security and Growth for 
All in the Region in 2015, IPOI – Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative in 2020, or the posture of “net 
security provider” in the Indian Ocean), India is positioning itself as the “voice of the Global 
South”63, especially while presiding the G20. India’s ability to win support and position itself 
as a pillar of multilateral reform at the regional level is less obvious. Indeed, this process is 
limited by the contradictions between internal political developments and the Narendra 
Modi government’s ongoing commitment to a “free, open and inclusive” IP. While India’s 
Western partners remain relatively cautious regarding these internal political developments, 
particularly on the front of pluralism and religious freedom64, some leaders in the region 
have denounced the stance taken by BJP cadres, especially towards Muslim minorities65. 
More gene-rally, confidence in India’s regional commitment in the face of Sino-American 
strategic rivalry remains relatively limited among ASEAN members while it is perceived as 
credible from a European perspective. Fear of a lack of domestic stability, a perceived deficit 
of capacity or political will, or doubts concerning the reliability of this commitment are 
among the main reasons given to explain this skepticism66. 

This absence of leadership to guide the consolidation of the regional multilateral architec-
ture has contributed to regional players increasingly taking charge of numerous parallel initi-
atives grafted onto their respective strategic agendas. However, with a view to rationalising 
commitment and articulating levels, this situation should not be seen as a sufficient reason 
to bypass multilateral arenas. Those are remaining the only spaces for socialisation and legit-
imisation likely to produce sustainable norms and objectives on a regional scale. 

3.3. Striking a balance between “forumisation” and bilateralism 

The challenge, particularly for states outside the region - or perceived as such, which re-
mains largely the case for France despite its territorial presence in both oceans - is therefore 
to find the right levels to invest to rationalise their commitments without conflicting with 
multilateral structures. In addition to the aforementioned challenge of articulating efficient 
minilateral formats within the framework of a multi-speed multilateralism that legitimises 
initiatives, the strengthening of bilateral relations is a necessary step in promoting the con-
solidation of multilateral structures. These mechanisms have little autonomy from their 
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members. This raises the question of the best way to channel the diplomatic and material 
resources generated by the reorientation of political and strategic agendas towards the In-
do-Pacific – the promotion of a subject at ASEAN headquarters, for example, is difficult to 
achieve without parallel support from influential members. 

Another particularity of the IP is the “forumisation” of strategic discussions. This trend is 
receiving mixed attention – from constrained investment to skepticism. The phenomenon 
has intensified with the appearance of nine fora67 led by regional states between 2010 and 
2020, in addition to the pre-existing mechanisms implemented within the ASEAN framework 
(e. g. ASEAN-ISIS or CSCAP). Exchanges and debates within the IPRD framework (20 countries 
in 2022), for example, feed into the conduct of India’s maritime policy (SAGAR) and the Indo-
Pacific Oceans Initiative. The India-Africa Defence Dialogue, which has been held biennially 
since 2020, has also recently given rise to the India-Africa Security Fellowship Programme. 
This initiative, which is run by the think tank MP-IDSA on behalf of the Ministry of Defence 68, 
consists of inviting experts from African countries to conduct research that will in the end 
feeds into India’s understanding of security challenges in Africa and helps to reorient India’s 
priorities in the region. 

The multiplication of multi-stakeholder meetings running in parallel with institutional mech-
anisms is perceived by some European practitioners, particularly in France, as a source of 
confusion, due to the accumulation effect it inspires. However, a lasting presence within 
these mechanisms offers the advantage of providing an additional channel for strengthening 
bilateral and multilateral relations. Moreover, it contributes to the development of narra-
tives that guide strategic frameworks in the region. Multi-stakeholder fora contribute to the 
circulation of norms that ultimately have a significant influence on national and regional 
agendas. The 1990s and 2010s, when the notions of “regional resilience”69 and “non-
traditional security”70 spread out first in the framework of think tank meetings and meetings 
in the 1.5 format71, demonstrated this. The growing number of meetings between Chinese 
and ASEAN think tanks underlines the attention paid to these players, closely linked to dip-
lomatic and strategic circles, by the PRC’s leaders72. 

Conclusion 

In short, the analysis of the articulation of multi- and minilateral arrangements in the region 
calls for a rationalisation of the commitments deriving from Indo-Pacific “strategies”. The 
agenda saturation and the superimposition of structures, as described in this note, indirectly 
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weaken regional multilateralism which is circumvented by a multitude of autonomous 
minilateralisms. These mechanisms try to respond to a perceived strategic urgency caused 
by an increasing Chinese assertiveness and competition between the “new” IP players in the 
new center of gravity of world politics. 

Nevertheless, the inflation of minilateral arrangements is likely to weaken the regional secu-
rity architecture in the longer term. It could indeed disintegrate the spaces for deliberation, 
norm production, and legitimacy. Thus, the rationalisation process consists in avoiding crea-
ting new cooperations with unclear aims and deepening the saturation effect. At the same 
time, the process should acknowledge that minilateralism is de facto the norm for security 
cooperation in the region. The challenge for the operationalisation of Indo-Pacific “strate-
gies” or “visions” is therefore to link them to lasting multilateral arrangements. This can ei-
ther consist in favoring multi-speed formats (multilateral deliberation of general norms and 
objectives, minilateral operationalisation) or in engaging in the circulation and anchoring of 
norms irrigating multilateral cooperation. This is even more crucial in the IP context where 
multi-stakeholder fora are developing. 
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Annex 1 - Definitions: multilateralism, minilateralism, coalition, alliance… 
from continuum to operational and policy issues 

“Multilateral” institutional formats and dialogues, “minilateral” clubs, and “alliances” or “co-
alitions” are frequently opposed in diplomatic and strategic discourses on the Indo-Pacific. 
Multilateralism (of the ASEAN type) is generally invested with a positive connotation. It is 
associated with greater inclusiveness, better representativeness of actors, and goals aiming 
at structuring and stabilising the international system. Minilateralism (Quad type) refers to 
exclusive dialogue clubs built around shared identities or general interests, with no quest for 
representativeness or legitimacy. Alliances imply mutual, binding, and lasting responsibili-
ties. Finally, coalitions reflect a desire to organise in order to pursue defined objectives and 
identified interests – AUKUS thus stands somewhere between an alliance and a coalition. 

Far from being opposed, these different models fall within a continuum that evolves accord-
ing to the perceptions of players. These representations are largely based on the model’s 
effectiveness and the political and strategic opportunity it offers. As a result, new concepts 
are emerging to describe cooperative spaces that combine these models: plurila-teralism 
refers to a superposition of mini- and multilateral formats weaving a web of interactions. 
“Forumisation”, on the other hand, describes the multiplication of weakly institutionnalised 
dialogues, in which non-state actors can take part. They aimed at fostering political conver-
gence around shared concerns without seeking binding commitments (Raisina Dialogue, 
Shangri-La Dialogue). 

To go further: 

 Stewart Patrick, “The New ‘New Multilateralism’: Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?”, 
Global Summitry, vol. 1, n° 2, Winter 2015, December 18, 2015, pp. 115-134.  

 Moises Naim, “Minilateralism. The magic number to get real international action”, Foreign Policy, 
June 21, 2009. 

  

https://globalsummitryproject.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/New-Multilateralism.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/06/21/minilateralism/
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Annex 2 - France’s presence in the main multilateral and minilateral mecha-
nisms in the Indo-Pacific region 

As a founding member of the Pacific Community, which was set up in the aftermath of the 
Second World War (1947), France participates in several multilateral regional or sub-regional 
organisations through its territories in both oceans. For example, it was through La Réunion 
that France joined the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC) in 1986, just four years after its crea-
tion. In the Pacific, New Caledonia enabled France to gradually join the Pacific Islands Forum 
(PIF), first as an associate member in 1999, then as an observer in 2006. Noumea was admit-
ted as a full member ten years later alongside French Polynesia. Within the Pacific Islands 
Development Forum (PIDF), which was created by Fiji in 2013 a few years after its exclusion 
from the PIF, New Caledonia has no special status. Nevertheless, it contributes to the organi-
sation’s work. More recently, France’s multilateral commitment in the Indo-Pacific was con-
firmed by its membership of the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) in December 2020, 19 
years after joining the organisation as a dialogue partner. Within IORA, France notably chairs 
sub-working groups in the tourism and research sectors. A few months earlier, in March 
2020, a one million euros funding program had been set up by the French Development 
Agency (AFD) to build the capa-city of IORA’s General Secretariat and support its blue econ-
omy projects. 

France’s efforts to connect to the mechanisms set up by ASEAN (as an ASEAN dialogue part-
ner since 2020, Paris has temporarily joined an ADMM+ expert group, as it is unable to join 
the mechanism as a full member; on the other hand, it is only present within the ASEAN Re-
gional Forum through the European Union), as well as its willingness to join ReCAAP (Re-
gional Coo-peration Agreement to Combat Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia), 
have completed its commitment to numerous multilateral initiatives that evolve in parallel 
to institutional mechanisms. France takes part in some fifteen multilateral conferences, fora, 
and dialogues, including the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS). It chaired the IONS in 
the summer of 2021 and already participates in the three working groups structuring the 
initiative (HADR, maritime security, and information sharing). 

Paris also contributes to regional efforts in maritime domain awareness and information 
fusion through its network of liaison officers deployed in several key centers, such as the 
Information Fusion Centre (Changi, Singapore) since 2009, and the Information Fusion Cen-
tre - Indian Ocean Region (Gurgaon, India) since 2019. The various components of the 
French armed forces in the region also take part in several multilateral exercises, such as the 
Milan exercise organised every two years by the Indian Navy, the Komodo exercise initiated 
by Indonesia, Cobra Gold (USA/Thailand) or Pirap Jabiru proposed by Australia and Thailand. 
Some of these maneuvers are even initiated by France, such as the Croix du Sud exercise 
organised by the Armed Forces in New Caledonia (23 countries in 2023), or the Marara exer-
cise which is organised by the forces based in French Polynesia. 

In addition to multilateral formats, France’s Indo-Pacific strategy is also embodied in its par-
ticipation in various minilateral arrangements. The signing of the FRANZ agreements in 1992 
with Australia and New Zealand was followed, a few decades later, by the establishment of 
other more informal and political trilateral formats. They include the India-France-Australia 
dialogue since 2020 or the India-France-United Arab Emirates dialogue launched in February 
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2023. The establishment of the Pacific QUAD (with the United States and New Zealand) is 
also an illustration of the scope of French participation in more restricted cooperation 
mechanisms. 
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Annex 3 – Mapping – Compared “multilaterality” of main actors of the Indo-
Pacific 

The aim of the map accompanying the research note is to measure the “multilaterality” of 6 
countries (India, Indonesia, Japan, the United States, Australia and France). For this purpose, 
a score system has been developed and applied to each of these countries, based on two 
indicators: 

- Firstly, their degree of participation in multilateral mechanisms in the region (fixed 
points). The allocation of points is based on a sample of 25 formats comprising 9 in-
ternational organisations, 13 multilateral political dialogues and forums and 3 infor-
mation fusion centres. These formats were selected on the basis of their relevance 
(excluding those in which none of the six countries participates) and the fixed and 
permanent nature of their membership. 

- Secondly, the degree of initiative of these countries in creating multilateral arrange-
ments in the region (bonus points). Additional points are awarded to countries that 
have: 1/ either contributed to the creation of one or more of the 25 multilateral ar-
rangements (+1); 2/ or set up other multilateral formats with flexible membership 
(dialogues and fora) (+1). 

 

 

 






