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US Allies and Nuclear 
Weapons Cooperation

Jeffrey Larsen

The United States maintains a national security strategy that recognises 
the distinctions between different regions of the world and appreciates 
the allies with whom it shares common values and worldviews. For many 
of America’s allies, this commitment includes US nuclear deterrence 
guarantees. US national security strategy highlights the importance  of 
maintaining peace and security in the regions, ensuring the defence 
of close allies and partners, and negating the efforts of regional or global 
adversaries. This chapter examines and compares the extended deterrence 
arrangements in Europe with those in the Indo-Pacific. While there 
remain important differences between the two regions—most notably the 
degree of formal structure underpinning nuclear sharing in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)—both sets of arrangements fulfill 
the key purpose of reassuring US allies that Washington would come to 
their assistance if their security was threatened.

The US has particularly longstanding linkages with the states of Europe. 
However, in the Indo-Pacific, it also has close relations with a number 
of democratic nations, including economic, political, trade and military 
partnerships. As one analyst has written, ‘the grave obligations associated 
with the US nuclear guarantees to Seoul and Tokyo are consistent with 
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the high stakes the United States has in their safety from aggression’.1 
The same could be said regarding the member states of NATO, as well as 
additional allies in Europe, the Middle East and the Indo-Pacific.

Recent presidents have reiterated America’s commitment to its allies. 
President Barack Obama’s 2015 National Security Strategy defined 
America’s regional strategies as having a long-term affirmative 
agenda in each region, rather than focusing on immediate threats.2 
His  administration pursued this agenda with the help of reinvigorated 
alliances with longstanding friends. In the Indo-Pacific, for example, 
this meant modernising the alliances with Japan, South Korea, Australia, 
the Philippines and Thailand, and using such regional institutions as 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the East Asia 
Summit and the forum for Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). 
While recognising the rise of China and the need to be competitive, the 
Obama strategy rejected ‘the inevitability of confrontation’ with Beijing.3

Two years later, President Donald Trump’s administration published 
a new National Security Strategy that accepted many of these principles, 
but with a more assertive tone. In what is now called the Indo-Pacific, the 
US declared China to be an aggressive challenger to peace and security 
in the region. The strategy highlighted the importance of regional allies 
and promised to increase quadrilateral cooperation with Japan, Australia 
and India. It also highlighted the Philippines and Thailand as important 
allies; recognised the growing security and economic partnerships with 
Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore; emphasised the importance 
of ASEAN and APEC; and stated that the US would maintain its close 
ties with Taiwan.4

The 2017 National Security Strategy also emphasised how closely the US 
and Europe were bound together, as exemplified in NATO. It stated that 
the US remained fully committed to NATO’s Article 5 commitment that 
an attack on one was an attack on all. The strategy highlighted threats to 

1	 Keith Payne, US Extended Deterrence and Assurance for Allies in Northeast Asia (Washington: 
National Institute Press, 2010), 39, nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/US-Extend-Deter-for-
print.pdf.
2	 National Security Strategy (Washington: The White House, September 2015), 23, obama​white​
house.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/2015_national_security_strategy_2.pdf.
3	 Ibid.
4	 National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Washington: The White House, December 
2017), 46, acqnotes.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/National-Security-Strategy-Dec-2017.pdf.

http://nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/US-Extend-Deter-for-print.pdf
http://nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/US-Extend-Deter-for-print.pdf
http://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/2015_national_security_strategy_2.pdf
http://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/2015_national_security_strategy_2.pdf
http://acqnotes.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/National-Security-Strategy-Dec-2017.pdf
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Europe that included a resurgent Russia, terrorism and growing Chinese 
influence in European affairs, and committed the US to retaining the 
necessary military capabilities in Europe to deal with such challenges.5

The 2018 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) affirmed America’s commitment 
to the security of its allies and partners, tailored to the differing requirements 
of the two regions of greatest importance to the US. In the Asia-Pacific, 
the North Korean nuclear program and China’s more aggressive behaviour 
threaten key allies. Dealing with these threats includes extended deterrence 
and the assurance of America’s friends.6 While all America’s key allies 
in East Asia strongly supported the 2018 NPR, NATO allies accepted 
its premises with some uncertainty. Further, while they were pleased to 
see in its words a strong rebuttal of Russia, they were concerned about 
the continuing reliability of the US commitment given statements by 
President Trump.

Bilateral security arrangements are embedded in larger diplomatic, 
political and economic dealings with Asia. Traditionally, Washington 
had pushed for greater economic cooperation in the region, such as the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership. The US withdrew from this treaty in 2017. 
However, despite this withdrawal, the Trump administration supported 
the concept of ‘a free and open Indo-Pacific’—a proposal originated by 
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. In late 2017 Abe also proposed 
a ‘democratic security diamond’, which led to meetings and cooperation 
among the so-called Quad.7

In his first round of telephone calls to allied leaders in late 2020, 
President‑elect Joseph Biden confirmed that the US wanted to retain and 
enhance these linkages. He expressed his desire to strengthen alliances 
with South Korea and Japan—two countries he called the ‘cornerstones 
of a prosperous and secure Indo-Pacific region’.8

5	 Ibid., 48.
6	 Nuclear Posture Review (Washington: Office of the Secretary of Defense, February 2018), 34–35, 
media.defense.gov/2018/Feb/02/2001872886/-1/-1/1/2018-NUCLEAR-POSTURE-REVIEW-
FINAL-REPORT.PDF.
7	 Atman Trivedi, ‘Analysis: US Allies Are Stepping in to Ensure Asian Regional Order’, The Wire, 
21 April 2018, thewire.In/diplomacy/US-allies-are-stepping-in-to-ensure-asian-regional-order.
8	 Kim Tong-hyung, Rod McGuirk and Mari Yamaguchi, ‘Leaders of America’s Asian Allies Call 
President-Elect Biden’, The Diplomat, 13 November 2020, thediplomat.com/220/11/leaders-of-
americas-asian-allies-call-president-elect-biden/.

http://media.defense.gov/2018/Feb/02/2001872886/-1/-1/1/2018-NUCLEAR-POSTURE-REVIEW-FINAL-REPORT.PDF
http://media.defense.gov/2018/Feb/02/2001872886/-1/-1/1/2018-NUCLEAR-POSTURE-REVIEW-FINAL-REPORT.PDF
http://thewire.In/diplomacy/US-allies-are-stepping-in-to-ensure-asian-regional-order
http://thediplomat.com/220/11/leaders-of-americas-asian-allies-call-president-elect-biden/
http://thediplomat.com/220/11/leaders-of-americas-asian-allies-call-president-elect-biden/


ALLIANCES, NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND ESCALATION

44

Tailored Extended Deterrence
As a sovereign, independent nation-state, the US’s primary national 
security goal is the protection of its own people, territory and interests. 
But it has also promised to protect many of its friends and allies around 
the world. This guarantee is accomplished by extending its nuclear and 
conventional umbrella over some 40 allies, nearly all of them non-nuclear 
weapon states.9

The concept of extended deterrence means that one state will provide 
security for another state through the threat of punishment against 
a third party that may wish to attack or coerce the second state. In short, 
extended deterrence commits the US to the possibility of going to war 
with another great power in order to protect a more vulnerable ally.10 
This  logical extrapolation of deterrence theory is a commitment that is 
not made lightly or offered to everyone.

Very different models of extended deterrence are found in different regions 
of the world.11 Yet the US’s extended deterrence umbrella faces the same 
challenges in both Europe and Asia: it is invaluable for assuring allies of 
American support and commitment, but worrisome to allies who may 
doubt the credibility of a president actually committing those weapons 
to use when necessary. Credibility is enhanced by the visible presence of 
US service personnel and their families in allied countries, conventional 
weapon and missile defence deployments, and allies developing indigenous 
capabilities for self-defence and deterrence by denial.

9	 The specific nations covered by the US nuclear umbrella are not specified in official documents. 
Brad Roberts has written that ‘the United States continues to provide security guarantees to more 
than 40 allies in three regions (Europe, Northeast Asia, and the Middle East)’. Brad Roberts, 
The Case for US Nuclear Weapons in the 21st Century (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015), 7, 
doi.org/10.1515/9780804797153.
10	 On extended deterrence, see Austin Long, Deterrence from Cold War to Long War: Lessons from 
Six Decades of RAND Research (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008); Steven Pifer et al., 
‘US Nuclear and Extended Deterrence: Considerations and Challenges’, The Brookings Institute, 
May 2010; and Robert Legvold and Christopher Chyba, eds, ‘Meeting the Challenges of a New 
Nuclear Age’, Special Edition of Daedalus 149(2), Spring 2020, www.amacad.org/daedalus/meeting-
challenges-new-nuclear-age.
11	 On models of extended deterrence, see Richard C. Bush, ‘The US Policy of Extended Deterrence 
in Asia: History, Current Views, and Implications’, The Brookings Institute, February 2011; Hillary 
Clinton, ‘America’s Pacific Century’, Foreign Policy, November 2011, 56–63; and Jeffrey Larsen, 
‘US Extended Deterrence in Europe: Time to Consider Alternative Structures?’, in The Future of 
Extended Deterrence: The United States, NATO, and Beyond, ed. Stefanie von Hlatky and Andreas 
Wenger (Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2015), Chapter 2.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9780804797153
http://www.amacad.org/daedalus/meeting-challenges-new-nuclear-age
http://www.amacad.org/daedalus/meeting-challenges-new-nuclear-age
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Extended deterrence has served a number of additional purposes. 
For example, it has created caution among the nuclear players on the 
world stage and it may prevent nuclear proliferation by America’s allies. 
The  nuclear umbrella has also served to reinforce the commitment of 
NATO states to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty—one example 
being West Germany, which was often touted as a potential nuclear 
weapon state during the 1950s and 1960s.12 In return for a US security 
guarantee, NATO allies agreed not to pursue their own nuclear capabilities. 
A similar understanding was in place in North-East Asia for the purpose 
of containing proliferation pressures in Japan and South Korea.

In Asia, the US has longstanding security commitments to Japan through 
the US–Japan Security Pact.13 Both sides have always assumed that 
this means the possible use of US nuclear weapons to protect Japanese 
territorial sovereignty against potential aggression, Japan’s anti-nuclear 
stance notwithstanding. In 2009, the US secretary of state travelled to 
Japan to proclaim publicly that this solemn commitment to defend Japan 
was intact in the face of North Korean military threats.14

South Korea is also the recipient of the US nuclear security guarantee. 
The US and South Korea have maintained a mutual security arrangement 
since 1954, and US nuclear weapons were stationed in South Korea until 
1992.15 Australia also assumes that the US nuclear umbrella extends 

12	 Alexander Lanoszka, Atomic Assurance: The Alliance Politics of Nuclear Proliferation (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2018), Chapter 3.
13	 Officially the ‘Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between Japan and the United States 
of America’, signed January 1960, www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/US/q&a/ref/1.html. See also 
Margaret Williams, ‘The 2018 Nuclear Posture Review: Perception by US Allies in the Asia-Pacific’, 
CSIS Nuclear Network, 23 May 2018, nuclearnetwork.csis.org/2018-nuclear-posture-review-reception-
u-s-allies-asia-pacific/.
14	 Jim Garamone, ‘Clinton Meets Japanese Leaders on First Leg of Asian Tour’, Defense Visual 
Information Distribution Service, 18 February 2009, www.dvidshub.net/news/30164/clinton-meets-
japanese-leaders-first-leg-asian-tour.
15	 ‘The Withdrawal of US Nuclear Weapons from South Korea’, The Nuclear Information Project, 
28 September 2005, www.nukestrat.com/korea/withdrawal.htm.

http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/US/q&a/ref/1.html
http://nuclearnetwork.csis.org/2018-nuclear-posture-review-reception-u-s-allies-asia-pacific/
http://nuclearnetwork.csis.org/2018-nuclear-posture-review-reception-u-s-allies-asia-pacific/
http://www.dvidshub.net/news/30164/clinton-meets-japanese-leaders-first-leg-asian-tour
http://www.dvidshub.net/news/30164/clinton-meets-japanese-leaders-first-leg-asian-tour
http://www.nukestrat.com/korea/withdrawal.htm
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over its territory, as part of the 1951 Australia, New Zealand, United 
States Security Treaty (ANZUS). Canberra has reiterated this belief in 
a succession of defence white papers.16

Nuclear weapons are likely to continue to play a central role in US security 
policy. The US has determined that providing security guarantees for its 
allies remains in its vital interests. Unlike the situation in Europe, where 
dual-capable aircraft stand ready to deliver American nuclear weapons in 
case of a crisis, North-East Asia benefits from American security guarantees 
without having any US nuclear weapons in the region. Deterrence, after 
all, is essentially psychological, working on the perceptions of the 
potential adversary.

Debates about allies developing their own nuclear weapons have 
occasionally risen to the surface. While many of the NATO allies have 
put such thoughts behind them, the concept has been raised relatively 
recently by the US itself, with President Trump musing about Japan 
and South Korea developing their own nuclear weapons to reduce US 
commitments and costs. Subsequently, and in response to concerns 
that the US might withdraw its extended deterrence umbrella, interest 
in developing nuclear programs gained some limited traction in those 
two countries.17 South Korea and Japan both worry about North Korea 
and its nuclear program, but Japan’s long-term concern is China and its 
growing military capability. Seoul and Tokyo are developing improved 
conventional strike capabilities and missile defence systems to supplement 
US forces and provide options below the nuclear threshold in case of 
conflict. These could simultaneously enhance deterrence while reducing 
reliance on the US nuclear guarantee.18 Some analysts even suggest that 

16	 Although New Zealand and the US no longer share defence commitments under the treaty 
(since 1984), it remains in effect between Australia and the US. There is no specific commitment 
to extend nuclear deterrence over the signatories, but Australian governments believe that is 
implied in the agreement. Defence White Paper 2013: Defending Australia and Its National Interests 
(Australian Department of Defence, 3 May 2013), www.defence.gov.au/whitepaper/2013/docs/
WP_2013_web.pdf (site discontinued). See also Richard Tanter, ‘Rethinking Extended Nuclear 
Deterrence in the Defence of Australia’, Japan Focus: The Asia-Pacific Journal, 14 December 2009, 
www.japanfocus.org/-richard-tanter/3269.
17	 See, for example: ‘Who Will Go Nuclear Next?’, The Economist, 30 January 2021, 9; Jesse 
Johnson, ‘South Korea Developing its Own Nukes One Solution to US Cost-Sharing Demands, 
Ex-Top Diplomat Says’, Japan Times, 12 November 2019, www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/11/12/
asia-pacific/nuclear-weapons-cost-sharing-south-korea/; Mark Fitzpatrick, ‘How Japan Could Go 
Nuclear’, Foreign Affairs, 3 October 2019, www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/2019-10-03/how-
japan-could-go-nuclear.
18	 Eric Gomez, ‘Revisiting the Value of the US Nuclear Umbrella in East Asia’, War on the Rocks, 6 
March 2018, warontherocks.com/2018/03/revisiting-value-u-s-nuclear-umbrella-east-asia/.

https://www.defence.gov.au/whitepaper/2013/docs/WP_2013_web.pdf
https://www.defence.gov.au/whitepaper/2013/docs/WP_2013_web.pdf
http://www.japanfocus.org/-richard-tanter/3269
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/11/12/asia-pacific/nuclear-weapons-cost-sharing-south-korea/
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/11/12/asia-pacific/nuclear-weapons-cost-sharing-south-korea/
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/2019-10-03/how-japan-could-go-nuclear
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/asia/2019-10-03/how-japan-could-go-nuclear
http://warontherocks.com/2018/03/revisiting-value-u-s-nuclear-umbrella-east-asia/
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the US should allow ‘friendly proliferation’ of nuclear weapons to reduce 
its burden and enhance the credibility of such threats when they are 
brandished by those states most affected by neighbouring adversaries.19

However, as Brad Roberts has written:

The benefits of remaining a non-nuclear ally of the United States 
are high relative to the benefits of the available options, while the 
costs are relatively low. Thus, it is hardly surprising that no US ally 
has determined to have nuclear weapons of its own since the very 
earliest days of the Cold War.20

The same calculation is in play in those states not explicitly under the 
guarantee of US extended nuclear deterrence. They see no better option 
than teaming with the US.

What do America’s non-nuclear allies want in return for their commitment 
to the US as their protector?21 In today’s world, many allies seek greater 
assurance from the US, given security trends and the rise of potentially 
adversarial powers in their region. Anxious allies favour a  balanced 
approach, such as that posited by President Obama in his 2009 Prague 
speech, which called for reduced emphasis on nuclear weapons and 
doctrine while still accepting the need for an arsenal that was second 
to none.22 That said, some allies are also concerned by the possibility of 
further reductions in weapons by the US, given the need for Washington 
to deter both China and Russia.

The European Model: NATO and 
Formalised Risk and Burden Sharing
The US’s extended deterrence and assurance arrangements for NATO are 
well established. The US agreed to guarantee the security of the other 
members as long as all contributed to the general defence—a process 

19	 Examples of such thinking can be found in Doug Bandow, ‘America’s Asian Allies Need their Own 
Nukes’, Foreign Policy, 30 December 2020, foreignpolicy.com/2020/12/30/nuclear-weapons-china-
great-power-competition-asia/; Se Young Jang, ‘Will America’s Asian Allies Go Nuclear?’, National 
Interest, 4 May 2018, nationalinterest.org/feature/will-americas-asian-allies-go-nuclear-16055.
20	 Roberts, The Case for US Nuclear Weapons, 220.
21	 Ibid., 214–16.
22	 ‘Remarks by President Barack Obama’, The White House, President Barack Obama, 5 April 2009, 
obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-prague-delivered. 

http://foreignpolicy.com/2020/12/30/nuclear-weapons-china-great-power-competition-asia/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2020/12/30/nuclear-weapons-china-great-power-competition-asia/
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/will-americas-asian-allies-go-nuclear-16055
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-prague-delivered
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called risk and burden sharing. This included the full weight of America’s 
military capabilities, including forward-deployed conventional forces and 
nuclear weapons; the creation of a nuclear planning group for the alliance, 
which meets regularly to discuss issues related to nuclear deterrence in 
a collaborative environment; and the sharing of nuclear missions and 
tasks with allies.23 All members except France participate in the Nuclear 
Planning Group.

While acknowledging that the US defence posture in Europe has changed 
significantly since the end of the Cold War, the US recognises the 
regional and global importance of keeping significant military forces on 
the continent. This rationale includes maintaining a robust US military 
presence in Europe to deter the political intimidation of allies and partners, 
promote stability, demonstrate America’s commitment to NATO allies, 
build trust and goodwill among host nations, and facilitate multilateral 
operations in support of mutual security interests.24

The presence of US nuclear weapons—combined with NATO’s 
nuclear‑sharing arrangements under which some non-nuclear members 
possess specially configured aircraft capable of delivering nuclear 
weapons—contributes to alliance cohesion and provides reassurance 
to allies and partners who feel exposed to regional threats. The US 
has affirmed that it will not make unilateral decisions as to the future 
of those weapons or their basing in Europe, stating: ‘Any changes in 
NATO’s nuclear posture should only be taken after a thorough review 
within and decision by the Alliance’.25 NATO’s 2012 Deterrence and 
Defence Posture Review determined that the alliance’s nuclear risk and 
burden‑sharing arrangements were sufficient for NATO deterrence 

23	 The history of NATO nuclear policy is well documented, but perhaps no longer so well known. 
For recent reminders of the background and value of this relationship, see Ivo Daalder, ‘Does the 
US Nuclear Umbrella Still Protect America’s Allies?’, Foreign Policy, 27 October 2020, foreignpolicy.
com/202010/27/u-s-nuclear-umbrella-proliferation/; Jeffrey Larsen, ‘NATO Nuclear Adaptation 
since 2014: The Return of Deterrence and Renewed Alliance Discomfort’, Journal of Transatlantic 
Studies 17(2), 2019, 174–93, doi.org/10.1057/s42738-019-00016-y.
24	 Quadrennial Defense Review Report (Washington: Office of the Secretary of Defense, February 
2010), 65, dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/features/defenseReviews/QDR/QDR_as_of_29JAN10_1600.pdf.
25	 Nuclear Posture Review Report (Washington: Office of the Secretary of Defense, April 2010), xii, 
dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/features/defenseReviews/NPR/2010_Nuclear_Posture_Review_Report.pdf.

http://foreignpolicy.com/202010/27/u-s-nuclear-umbrella-proliferation/
http://foreignpolicy.com/202010/27/u-s-nuclear-umbrella-proliferation/
http://doi.org/10.1057/s42738-019-00016-y
http://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/features/defenseReviews/QDR/QDR_as_of_29JAN10_1600.pdf
http://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/features/defenseReviews/NPR/2010_Nuclear_Posture_Review_Report.pdf
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‘under current circumstances’.26 Given changes in the European threat 
environment since 2012, parts of that document are out of date, but its 
conclusions are still followed by the alliance.

The 2018 NPR listed specific steps that the US would undertake in 
cooperation with NATO allies to strengthen nuclear deterrence in Europe. 
These included enhancing the readiness, survivability and operational 
effectiveness of dual-capable aircraft, as well as modernisation programs 
to update existing aircraft and weapons; promoting the broadest possible 
participation in nuclear risk and burden-sharing efforts; enhancing training 
and education about the deterrence mission; and ensuring NATO’s 
nuclear command, control and communications systems were updated.27

US policy under the Biden administration will focus on restoring close 
ties to America’s allies and NATO. After years of relations based on 
transactional and often vituperative demands, America’s allies in Europe, 
with few exceptions, are pleased to return to a more normal relationship 
with Washington.

The non-nuclear states of the alliance will play a role in all decisions on 
how to best respond to the multitude of security challenges facing Europe 
today, through their shared membership in the North Atlantic Council, 
the Nuclear Planning Group and the various bodies of the European 
Union as it develops a common defence and security policy for Europe. 
On the other hand, the alliance will face challenges keeping some member 
states in the non-nuclear fold. The US may have to enhance its extended 
deterrence guarantees to assure those allies of American security promises.

The Asian Model: Bilateral 
Defence Agreements
Allies in the Indo-Pacific lack a region-wide alliance structure akin to 
NATO in Europe. Extended deterrence in East Asia is a particularly 
complicated topic. A combination of differing cultures, divergent regional 
interests, historical animosities and the tyranny of geography prevents the 
creation of a pan-Pacific defence coalition. Evolving relationships and 

26	 ‘Deterrence and Defence Posture Review’, NATO Press Release, 20 May 2012, www.nato.int/
cps/en/natolive/official_texts_87597.htm.
27	 Nuclear Posture Review (2018), 36.

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_87597.htm
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_87597.htm
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changing threat perceptions within the region, and different outlooks 
on US extended deterrence guarantees, make even a trilateral defence 
relationship between the US, Japan and South Korea an unlikely prospect. 
Assuring Indo-Pacific allies and partners holding disparate perspectives 
on national security requirements, and deterring regional adversaries, 
depends on the credibility of the US commitment and confidence on the 
part of both allies and adversaries that it will abide by those commitments. 
Working with the US to address common threats represents an important 
common denominator across the national security strategies of these 
disparate states.

Despite facing serious threats in the immediate neighbourhood, at least 
two of these states may have been prevented from developing their own 
nuclear weapons because of US extended deterrence. Japan and South 
Korea have dabbled with the idea of developing their own strategic 
deterrent weapons whenever they began to have doubts about the US 
guarantee.28 Some analysts in those countries have called for even greater 
participation in plans, forces, deployments and exercises, similar to the 
involvement that US allies in NATO have via the alliance’s existing 
institutions.

The 2010 NPR stated:

In Asia and the Middle East—where there are no multilateral 
alliance structures analogous to NATO—the United States has 
maintained extended deterrence through bilateral alliances and 
security relationships and through its forward military presence 
and security guarantees.29

This position remains unchanged. The US withdrew its forward-deployed 
nuclear weapons from the Pacific region at the end of the Cold War. 
Since then, it has relied on ‘its central strategic forces and the capacity to 
redeploy non-strategic nuclear systems in East Asia, if needed, in times 
of crisis’.30

28	 Payne, US Extended Deterrence and Assurance, 39–40; Zack Cooper, ‘Pacific Power: America’s Asian 
Alliances beyond Burden-Sharing’, War on the Rocks, 14 December 2016, warontherocks.com/2016/12/
pacific-power-americas-asian-alliances-beyond-burden-sharing/; ‘Who Will Go Nuclear Next?’.
29	 Nuclear Posture Review (2010), 32.
30	 Ibid. 

http://warontherocks.com/2016/12/pacific-power-americas-asian-alliances-beyond-burden-sharing/
http://warontherocks.com/2016/12/pacific-power-americas-asian-alliances-beyond-burden-sharing/
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The Trump administration reiterated that ‘the US commitment to our 
allies and partners in the Asia-Pacific region is unwavering’. The alliance 
system in the region continues to be ‘a series of bilateral relationships with 
varying degrees of multilateral cooperation across different missions’.31 
To ensure credible extended deterrence in the region, the US committed 
to maintaining integrated, flexible and adaptable nuclear and non-nuclear 
capabilities; investing in regional missile defences; demonstrating joint 
commitment through multinational exercises; and working together 
to ensure shared understandings of common threats and resulting 
deterrence requirements.

The strategy of maintaining a ‘continuous presence’ of US aircraft in 
the Indo-Pacific ensures that potential adversaries are always aware that 
the US has nuclear-capable forces in-theatre. This strategy, however, 
faces challenges from both allies and adversaries. Some politicians and 
commentators in Japan and South Korea, for example, have either argued 
for their own countries to develop an independent nuclear deterrent or 
called for the US to permanently station nuclear forces on their territory.32 
These calls represent an implicit challenge to the assurance value of the 
continuous presence strategy and its reliance on nuclear-capable forces 
that are geographically distant from the countries they are intended 
to protect.

Japan faces a number of regional security challenges and turns to the US 
for assurance as its most important ally. The two governments agreed in 
2011 to establish the Extended Deterrence Dialogue as a bilateral extended 
deterrence consultative mechanism to address a range of matters, such as 
Japan’s inclusion in the US nuclear umbrella.33 The US–Japan Defence 
Cooperation Guidelines were revised in 2015 to reflect greater Japanese 
contributions to its own defence.34

The US has maintained close defence ties with the Republic of Korea 
(ROK) since the Korean War. The 1953 ROK–US Mutual Defence Treaty 
pledges that any attack on either party will be met by a joint response to 

31	 Nuclear Posture Review (2018), 37.
32	 See ‘Who Will Go Nuclear Next?’; Joseph Hincks, ‘Calls to Bring Nuclear Weapons Back to South Korea 
Are Getting Louder’, TIME, 19 October 2017, time.com/4988994/south-korea-nuclear-weapons/.
33	 US State Department, ‘Joint Statement of the US–Japan Security Consultative Committee’, 
21 June 2011.
34	 Nidhi Prada, ‘Japan’s Nuclear Insurance against North Korea’, East Asia Forum, 12 October 2016, 
www.eastasiaforum.org/2016/10/12/japans-nuclear-insurance-against-north-korea.
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‘meet the common danger’. In 2010, the US and South Korea established 
an Extended Deterrence Policy Committee as a formal mechanism for 
discussing deterrence matters.35

In the case of Australia, the continued close engagement with the 
Indo‑Pacific by the US is viewed as vital to both its national security and 
regional stability.36 Under Article IV of the ANZUS Treaty, the US 
and Australia pledged:

That an armed attack in the Pacific Area on any of the Parties 
would be dangerous to its own peace and safety and declares that 
it would act to meet the common danger.

De facto, the US includes Australia under its nuclear umbrella. 
The  Australian Government views US extended nuclear deterrence as 
a guarantee that has allowed the country to enjoy protection from nuclear 
attack without having to develop its own independent deterrent capability. 
It also believes that nuclear deterrence will become more relevant to 
Australia’s defence as the Chinese threat grows in coming years.37

***

The increasing demand on American military might in both Europe and 
the Indo-Pacific serves to highlight the continued need for close allies that 
represent strength in numbers and can provide conventional forces and 
missile defences that synergistically enhance the defence of these alliances. 
In both Europe and East Asia, the US welcomes inputs from allies into 
its extended deterrence strategies, including nuclear planning and policy. 
While this input is codified in longstanding institutions in NATO, it is 
conducted on a bilateral basis with allies in Asia. The objective in both 
regions, however, is the same: to assure America’s closest friends of the 
depth of its commitment to their security, and of the sense of obligation 
felt by the US to come to their aid in a crisis.

35	 Shane Smith, Implications for US Extended Deterrence and Assurance in East Asia (Washington: 
US–Korea Institute at SAIS, 2015), 16, www.38north.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/NKNF-
Smith-Extended-Deterrence-Assurance.pdf.
36	 Commonwealth of Australia, Australia in the Asian Century, October 2012, 3, www.defence.gov.
au/whitepaper/2013/docs/australia_in_the_asian_century_white_paper.pdf.
37	 Stephan Frühling, Andrew O’Neil and David Santoro, ‘Nuclear Deterrence and the US–Australia 
Alliance’, Strategist, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 15 November 2019, www.aspistrategist.org.
au/nuclear-deterrence-and-the-US-australia-alliance/.
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