GEOPOLITICS DEFENSE

Assessing Maritime Power in the Asia-Pacific: The
Strategic Impact of the American Re-balance

Published: January 22, 2025 | Index ID: #470

The geopolitical landscape of the 21st century is increasingly defined by the maritime domain, specifically within
the Indo-Pacific corridor. The shift from a Eurocentric Atlantic focus to a multipolar Asia-Pacific reality has
necessitated a rigorous re-evaluation of how maritime power is projected, sustained, and contested. Central to this
discourse is the American Strategic Re-balance, often referred to as the 'Pivot to Asia,' a policy shift that has
profoundly influenced the naval postures and strategic calculations of regional actors. This article provides a
comprehensive technical and strategic analysis of maritime power in the Asia-Pacific, drawing upon the frameworks
established by leading scholars from the Corbett Centre for Maritime Policy Studies.

The Theoretical Framework of Maritime Power

Maritime power is not merely a tally of hulls and tonnage; it is a complex synthesis of geography, economic vitality,
naval capability, and political will. To assess maritime power in the Asia-Pacific, one must first distinguish between
Sea Power (the total ability of a nation to use the sea for its purposes) and Naval Power(the military component of
sea power).

Core Pillars of Maritime Strength

According to classical naval theorists such as Alfred Thayer Mahan and Julian Corbett, maritime power rests on
several interconnected pillars:

e Geographical Position: The proximity to major Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs) and the presence of
natural chokepoints (e.g., the Strait of Malacca).

¢ Physical Conformation: The presence of deep-water ports and the ability to project power from secure internal
lines.

 Industrial Capacity: The shipbuilding infrastructure and technological base required to maintain a modern fleet.

e Strategic Depth: The ability to absorb naval losses and sustain long-range operations through logistical
networks.

The Corbettian Perspective

Sir Julian Corbett emphasized that maritime strategy is subordinate to land strategy. In the context of the Asia-
Pacific, this means that naval forces are assessed by their ability to influence events on land, secure trade routes,
and provide Sea Control or Sea Denial. The current reassessment of maritime power focuses on 'Constabulary,’
'Diplomatic," and 'Military' roles as defined by the Corbett Centre's contemporary scholars.

The American Strategic Re-balance: A Technical Breakdown

The US Strategic Re-balance, initiated during the Obama administration and evolved through subsequent
administrations, represents a fundamental shift in the Global Force Management Allocation Plan. The technical
objective was to transition from a 50/50 split between the Atlantic and Pacific to a 60/40 distribution of naval assets
in favor of the Indo-Pacific.

Key Components of the Re-balance



1. Force Posture Optimization: Deploying the most advanced platforms, such as the Gerald R. Ford-class
carriers and Virginia-class fast-attack submarines, to the Seventh Fleet.

2. Distributed Maritime Operations (DMO): A tactical shift from concentrated Carrier Strike Groups (CSGs) to a
more dispersed, networked fleet that utilizes long-range precision fires.

3. Logistical Resiliency: Strengthening the Combat Logistics Force (CLF) to support operations within the 'First
Island Chain' under contested conditions.

Quantitative Metrics of the Re-balance

The success of the re-balance is often measured through Combat Power Indices. These indices account for
vertical launch system (VLS) cell counts, sensor range, and electronic warfare (EW) capabilities. The US Navy's
emphasis has shifted toward Integrated Air and Missile Defense (IAMD) to counter the proliferation of Anti-
Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) bubbles.

Regional Responses and the Rise of Chinese Maritime Power

The re-balance did not occur in a vacuum. As noted by scholars like Hu Bo in Chinese Maritime Power in the 21st
Century, China's naval modernization has transformed the People's Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) from a coastal
defense force into a formidable 'Blue Water' navy.

Comparison of Naval Postures

The following table illustrates the technical and strategic differences between the US posture and China's maritime
expansion as of the mid-2020s:



Feature

Primary Doctrine

Platform Focus

Key Technology

Basing Strategy

Strategic Objective

US Navy (Indo-Pacific Command)

Global Power Projection &amp; SLOC
Security

Nuclear Carriers (CVN) &amp; Stealth
Subs

Aegis Combat System &amp;
Cooperative Engagement

Hub-and-Spoke (Japan, Guam,
Australia)

Maintaining Hegemony &amp;
Freedom of Navigation

PLA Navy (China)

Active Defense &amp; Near-Sea
Control

Diesel-Electric Subs &amp; Guided
Missile Destroyers

Hypersonic Anti-Ship Missiles
(DF-21D/DF-26)

String of Pearls &amp; Artificial Island
Bases

Sovereignty Claims &amp; Breaking
First Island Chain

Middle Power Dynamics

Countries like Australia, Japan, and India have responded to the US re-balance by increasing their own maritime
spending and deepening multilateral cooperation (e.g., the QUAD and AUKUS). Japan's conversion of lzumo-class
destroyers to carry F-35B stealth fighters is a prime example of a technical shift in maritime posture aimed at
augmenting the US re-balance.

Technical Analysis: Modeling Maritime Conflict

Assessing maritime power requires mathematical modeling of potential engagements. Naval strategists often use
the Lanchester Square Lawto predict the outcome of fleet-on-fleet battles where long-range fires are the primary
weapon.

The Lanchester Square Law Equation

The basic premise is that the combat power of a force is proportional to the square of the number of units.
However, in modern maritime warfare, this is modified by Information Superiority:
P=K*N2*;

Where:P = Total Combat PowerK = Lethality per unit (VLS capacity, missile speed)N = Number of units (Ships/
Aircraft);= Connectivity factor (the ability to share targeting data in real-time)

In the Asia-Pacific, the US relies on a high ;(network-centric warfare) to compensate for China's growing N
(numerical advantage in hulls).

Operational Challenges and Failure Modes

Despite the strategic intent of the re-balance, several technical and operational challenges persist. These represent
potential failure modes in maritime power projection.

1.The Tyranny of Distance

The Indo-Pacific is vast. Sustaining a High-Operational Tempo (OPTEMPO)requires an immense logistical tail.
Failure to protect tankers and supply ships (the 'Logistics Achilles Heel') can render the most advanced carrier
group immobile.



2. Electronic Warfare (EW) Degradation

In a high-end conflict, the Electromagnetic Spectrum (EMS) will be highly contested. If satellite communications
(SATCOM) or GPS are jammed, the 'Cooperative Engagement Capability' (the factor mentioned above) collapses,
forcing ships to revert to decentralized, less efficient combat modes.

3. Maintenance Backlogs

A critical technical bottleneck in American maritime power is the state of its shipyards. Without the capacity to
repair battle damage quickly, a 'Fleet of Being' can rapidly diminish in a prolonged war of attrition.

The Role of the Corbett Centre for Maritime Policy Studies

The Corbett Centre provides the intellectual scaffolding for these assessments. By bringing together academics
and naval practitioners, the Centre analyzes the impact of the US re-balance through multiple lenses: legal
(UNCLOS compliance), economic (trade resilience), and kinetic (naval combat). Their series of publications
highlights that the re-balance is as much about perception managementas it is about physical deployment. If
regional partners do not perceive the US as a reliable maritime guarantor, the physical presence of ships loses its
deterrent value.

Strategic Integration: A Field Guide for Policymakers

For maritime power to be effectively assessed and deployed in the Asia-Pacific, policymakers must follow a multi-
step integration procedure:

e Step 1: Domain Awareness Integration. Deploying underwater sensor nets and UAVs to create a "Transparent
Sea.'

e Step 2: Interoperability Standardization. Ensuring that US, Australian, and Japanese systems can swap data
seamlessly (e.g., Link 16 and Link 22 protocols).

e Step 3: Asymmetric Balancing. Developing low-cost, unmanned surface vessels (USVs) to counter expensive
adversary platforms.

e Step 4: Legal and Normative Defense. Using maritime power to enforce international law and resist 'gray
zone' tactics (maritime militia).

Future Implications for Global Maritime Security

The assessment of maritime power in the Asia-Pacific reveals a transition from a period of undisputed naval
dominance to one of Contested Commons. The American Strategic Re-balance has succeeded in refocusing
institutional attention, but it has also catalyzed an arms race in the Pacific. The future of regional stability depends
on the technical ability of navies to maintain a balance of power that makes the cost of aggression prohibitive.

As we look toward the 2030s, the integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in naval command and control, the
deployment of Directed Energy Weapons (DEW)for missile defense, and the expansion of undersea warfare will
be the next metrics of maritime strength. The Corbett Centre's ongoing research suggests that while the platforms
change, the fundamental principles of sea control remain the bedrock of global economic and political order. The
Asia-Pacific is no longer a peripheral theater; it is the primary arena where the future of maritime power will be
decided, shaped by the enduring legacy of the American strategic pivot and the rising tides of regional competition.

In summary, the impact of the US re-balance is a multifaceted phenomenon that has redefined naval doctrine,
accelerated technological innovation, and forced a rigorous scholarly re-examination of what it means to be a
maritime power in a networked age. The interplay between established powers and emerging challengers



continues to evolve, making the technical and strategic study of this region essential for anyone involved in global
security, maritime policy, or international trade.
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