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The United States and Australia have maintained a robust alliance for decades, underpinned by shared
strategic interests and values. This enduring partnership has played a crucial role in shaping the
security landscape of the Indo-Pacific region. As Southeast Asia faces an increasingly complex security
environment, marked by great power rivalry and transnational challenges, the region has a significant
stake in the trajectory of the US-Australia alliance. This commentary examines the implications of the
alliance for Southeast Asian security from the perspective of Vietnam, a country that has long pursued
a policy of non-alignment while actively engaging with both the United States and Australia.

While Vietnam is unlikely to join any treaty alliance, it respects the alighnment choices of other
countries. Subsequently, it does not criticize other countries’ alliances as long as these arrangements
do not threaten Vietnam’s interests. Hanoi’s defense policy is guided by the so-called “four-no
principle” of no military alliances, no foreign bases, no siding with one against another, and no use of
force or threat to use force. This approach allows Vietnam to navigate the shifting geopolitical
landscape and pursue its national interests without compromising its autonomy.

Both the United States and Australia are important partners for Vietham’s prosperity and security. In
recent years, Hanoi has strengthened its ties with Washington and Canberra, elevating them to
Comprehensive Strategic Partners—the highest level in Vietnam’s diplomatic toolbox. These
developments put the United States and Australia on par with Vietnam's traditional friends like Russia,
China, India, South Korea, and Japan, highlighting the importance Hanoi attaches to its ties with these
two allies.

Despite different political systems and ideologies, Vietham signed a Comprehensive Partnership with
Australia in 2009 and upgraded it to the strategic level in 2018. Following the Australia-ASEAN Special
Summit in March 2024, Hanoi and Canberra enhanced their relationship to a Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership, reflecting a high level of trust and shared interests between the two like-minded middle
powers. Under the enhanced partnership, the two countries will further broaden security and defense
ties, including maritime cooperation.

Similarly, looking beyond the legacy of the Vietnam War, Hanoi and Washington have made
substantial strides in their bilateral relations. The former adversaries signed a Comprehensive
Partnership in 2013. On the 10th anniversary of this milestone, relations were elevated to a
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2023, skipping one level, which surprised many observers. The
ten areas of collaboration listed in the joint statement reflect the growing depth and breadth of US-
Vietnam cooperation. Notably, the United States has improved Vietnam's maritime capabilities with
the provision of patrol boats and cutters.
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"When the United
States, Australia,
and the United
Kingdom
announced the
AUKUS security
pact in September
2021, Vietnam
allegedly
welcomed the
deal. Unlike its
neighbors
Indonesia and
Malaysia, which
issued statements
raising concerns
about an
escalating arms
race in the region,
Vietnam saw the
pact as benign."

Vietnam also holds positive or neutral views of recent efforts to strengthen the US-Australia alliance
through minilateral arrangements like the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), with Japan and
India, or AUKUS, the trilateral security partnership between the two allies and the United Kingdom.
One reason for Vietnam’s position is its robust ties to all the member nations of these minilaterals. All
members of the Quad are Vietnam’s Comprehensive Strategic Partners, while London is a Strategic
Partner. More importantly, these minilaterals could contribute to Vietnam’s security.

The Quad’s promotion of international law, commitment to safeguard freedom of navigation and
overflight, and support for a maritime rules-based order resonate with Vietnam’s approach to
international affairs. The political report of the 2021 National Congress of the Communist Party of
Vietnam (section XI) reiterates the country’s pledge to promote the resolution of maritime issues as
well as maritime and aviation security in harmony with international law, particularly the 1982 United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). When asked about US Freedom of Navigation
Operations in the South China Sea, representatives of Vietnam’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs have
repeatedly affirmed Vietnam’s respect for the freedom of navigation and overflight of other countries
in accordance with UNCLOS.

When the United States, Australia, and the United Kingdom announced the AUKUS security pact in
September 2021, Vietnam allegedly welcomed the deal. Unlike its neighbors Indonesia and Malaysia,
which issued statements raising concerns about an escalating arms race in the region, Vietnam saw the
pact as benign. When asked about AUKUS during a regular press conference, the Vietham Ministry of
Foreign Affairs spokesperson reiterated that her country believed every nation, including AUKUS
members, share a common goal in regional and global peace, stability, cooperation, and development.
On the question of Australia’s pursuit of nuclear submarine technologies, the spokesperson merely
emphasized the need to ensure that nuclear energy is used safely and for peaceful purposes. These
responses could be interpreted as indirect support for the pact.

The United States-Australia alliance plays a significant role in shaping the security landscape of
Southeast Asia. Australia’s geographic location makes it a valuable partner for the United States in
projecting power and influence in the Indo-Pacific region, including Southeast Asia. A stronger
presence of AUKUS members in the South China Sea, bolstered by nuclear submarines, could deter
China’s more aggressive behavior in the contested waters. The Quad members’ support to enhance
the maritime capabilities of regional countries has greatly benefited Vietnam.

In short, Vietham’s approach to the US-Australia alliance reflects its principles of diversity and
independence in foreign affairs. By actively engaging with the United States and Australia, alongside
other traditional partners, Vietnam seeks to leverage the benefits of cooperation with these key
players in the Indo-Pacific region. At the same time, Vietnam’s adherence to its four-no principle
ensures that it maintains a degree of strategic autonomy and flexibility in its foreign policy. As
Southeast Asia’s security landscape evolves, Vietnam’s perspective on the US-Australia alliance will
remain shaped by its commitment to non-alignment, its desire for regional stability, and the pursuit of
its national interests.

Dr. Bich Tran, Postdoctoral Fellow at National University of Singapore and Adjunct Fellow Center for Strategic and
International Studies in Washington, DC, can be contacted at bictranvn@gmail.com.
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