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On September 15, 2021, U.S. President Joe Biden, U.K. Prime Minister Boris Johnson,
and Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison, the leaders from three anglophone countries,
announced the inception of a new trilateral strategic partnership, called AUKUS. At the heart
of this trilateral cooperation lies a U.S. and U.K. decision to share their nuclear propulsion
technology, the crown jewel of military technology, that will enable Canberra to deploy a fleet
of at least eight nuclear-powered submarines in a decade or so. This decision has several
ramifications that will render AUKUS a game changer in global politics. In this short essay, I
will put forward several reasons why AUKUS could bring about a profound transformation of
the current global security environment. However, I also argue that whether this new trilateral
initiative will deliver on its promise and whether it will stay on course remains to be seen.
Why AUKUS Can Be Viewed as a Game Changer
When the AUKUS deal emerged to the surface, many viewed it as a new alliance1 that may
fundamentally reshape the global security landscape. In particular, the Economist portrayed the
emergence of AUKUS as if we were witnessing “the tectonic plates of geopolitics shifting in
front of [our] eyes,” an event comparable to U.S. President Richard Nixon’s visit to China in
1972, and the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989.2 This might sound like an overstatement,
but hold water for several reasons.
Most of all, not only does this represent a shift in a U.S. strategic priority from Europe to
Asia, but it also stands for an enhanced U.S. commitment to counterbalance China. One might
argue that such a policy shift is already reflected in the U.S. pivot to Asia, but this time the
Biden administration took the risk of straining relations with France, a long-time ally in Europe,
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by inducing Canberra to ditch the deal in which France committed to delivering 12 dieselelectric submarines to Australia by the 2030s.3 More importantly, the U.S. decision to share its
nuclear propulsion technology with Australia displays a stronger commitment to Asia,
especially to counter China; nobody anticipated such a U.S. decision and this was done only
once in the U.S. history in 1958, when the U.S. transferred the same technology to the U.K. In
fact, the weakened commitment to Europe and the enhanced commitment to Asia are the two
sides of the same coin. The U.S. strategic focus away from Europe may cause a crack in the
long-lasting NATO-centered security architecture in Europe, precipitating the creation of a EUcentered security framework.
In addition, the AUKUS deal, the centerpiece of which is to give away nuclear propulsion
technology, highly likely to involve transferring highly enriched uranium (HEU) to Australia,
can pose a substantial threat to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) system. Many
observers, especially those who strongly uphold this deal, assert that the damage that it will
inflict on the NPT regime will not be severe relative to the advantages it brings out. For example,
Caitlin Talmadge, Associate Professor of Security Studies at the Edmund A. Walsh School of
Foreign Service at Georgetown University, contends that the benefits of the deal exceed the
risk of nuclear proliferation caused by this exception. She argues that this deal, if anything,
may help reduce the likelihood of nuclear proliferation because the fear of abandonment, due
to a U.S. lack of power or will, amid a rising threat of China, that will spark nuclear armament
in the region, can be ameliorated by this deal.4
However, many observers are also concerned that the AUKUS deal may allow would-be
nuclear states to exploit the loophole in the IAEA safeguards agreement, which does not
prohibit non-nuclear states from using “the nuclear material in a non-proscribed military
activity,”5 such as building up nuclear reactors for submarines. Would-be nuclear states might
divert accumulated enriched uranium, especially HEU, warranted as fuel for naval reactors, to
manufacturing nuclear weapons. 6 Many are worried that Iran might use this precedent to
circumvent IAEA Safeguards. Reportedly, Iran informed IAEA in 2018 of its intention to
develop a naval nuclear reactor to power a submarine. As such, Rafael Grossi, the head of
IAEA, also expressed concerns about this deal, saying that this deal could be a precedent that
other states might follow, and IAEA set up a taskforce to look into this deal and to prepare for
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an arrangement with the AUKUS countries.7 Some even suspect that the negotiations held
among three nations with secrecy might not have included experts on the NPT and probably
this is part of the reasons why this loophole was not properly dealt with.8
Obviously, an undermined NPT regime is not what Washington intended or wanted. The
Biden administration might have believed that this one more exception would be innocuous,
as were the previous ones, but the repercussions of this deal could be much more serious than
anticipated.
It Remains to Be Seen
In the previous section, I discussed briefly why AUKUS has a potential to be a game changer
in global security, no matter how positive or negative the consequences are. However, it is
worth pointing out that AUKUS is not the end result of trilateral cooperation but a starting point
for an ambitious project among the three nations, meaning that the anticipated consequences
described above have a substantial possibility to be adjusted over time. Even if the Biden
administration is highly likely to maintain its key element of China policy, competition and
confrontation, the details about how to transfer the nuclear propulsion technology are subject
to change, especially due to concerns that it could undermine the current NPT regime.
Fortunately, the three countries had set up an 18-month consultation period prior to building
up nuclear submarines to study further about how to make this happen without causing serious
damage to the nonproliferation norm. Therefore, it would be right to say that many things have
yet to be decided about the detailed processes. As mentioned earlier, grave concerns have been
raised especially about the likelihood that newly launched Australian nuclear-powered
submarines will be equipped with nuclear reactors using HEU for fuel. Because all the U.S.
and the U.K. nuclear-powered submarines in service run on HEU, and this is the core element
that produces all the key advantages that nuclear submarines can enjoy, such as endurance,
power, stealth, speed, and so on, few would disagree that when the AUKUS deal was made,
the three countries must have had HEU-powered submarines in mind. Rose Gottemoeller, the
former NATO deputy secretary general and U.S. undersecretary of state for arms control and
international security, reportedly, lamented that the AUKUS deal has “blown apart 60 years of
U.S. policy to minimize the use of highly enriched uranium.”9 If the Biden foreign policy team
takes this kind of concern seriously, they might attempt to change the course of this project.
Interestingly, some observers suggested that the U.S. provide LEU-powered submarines,
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instead of HEU, and include France, which is capable of building LEU-powered submarines,
as a member of AUKUS.10 This initiative might serve a double purpose: it can mitigate the
concern about the proliferation of nuclear material, especially, HEU, and help retore the
strained relation with France, although this may in turn provoke anger from Canberra.
In this regard, domestic politics in Australia constitutes another reason why it remains to
be seen how the AUKUS deal plays out. Despite the bipartisan support for the deal for now,
things might change over time because it takes at least more than a decade from now on for a
first nuclear-powered submarine to be commissioned. In the meantime, leadership changes in
Australia and the China-Australia relationship could be another variable that might affect the
course of this deal. /End/
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