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As China continues its economic and military ascendance, 
asserting power through an all-of-nation long-term 
strategy, it will continue to pursue a military moderniza-
tion program that seeks Indo-Pacific regional hegemony 
in the near-term and displacement of the United States to 
achieve global preeminence in the future.

—Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy

We are at a strategic inflection point. A hy-
percompetitive global environment coupled 
with accelerating technological, economic, 

and social change has resulted in an incredibly challenging 
and complex twenty-first-century operating environment. 
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the Indo-Pacific as 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), under the leadership 
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), seeks to under-
mine the rules-based international order that has benefit-
ted all nations for over seventy years. The PRC’s intentions 
are clear: to shape a strategic environment favorable to 
its own national interests at the expense of other nations. 
Recognizing the growing global challenges emanating from 
the region, our national leaders have offered a contrasting 
vision: a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific.”1 Since the end of 
World War II, the substance of that vision has benefitted 
all nations and none more than China. As an integral part 
of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command’s joint and combined 
approach to realize that vision and maintain the advantage 
against the PRC, Army forces are actively competing for 
influence in the region. Maintaining an Indo-Pacific that 
is free and open will require us to continue competing 
with Beijing by forward posturing combat-credible forces, 
strengthening our regional alliances and partnerships, and 
tightly integrating with the combined joint force to succeed 
in multi-domain operations.

A Revanchist China
The CCP’s unabashed vision for the future is the “great 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”2 Beyond just words, 

Chinese troops on parade 13 September 2018 during the Vostok 
2018 military exercise on Tsugol training ground in Eastern Sibe-
ria, Russia. The exercise involved Russian, Chinese, and Mongolian 
service members. Chinese participation included three thousand 
troops, nine hundred tanks and military vehicles, and thirty aircraft. 
(Photo by Sergei Grits, Associated Press)
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this blueprint has manifested itself in actions such as 
China’s One Belt, One Road initiative, wherein the CCP 
promises loans for infrastructure development across 
the Asia-Pacific region and, increasingly, the globe. In 
2018, China expanded One Belt, One Road to include 
arctic regions as the “Polar Silk Road” and emphasized 
its growing status as a “Near-Arctic State.”3 Exploiting 
the resources of other nations for China’s benefit, One 
Belt, One Road development agreements often come 
with harmful, mercantilist terms that result in host-na-
tion corruption, crippling debt, and Chinese takeover 
of critical infrastructure. For example, Chinese loans to 
Sri Lanka for a port project in Hambantota ultimately 
resulted in political turmoil and debt default. In 2015, Sri 
Lanka was forced to hand the port over to China along 
with fifteen thousand acres of coastline.4 This and other 
examples represent the type of “debt-trap diplomacy” that 
typifies the predatory economic practices under China’s 

One Belt, One Road.5

Beyond simple 
regional influence, the 
CCP has a long-term 
vision for global pre-
eminence.6 President 
Xi Jinping has offered 
a plan to guide China 
through domestic 
transformation and 
realize the “Chinese 
dream.”7 This plan 
includes “two 100s,” a 
symbolic representa-
tion of the CCP’s and 
the PRC’s one hun-
dred-year anniversaries 

(2021 and 2049, respectively). By 2021, the CCP aims 
to achieve status as a “moderately prosperous society,” 
doubling its 2010 per capita gross domestic product and 
raising the standard of living for all Chinese citizens.8 
By the PRC’s one hundredth anniversary in 2049, the 
CCP envisions the nation as “fully developed, rich and 
powerful,” with an economy three times the size of the 
United States backed up by the world’s premier military 
power.9 Collectively, the “two 100s”—with 2035 as an 
interim benchmark year—outline China’s self-described 
path to revitalization as a superpower. This future vision 
is evident in the rhetoric and views of People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) leaders. Command level engagements with 
PLA officers indicate that they no longer fear the United 
States. Twenty, or even ten, years ago, it was evident that 
the PLA viewed the United States with a healthy dose of 
both respect and fear. That view has noticeably changed 
in recent years. While the PLA still respects our military 
capability, it no longer fears us, which is reflective of its 
confidence in its growing relative military power.

China has been utilizing the current peaceful inter-
lude in international relations to aggressively modernize 
its military force. From 2000 to 2016, the CCP increased 
the PLA’s budget by 10 percent annually.10 And while the 
CCP has voiced its intentions to achieve a fully mod-
ernized force by 2035, its actions indicate a far earlier 
target.11 Capitalizing on the research-and-development 
efforts of other nations, frequently through underhand-
ed means, the PLA is rapidly expanding its arsenal, 
focusing less on conventional forces and more on nuclear, 
space, cyberspace, and long-range fires capabilities that 
enable layered standoff and global reach. The PLA’s up-
dated doctrinal approach to warfighting envisages war as 
a confrontation between opposing systems waged under 
high-technology conditions—what the PLA refers to as 

informatized warfare.12 
In short, this is using 
information to PLA 
advantage in joint mil-
itary operations across 
the domains of land, 
sea, air, space, cyber-
space, and the electro-
magnetic spectrum. 
Additionally, recogniz-
ing the need to carry 
out joint operations 
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in a high-tech operating environment, the PLA is in the 
process of reforming its command-and-control structure 
to resemble our own theater and joint construct.13 In 
sum, the CCP characterizes the PLA’s military modern-
ization and recent reforms as essential to achieving great 
power status and, ultimately, realizing the “great rejuve-
nation of the Chinese nation.”14

Our Competing Vision
It is against this backdrop that U.S. Indo-Pacific 

Command is implementing a strategy toward our 
national vision of a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific.”15 
As stated by Adm. Phil Davidson, commander of U.S. 
Indo-Pacific Command,

We mean ‘free’ both in terms of security—
being free from coercion by other nations—
and in terms of values and political systems 
… Free societies adhere to the shared values 
of the United Nations Charter and the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
respecting individual liberties.16

By “open,” we mean that “all nations should enjoy 
unfettered access to the seas and airways upon which 
our nations and economies depend.” This includes 
“open investment environments, transparent agree-
ments between nations, protection of intellectual prop-
erty rights, fair and reciprocal trade—all of which are 
essential for people, goods, and capital to move across 
borders for the shared benefit of all.”17 The substance of 
this vision is not new; “free and open” have buttressed 
our regional approach for over seventy years. As an 
enduring Pacific power, we aim to preserve and protect 
the rules-based international order that benefits all 
nations, and it is this objective that underpins our long-
term strategy for Indo-Pacific competition.18

Despite our conflicting visions, we must not overlook 
areas of common interest with China. As noted by then 
Acting Secretary of Defense Patrick Shanahan at the 
recent IISS (International Institute for Strategic Studies) 
Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore, “We cooperate with 

China where we have an alignment of interests.”19 We 
have strands of commonality—especially in the military 
realm—notably related to humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief. U.S. Army Pacific annually participates in 
the largest exercise with the PLA that focuses on disaster 
response. We can and should find common ground to 
build trust and stability between our two nations. But, 

as Shanahan went on to say, “We compete with China 
where we must,” and though “competition does not mean 
conflict,” our overarching goal is to deter revisionist 
behavior that erodes a free and open Indo-Pacific and, 
ultimately, win before fighting.20 Land forces play a key 
role in competing to deter the PRC. Deterrence is the 
product of capability, resolve, and signaling, and there 
is no greater signal of resolve than boots on the ground. 
Forward-postured Army forces, alongside a constellation 
of like-minded allies and partners, provide a competitive 
advantage and a strong signal of strength to potential ad-
versaries. Should deterrence fail, forward-postured land 
forces support a rapid transition to conflict, providing the 
Indo-Pacific commander additional options in support 
of the combined joint fight. In an environment where 
anti-access aerial denial systems provide layered standoff, 
forward-postured land forces can enable operations in 
the maritime and air domains if competition escalates to 
crisis or conflict, which we have demonstrated in tabletop 
exercises, simulations, and operational deployments.

Army Forces in Combined and 
Joint Indo-Pacific Competition

Competition with the PRC is happening now, and 
the twenty-five thousand islands in the Indo-Pacific will 
be a key factor in any crisis scenario we may encounter. 
U.S. Army Pacific delivers several advantages to the 
combined joint force as America’s Theater Army in the 
Indo-Pacific. This summer, U.S. Indo-Pacific Command 
completed the first ever certification of U.S. Army 
Pacific as a four-star combined joint task force (CJTF). 
This historic certification not only signifies the integral 

By ‘open,’ we mean that ‘all nations should enjoy unfet-
tered access to the seas and airways upon which our 
nations and economies depend.’



role of land forces in the Indo-Pacific, but it also provides 
the combatant commander the option of a land-based 
CJTF. Additionally, Army forces contribute to an agile 
and responsive force posture that ultimately strengthens 
the joint force’s capacity for deterrence.

Now in its seventh year, the Pacific Pathways Program 
is evolving to meet the demands of increased competi-
tion. Under Pathways 2.0, U.S. Army Pacific forces are 
now west of the international dateline ten months of the 
year, and the Pathways Task Force, which is growing from 
under 1,000 to approximately 2,500 troops, will remain 
static in key partner nations—especially in the first island 
chain—for longer periods.21 Doing so benefits the partner 
forces by increasing the depth of training and relation-
ships, enhances the combat readiness of the deployed task 
force, and allows the dynamic force employment of small-
er units to outlying countries. For example, in May of this 
year, we operationally deployed a rifle company from the 
Pathways Task Force based in the Philippines to Palau for 
combined training with the local security forces—the first 
time in thirty-seven years Army forces have been in Palau. 
Pathways 2.0 and other Army force-posture initiatives are 
expanding the competitive space, providing opportuni-
ties to compete with the PRC for influence in previously 
uncontested regions of the Indo-Pacific.

Operating among the people, our land forces are 
especially suited to strengthening the alliances and 
partnerships in a complex region containing over half of 
the world’s population. Everything we do in the region 
militarily is combined; we will never be without our 

allies, partners, and friends. Relationships must be built 
before—not during—a crisis. We strive every day to form 
our team in the Indo-Pacific so that when a crisis occurs, 
we are ready. During U.S. Army Pacific’s recent certifica-
tion as a CJTF, key allies and partners provided critical 
capabilities that made the entire team better. The exercise 
exemplified the importance of forming the team prior to 
crisis, strengthening our capacity for deterrence to ensure 
a free and open Indo-Pacific. Because fear and coercion are 
central to the PRC’s regional approach, mutually benefi-
cial and purposeful engagements build trust among our 
partners and enable us to cooperatively counter China’s 
intimidation. During this fiscal year alone, U.S. Army 
Pacific conducted over two hundred senior leader engage-
ments, seventy subject-matter expert exchanges, and over 
thirty bilateral and multilateral training exercises involving 
thousands of soldiers. These partner engagements rein-
force the message that nothing we do in the theater will 
be by ourselves; it is only by working together that we can 
achieve a free and open Indo-Pacific.

Army forces also strengthen regional partnerships 
by enhancing interoperability among militaries. We 
often focus interoperability discussions on technical 
systems (communications, fires, logistics, etc.). The 
hard reality is that our systems will always have chal-
lenges with communication, and though we should not 
stop pursuing perfection, we must not forget the other 
dimensions of interoperability: procedures and relation-
ships. Procedural interoperability involves agreed upon 
terminology, tactics, techniques, and procedures that 
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minimize doctrinal differences. While we will always 
remain frustrated by—and often focused on—systems 
interoperability, procedural interoperability should 
not be overlooked as a way to enhance our cooperative 
effectiveness. The most important dimension of interop-
erability is personal relationships. Strong relationships 
among partners can overcome the friction inherent in 
today’s complex operating environment, especially at 
the outset of crisis, and they are a critical component of 
long-term strategic competition with China.

Finally, our strategic approach to the Indo-Pacific 
embraces the reality that current and future operations 
will be multi-domain. In competition and conflict, all 
domains—land, air, maritime, space, and cyberspace—
will be contested. The combined joint force will have to 
seize temporary windows of opportunity to gain positions 
of relative advantage. Considering the geographic com-
plexity of the Indo-Pacific across twenty-five thousand 
islands, land forces will play a pivotal role in supporting 
operations in other domains whether during competition, 
crisis, or conflict. Exercises and simulations have demon-
strated the value of land-based systems—integrated 
with cyber and space capabilities—in enabling air and 

maritime maneuver. For over two years, U.S. Army Pacific 
has been leading the Army’s Multi-Domain Task Force 
(MDTF) Pilot Program; through exercises and experi-
mentation in the Indo-Pacific, we are driving the devel-
opment of multi-domain operations (MDO) doctrine 
and force structure. Earlier this year, we activated the first 
Intelligence, Information, Cyber, Electronic Warfare, and 
Space (I2CEWS) Detachment, which serves as the core 
of the MDTF’s forward-deployed capability to strengthen 
our capacity for deterrence.

The MDTF is proving its worth in key exercis-
es, to include last year’s Navy-led Rim of the Pacific 
(RIMPAC) exercise and in our recent CJTF certifi-
cation. Key capabilities such as land-based antiship 

A Naval Strike Missile fires from an Army Palletized Load System 
truck 12 July 2018 before hitting a decommissioned ship at sea 
during the world’s largest international maritime exercise, Rim of 
the Pacific, at the Pacific Missile Range near Kekaha, Hawaii. This was 
the first land-based launch of the missile. (Photo by David Hogan, U. 
S. Army Aviation and Missile Research Development and Engineer-
ing Center Weapons Development and Integration Directorate)
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missiles enable operations in other domains and pose 
multiple dilemmas to the enemy. Final preparations 
are also underway for the MDTF’s dynamic force 
employment during this year’s Exercise Orient Shield, 
a combined exercise with the Japanese Ground Self 
Defense Force that, for the first time ever, will include 
the integration of multi-domain capabilities in concert 
with our Japanese partners. While the MDTF is not a 
panacea, the multi-domain capabilities that it is inte-
grating into doctrine are invaluable as the joint force 
grapples with the changing character of warfare in the 
face of competition with China.

Succeeding in multi-domain competition with China 
will require an unprecedented level of U.S. joint force in-
tegration. In the past, we have waited for conflict to begin 
for jointness to take hold, but we cannot afford to do so 
now. And while we are well practiced at joint interdepen-
dence in conflict—notable examples include Operations 
Desert Storm and Iraqi Freedom—MDO will require 
the “rapid and continuous integration of all domains of 
warfare to deter and prevail as we compete short of armed 
conflict.”22 Accomplishing this level of joint integration 
will require us to break down existing service stovepipes, 

overcome our tendency to seek service-centric solutions, 
and integrate doctrine, training, and modernization 
efforts to mature MDO into a joint warfighting approach. 
The Indo-Pacific is truly a combined and joint theater, and 
we must seek combined and joint solutions to the problem 
of competition with China.

Our Advantage
We should be clear-eyed about the PRC’s demonstrat-

ed intentions to undermine the rules-based international 
order and shape a strategic environment favorable to its 
interests at the expense of other nations. No one seeks 
conflict, but as George Washington once said, “To be 
prepared for war is one of the most effectual means of 
preserving peace.”23 U.S. Army Pacific, as part of a lethal 

Soldiers from Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Southern Theater 
Command and the U.S. Army Pacific carry an injured man 18 Novem-
ber 2016 as they conduct a search-and-rescue operation at a simulated 
earthquake-collapsed building during the U.S.-China Disaster Manage-
ment Exchange drill at a PLA training base in Kunming in southwestern 
China’s Yunnan Province. (Photo by Andy Wong, Associated Press)
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combined joint team, contributes to deterrence through 
the forward posture of combat-credible forces, the 
strengthening of our regional alliances and partnerships, 
and a joint approach to MDO. We will cooperate with 
China where we can but will also compete where we must 
to maintain a free and open Indo-Pacific and preserve the 
rules-based order that has been at the heart of the region’s 
stability and prosperity for over seventy years.

Strategic competition with China is a long-term 
challenge, exacerbated by the accelerating complexity 
of the global security environment. Within this chal-
lenge, though, is the opportunity to leverage our greatest 
long-term advantages: our partnerships and our people. 
Everything we do in the Indo-Pacific is in partnership 
with other nations. We must maintain strong alliances 

and partnerships, leveraging our combined forces to 
ensure a free and open Indo-Pacific. And as Gen. George 
Patton said, “The soldier is the Army. No army is better 
than its soldiers.”24 Though our combined joint force is 
the envy of the world, we have “no preordained right to 
victory on the battlefield.”25 We must actively invest in 
the development of our people now in order to retain the 
advantage in MDO. Leaders who can thrive—as opposed 
to just survive—in ambiguity and chaos are essential if we 
are to maintain a combat-credible force that can succeed 
in a complex, multi-domain operating environment. We 
are confident in our greatest assets—our people, in coop-
eration with our great allies and partners. Investing in our 
advantage today will ensure we can compete, deter, and, if 
necessary, win as part of a lethal combined joint team.   
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