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The Hotel and the Steppe 

Shangri-La, Ulaanbaatar and two ideas of order 

Arnaud Leveau (PhD) 

22 June 2026 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Two dialogues, one week apart. The 23rd IISS Shangri-La Dialogue (Singapore, 29-31 May) and 

the 11th Ulaanbaatar Security Dialogue (4-5 June) address the same Asia. They do not address 

the same question. Singapore asks how the existing order holds under pressure. Ulaanbaatar asks 

what fills the space when it no longer does. Pete Hegseth told forty-four defence ministers that 

the region needed fewer summits and more submarines. Vietnam's President To Lam told the 

same audience that the region needed rules, not blocs. Neither was speaking only for themselves. 

For Europe and its partners, the distance between these two events is a measure of how much has 

already shifted. 

Singapore, late May: the weight of convention 

The Shangri-La Dialogue has followed a remarkably stable format since 2002. By long-standing 

practice, the United States Secretary of Defence delivers the first major ministerial address, reflecting 

Washington's central role in the security architecture that emerged after the Cold War. For two 

decades, that premise proved sufficiently robust for the format to work. The 23rd edition tested how 

resilient it remains. 

Pete Hegseth opened the Saturday morning plenary with a three-word doctrine he repeated throughout 

his remarks: strong, quiet, clear. Strong meant a generational investment in defence capacity. Quiet 

meant abandoning what he called performative outrage about the rules-based order. Clear meant allies 

should pay more, contribute more, and expect Washington to manage less of the daily work of 

deterrence. His line about needing fewer Shangri-La summits and more ships and submarines drew a 

response from New Zealand's defence minister in the very next session: dialogue and submarines are 

not mutually exclusive. Australia's deputy prime minister went further, stating plainly that for middle 

and smaller powers, rules create diplomatic space that raw military weight does not. Without those 

rules, he said, no state in the room would be better served. 

The evening before, Vietnam's President To Lam had given the keynote address, the first ever by a 

Vietnamese party chief at this forum. He diagnosed three simultaneous crises: of international order, 

of development models, of strategic trust. What the region seeks from major powers, he said, is neither 

their presence nor their absence but responsible commitment. The two speeches occupied the same 

hall, eighteen hours apart. They reflected different assumptions about what the forum is for. 

China sent no defence minister. Taiwan went unmentioned in Hegseth's remarks, for the first time in 

over a decade. Seventeen countries, including France, Australia, Singapore, and the Philippines, 

signed guidelines on protecting undersea communications cables without any American lead. 
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Japan's defence minister Koizumi Shinjiro offered the most architecturally precise statement of the 

summit: Japan would work to turn points into lines, and from lines into planes, a spatial description 

of what happens when the hub grows quieter and the spokes start connecting directly. 

The closing session fell to Singapore's Defence Minister Chan Chun Sing. He ended his remarks in 

Mandarin, reciting a four-part chengyu: talk without action, everything becomes difficult; action 

without talk, mutual trust is harder still; neither action nor talk, impossible; action and talk together, 

nothing is difficult. The hall applauded. Chan Chun Sing speaks English as his working language; the 

choice of Mandarin was deliberate and precisely aimed. Toward Beijing, it signalled that Singapore 

refuses bloc assignment and claims its own strategic identity. Toward Western participants, it 

reminded the room that Southeast Asia has its own codes, its own register, and no intention of being 

narrated from the outside. The applause was not just for the formula. It was for the gesture. 

France was present at the third plenary session on maritime security. Catherine Vautrin, Minister for 

the Armed Forces, used her platform to make an argument that goes beyond naval deployments: 

France is a resident power in the Indo-Pacific, not an external commentator. More than 1.5 million 

French citizens live in the region's territories, from Reunion Island to French Polynesia, from Mayotte 

to New Caledonia. France holds the world's second-largest maritime domain. The PEGASE mission, 

announced by President Macron during his April state visits to Japan and South Korea, will 

demonstrate the capacity to project air power rapidly across long distances with partners and the 

coalition of sovereign nations that Macron proposed from this same podium in 2025, bringing 

together powers that refuse automatic alignment, found a concrete application in Vautrin's speech: 

maritime security, where no state benefits from chaos and where shared rules create a platform for 

cooperation that cuts across the US-China divide. The formula had been proposed. Ulaanbaatar would 

show, a week later, whether it had an audience. 

Ulaanbaatar, early June: the work of the middle 

The Ulaanbaatar Security Dialogue opens with a problem, not a power. Mongolia, landlocked 

between China and Russia, running ninety percent of its exports through one neighbour and 

depending on the other for nearly all its refined fuel, has three million people and no military alliance. 

Its foreign policy is built on a single asset: the willingness to serve as a space where adversaries agree 

to sit in the same room, without that sitting counting as recognition, endorsement, or precedent. 

The 11th edition drew more than three hundred participants from forty countries under a Track 1.5 

format that allows everyone to speak in a personal capacity. Across sessions, and across the range of 

delegations present, an American foundation official, a Japanese defence professor, a South Korean 

strategist, researchers from Central Asian states, Nordic countries, and a dozen others arrived at the 

same diagnosis: no regional security architecture, communication channels broken, urgent need for 

risk-reduction measures. The Mongolian chair summarised it as more common ground than the 

headlines suggest. The remark contained its own irony: the consensus on what needs to be built does 

not build it. 

Two sessions were new this year and deserve separate attention. The first addressed artificial 

intelligence and emerging security challenges, placed at the same level of the agenda as nuclear risk 

reduction and preventive diplomacy for the first time in eleven editions. Asia Centre moderated that 

session. UNIDIR's director described a trajectory toward hypersurveilled battlefields where second-

strike nuclear capacity could be compromised, upending the logic of deterrence that has structured 

strategic thinking for seventy years. The South Korean researcher on the panel called artificial 
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intelligence a meta-variable that restructures the rules of national security. China's representative 

called for multilateral red lines on autonomous weapons systems capable of making lethal decisions 

without human intervention, noting that such systems already operate on contemporary battlefields. 

The session was interrupted midway by an automated fire alarm. Three hundred strategists were 

evacuated into the street while the building ran its checks. The discussion resumed the following 

morning. The algorithm imposed the interruption; the humans resumed the thread. 

The second new session addressed green energy corridors. The UNESCAP Green Power Corridor 

framework was presented as the backbone of a potential link between Mongolia, China, and Central 

Asia for the export of renewable electricity, with an investment potential estimated at between thirty 

and eighty billion dollars and a structuring deadline in 2036, when Chinese, Japanese, and South 

Korean decarbonisation targets generate concrete import demand. Mongolia's position did not require 

a policy statement: the country intends to sell its wind and sun, not remain a transit territory for 

resources priced and controlled elsewhere. The corridor it prefers runs on electrons. The price, in that 

scenario, is set by the market. 

A third session, dedicated this year to connectivity between Northeast Asia and Central Asia, was 

perhaps the most significant editorial choice of the programme. Central Asia rarely appears as a full 

agenda item in Northeast Asian security discussions. Its presence here signals a deliberate redefinition 

of the region. President Khurelsukh has visited all five Central Asian capitals, the first Mongolian 

head of state to have done so. Ulaanbaatar has elevated its relationship with Astana to a strategic 

partnership and concluded comprehensive partnerships with Tashkent and Bishkek. Kazakhstan's 

President Tokayev has proposed a trans-Altai dialogue linking the four nations of the Altai mountain 

range. These moves sketch a new regional geometry, connecting the steppes of Northeast Asia to the 

republics of Central Asia and, through them, to Europe. The session did not resolve how this geometry 

becomes an institution. It established that the question is serious enough to deserve a seat at the main 

table. 

South Korea's unification minister proposed four-party talks with the DPRK, the United States, and 

China, with a longer-term framework including Mongolia, Japan, and Russia. He called for the DPRK 

to rejoin the Greater Tumen Initiative and for a Seoul-Beijing high-speed rail connection. These 

proposals carry a long record of non-adoption. They also carry a long record of keeping alive the idea 

that Northeast Asian security is not only a function of military balance. Mongolia, which has 

maintained friendly relations with both Koreas for three decades, holds a position few capitals can 

claim: it can speak to Pyongyang without the conversation being immediately absorbed into bloc 

logic. 

What the gap reveals 

Taken together, the two events reveal something that individual coverage of either tends to obscure. 

The Shangri-La Dialogue in 2026 was a forum where the principal architect of the existing order 

presented a more transactional version of American leadership. Many participants appeared less 

interested in replacing that order than in preserving the diplomatic and strategic space that rules and 

institutions continue to provide for middle and smaller powers. 

The Ulaanbaatar Dialogue is a forum where states that have rarely shaped the regional order directly 

explored how to adapt to a more fragmented strategic environment. Less a search for an alternative 

order than a search for mechanisms capable of preserving communication and reducing risks, the 

discussions reflected the concerns of countries that cannot afford either confrontation or paralysis. 
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The SLD concentrates more strategic weight and ministerial firepower. The UBD concentrates more 

candour, more analytical range, and greater freedom of discussion. If Shangri-La remains the region's 

premier venue for defence diplomacy, Ulaanbaatar offers something different: a space where middle 

and smaller powers can exchange ideas and test approaches that may later find their way into more 

formal settings. The two forums are less competitors than complementary expressions of an 

increasingly diverse Asian strategic landscape. 

The former Ukrainian foreign minister Pavlo Klimkin, speaking at the SLD, described the forum as 

useful for what he called the collective West alongside a fragmented Asia, because there is no 

collective Asia here anymore. He was identifying a structural condition, not a failure. States that will 

not or cannot align with any of the available hegemonies are building their own approaches. The 

Central Asian dimension that the UBD added to its agenda this year is one signal of that construction 

in progress. 

The Beijing summit that took place between the two events sharpened the picture. China's support 

for Russia has remained substantial but calibrated. Economic exchanges, energy exports, yuan 

settlements and dual-use components illustrate an asymmetrical relationship in which Beijing appears 

careful not to deepen its commitment beyond what serves its own interests. For Mongolia and the 

states of Central Asia, this asymmetry is both visible and consequential, creating room for diplomatic 

diversification and external partnerships. 

Where this leaves Europe 

France and the European Union were present at both forums. France signed the undersea cable 

guidelines in Singapore and Vautrin made a substantive argument about maritime sovereignty. Asia 

Centre, as an independent research institution, moderated the AI session in Ulaanbaatar. Presence at 

events and strategic positioning remain different things. 

The SLD offers France a stage and a structural constraint. The summit's core bilateral diplomacy runs 

between Washington, Tokyo, Manila, Seoul, and Canberra. France, despite its Indo-Pacific doctrine, 

its Pacific territories, its nuclear credibility, and its defence roadmaps with Japan and South Korea, 

enters those conversations as an additional partner rather than a structuring one. Vautrin's speech at 

the maritime plenary made the French case clearly: France is a resident power, with territorial stakes 

from the Red Sea to the Pacific, a defence budget that will have doubled between 2017 and 2027, and 

a coalition of sovereign nations proposition that addresses exactly what the room was struggling to 

name. The proposition is sound. Translating it from podium to architecture requires presence that 

outlasts the conference. 

The UBD offers something the SLD does not: a space where European actors, independent of 

governmental frameworks, engage on terms that smaller and middle powers find credible precisely 

because the engagement does not arrive with a technology package and a dependency attached. The 

AI governance agenda is one concrete example. The international regulatory architecture for 

autonomous weapons and military AI is still being written. States that engage now with technical 

depth shape what emerges. Mongolia is actively developing its national AI strategy and seeking 

interlocutors who do not pre-determine its choices. Researchers and think tanks from Europe are 

better placed than most to be those interlocutors, because they carry neither the scale of American 

platforms nor the opacity of Chinese systems. 
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Discussions held during the NISS-UNIDIR seminar preceding the UBD also highlighted a dimension 

that remains underexplored in strategic analysis: the role of cultural references, symbolic signals and 

historical narratives in shaping state behaviour. In this context, the concept of Symbolic Intelligence 

(SYMBINT) points to the need for an analytical capability able to interpret the meanings, rituals and 

cognitive frameworks that influence strategic decision-making but often escape purely quantitative 

approaches. Alongside more established intelligence disciplines, greater attention to these symbolic 

dimensions may help reduce misunderstandings and improve communication across different 

strategic cultures. In regions such as Central Asia and Mongolia, where strategic cultures draw upon 

distinct historical experiences and symbolic repertoires, such an approach has immediate practical 

relevance. 

Chan Chun Sing closing the SLD in Mandarin with a chengyu was, in miniature, the same argument: 

the security conversation in Asia has its own codes, and those who can read them have an advantage 

that hardware alone does not provide. 

Mongolia is the clearest test case for sustained European engagement. Freedom House rates it free 

with a score of 84 out of 100, while its immediate neighbours remain in authoritarian territory. It has 

held democratic institutions for thirty years between two empires without foreign troops on its soil. 

A democracy that holds inside Eurasia matters to democracies that find themselves a shrinking 

minority in the international system. Mongolia is looking for partners that bring technology without 

dependency, capital without conditionality, and expertise without the assumption that smaller states 

should simply adopt the strategic culture of larger ones. Europe's proposition, when coherent and 

present, fits that description. Coherent and present enough remains a work in progress. 

The green energy corridor connects the UBD's new Central Asian session directly to European 

infrastructure strategy. The Green Power Corridor framework identifies Mongolia as a strategic node 

in a connection that could eventually reach Central Asia and, through it, Europe. Global Gateway 

carries the right principles: transparency, debt sustainability, environmental standards. Speed and 

bilateral engagement are the missing variables. The 2036 deadline leaves time, though less than it 

appears, because the choices being made now in Ulaanbaatar, Astana, and Tashkent about which 

partners to build with are not being deferred until 2036. They are being made now. 

The hotel and the steppe 

The Shangri-La Dialogue will return next year, same hotel, same format, same opening plenary. It 

will remain the most concentrated venue for defence diplomacy in Asia. The bilateral corridors will 

produce outcomes. The structural question, whether the order the summit was built to manage is still 

the order Asia is actually navigating, will also return, and it will be harder to set aside. 

The Ulaanbaatar Dialogue will also return. Quieter, less photographed, attended by people whose 

names do not lead wire reports. The addition of Central Asia to its geography this year was a signal 

that the steppe has decided its neighbourhood is larger than the maps drawn in Beijing or Washington 

allow. That enlargement, from Northeast Asia to the republics of the former Soviet south, sketches 

the outline of a corridor that runs, eventually, all the way to Europe. 

Hegseth flew to Singapore to argue that the region needed fewer summits and greater military 

preparedness. In Ulaanbaatar, three hundred participants from countries with limited ability to shape 

great-power competition focused instead on how to preserve dialogue and manage risks in the 

meantime. There is a particular art to surviving in the middle, between empires, without the leverage 
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to choose and without the option to wait. Mongolia has been practising it for thirty years. The steppe 

does not favour the loudest actor. It favours the one who reads the season correctly before it turns. 

The hotel will still be standing next year. The question is what will have been built around it. 
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