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Introduction

In many respects there has been a marked improvement in U.S.-
China relations since the EP-3 spy plane incident of April 2001.
The Bush administration views China as an important partner in
the Six-Party Talks with North Korea, and the United States and
China share an interest in a nuclear-free Korean Peninsula. The
Bush administration also sees China as a strategic partner in the
global war on terror. For example, China has recently joined the
U.S. Container Security Initiative, and starting this summer,
China and the United States will begin periodic senior-level dia-
logues on global issues of mutual concern. The Pentagon has even
expanded its program of military-to-military contacts and
exchanges between
Chinese and U.S. military

academies in a sharp rever-

Key Points

e China is primarily interested in
concentrating on trade and
economic development and
therefore wants an international
environment conducive to
continued economic growth.

sal of the policy of four
years ago. Economic rela-
tions have expanded great-
ly since China joined the
World Trade Organization,
and despite occasional
trade tensions, most U.S.

e Even with recent defense budget . ,
economists and business-

increases, China's ability to
project power beyond its borders
will be extremely limited for a
long time to come.

people regard economic
ties as mutually beneficial
and rewarding.

o There is a real risk of conflict However, some
between the United States and
China over Taiwan, and U.S.
policy needs to be aimed at

avoiding such a conflict.

Americans view the rise of
China as a long-term eco-
nomic and security con-
cern. As its military capa-

bilities improve, China is
increasingly seen as a threat to Taiwan and other U.S. interests.
For example, the Pentagon worries that China may be beginning
to acquire the means to project power beyond its immediate bor-
ders. Economic anxieties about loss of jobs and competition from
China are also increasingly linked to political and security issues.
China is seen as competing for economic and political influence in

Latin America and elsewhere. Even business mergers can have a
security aspect; the recent controversy over the proposed purchase
of Unocal by a Chinese company is a case in point. There is,
therefore, an interesting paradox in U.S. views of China; relations
have never been better, yet the two countries could go to war at
any time.

In a sense, both views are correct. China’s military power is
growing, and there is a very real risk of conflict between the
United States and China over Taiwan. On the other hand, there
are good reasons to believe that a stronger, more prosperous China
may, as the annual Pentagon report states, “choose a pathway of
peaceful integration and benign competition.” China’s 2004 white
paper on defense emphasizes economic development, and this
focus is reflected in China’s relations with other countries.
Economic dynamism is very important to Chinese leaders, and
they seek an international environment that is conducive to com-
mercial growth. Accordingly, in addition to cooperating on issues
of mutual concern with the United States, China has expanded its
economic, political, and security cooperation with the Association
of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN); developed closer ties with
Central Asian states; and improved trade relations with India, the
European Union, Brazil, and many other countries. China has
increased its involvement in a number of international organiza-
tions and in 2004 contributed more personnel to UN peacekeep-
ing operations than Britain, France, Russia, or the United States.

China’s military power has grown substantially but needs to be
put in a proper context. The country has been modernizing its
military for two decades, and its armed forces are now smaller but
much better trained and equipped. China continues to buy
advanced weapons systems from Russia, including the SU-30MK2
maritime strike aircraft, S-300 SAMs, Kilo-class submarines, and
Sovremenny-class destroyers. It is also developing new weapons
systems of its own, including tanks, submarines, and a mobile
intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM).

However, it is important to note that China’s military modern-
ization program is far from complete. Beijing still has only 20
ICBMs (each armed with a single warhead) capable of hitting the
United States, and despite a growing defense budget, China’s abili-
ty to project conventional military force beyond its borders will
remain very limited for the foreseeable future. Chinese military
strategy focuses on meeting potential enemies at or just beyond
China’s borders, and the emphasis is on active defense of Chinese
territory, not expansion or projection of military force.

Since China behaves as a satisfied power focused on better eco-
nomic and political cooperation, it is difficult to envision a credi-
ble scenario in which the country’s improved military capacity
poses a threat to anyone but Taiwan. Beijing regards Taiwan as
Chinese territory and has always reserved the right to use force
against Taiwan if necessary. That possible use of force is now codi-
fied in the Anti-Secession Law of March 2005. How Washington
views relations between Taiwan and Beijing is crucial to whether
future U.S.-China relations improve or worsen.
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Problems with Current U.S. Policy

There are two key developments aggravating the risk of a con-
flict over Taiwan. The first is a shift in the balance of power in the
Taiwan Strait in favor of China. The second is the continued
strength of Taiwanese political parties seeking to change Taiwan’s
status. Both developments undermine Washington’s long-term
goal of maintaining the status quo until Taiwan and China can
peacefully resolve their differences. These developments also pres-
sure Washington to abandon its policy of deliberate ambiguity and
clearly commit to Taiwan’s defense.

The balance of power shift from Taipei to Beijing stems from
Chinese military modernization, increased diplomatic leverage,
and a long-term decline in Taiwanese defense spending. The
Pentagon estimates that China has 650-730 short-range ballistic
missiles aimed at Taiwan with about 100 being added every year.
The accuracy of these missiles has improved, and they could be
used against a variety of military and political targets in Taiwan.
China already has a quantitative edge over Taiwan in air and naval
assets, and the acquisition of new weapons systems means that
China will soon have a qualitative edge as well.

Meanwhile, Taiwan’s defense spending has declined in real terms
over the past ten years reducing its ability to maintain an effective
deterrent. It does not appear that this trend will be reversed in the
near term. In 2001, the Bush administration offered a $20 billion
arms package designed to enhance Taiwan’s anti-submarine and
anti-missile defense. Taiwan has balked at its share of the cost and
has yet to approve a reduced ($15.3 billion) arms package consist-
ing of Patriot PAC-III air defense systems, P-3C Orion anti-sub-
marine aircraft, and diesel-electric submarines.

China’s rise as a diplomatic and economic force enables Beijing
to increasingly apply political pressure to isolate Taiwan, although
it still lacks the ability to launch a full-scale invasion of the island.
Policymakers in Washington are concerned that the increased
capabilities may prompt China to use force against Taiwan, precip-
itating a crisis with the United States. A weaker Taiwan is more
dependent on the United States for security, and this places pres-
sure on Washington to make a stronger and less-ambiguous com-
mitment to Taiwan’s defense. No U.S. president wants to be seen
as abandoning a democracy. Yet a stronger commitment to Taiwan
would cause an immediate and severe deterioration in U.S.-China
relations and could increase the likelihood of armed conflict.

Concerns over the changing balance of power are further com-
plicated by the current state of domestic politics in Taiwan. There
is a highly partisan split between the “blue” parties, the
Kuomintang (KMT) and the People’s First party (PFP), which

favor the status quo and some form of eventual integration with
China on a democratic basis, and the “green” parties, President
Chen Shui-bian’s Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) and the
Taiwan Solidarity Union (TSU), which assert a separate Taiwanese
identity and lean toward eventual independence. Although
President Chen has stopped short of advocating Taiwanese inde-
pendence, Beijing fears
that President Chen’s plans
to reform the constitution

Key Problems

¢ The balance of power in the
Taiwan Strait is shifting in China's
favor. Washington fears that this
trend may tempt Beijing fo seek a
military solution.

and other policies are lead-
ing to “de-sinicization”
and eventual Taiwanese
independence. If anything,
these suspicions have hard-
ened since Chen’s re-elec- * Domestic politics in Taiwan are
tion. More ominously, exacerbating strains between the
many hawks in Beijing United States, China, and Taiwan.
believe that the Bush .
administration secretly

The Bush administration has failed
to take a sufficiently active role in
reducing tensions in the Taiwan
Strait.

supports the idea of

Taiwanese independence.
China will not hesitate to
use force if it thinks its fears are about to be realized, and there is a

constant risk that “green” politics may eventually provoke a
Chinese attack.

Meanwhile, the leaders of the KMT and PFP have met with
Chinese leaders and have signed agreements with the Chinese
Communist Party. Though this has improved relations between
China and the blue parties, it has exacerbated Taiwan’s already
highly partisan politics, isolating Chen from China and holding
up much-needed defense appropriations from Washington. Beijing
is currently more involved in Taiwanese domestic politics than ever
before, and President Bush’s arms sales policy to Taiwan is being
skewed by partisan politics between the KMT and the DPP. The
problem for Washington is that Taiwanese domestic politics largely
determine the likelihood of conflict between the United States and
China. Washington must take the initiative in improving cross-
strait relations if U.S.-China relations are not to be held hostage to
internal Taiwanese politics. A conflict over Taiwan is in no one’s
interests. The United States and China have several foundations
on which to build a constructive relationship, and that potential
should not be jeopardized by Taiwan’s political squabbles.
Washington can and should do more to lower the risks of a con-
flict over Taiwan by encouraging a more positive relationship
between Beijing and Taipei.
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Toward a New Foreign Policy

During the past four years, the United States has understandably
been focused on the problems of terrorism and Iraq. However, it is
important that Washington start paying more attention to its rela-
tions with Asian countries in general and with China in particular.
The political, economic, and security environment surrounding
the Taiwan issue is changing, and Washington needs to adjust its
approach accordingly. The United States has multiple interests
throughout Asia, including points of mutual interest with Beijing.
U.S. policy toward Taiwan must be balanced against these other.

The United States should expand its current military-to-military
exchanges with China and broaden discussions on security issues
of mutual concern. Both sides harbor lingering suspicions of the
other, and such exchanges will improve communication and
reduce uncertainty about
the other side’s intentions.
It is important that
Washington clarify that it
is still committed to a one-
China policy.
Simultaneously, the
United States should con-
tinue its efforts to discour-
age the European Union
from lifting its ban on
arms sales to China even
though this creates friction
with Europe and China.
European arms sales to
China would not represent
a direct threat to the
United States, but they
would certainly improve
China’s ability to use force

Key Recommendations

¢ The United States has multiple
interests throughout Asia,
including points of mutual interest
with Beijing. U.S. policy toward
Taiwan must be balanced against
these other interests.

* Washington must maintain exchanges
between Chinese and U.S. armed
forces and confinue to support
confidence-building measures by
emphasizing issues of mutual inferest.

¢ The Bush administration should
make greater efforts to get talks
going between Taiwan and
China. The longer negotiations
are delayed, the greater the risk
of armed conflict.

against Taiwan.

Washington should also continue to assist Taiwan in building its
defense capabilities. An arms race in the Taiwan Straits is not
desirable, but it is important that Taiwan have sufficient means to
deter a Chinese attack. If there is a conflict, the longer Taiwan can
defend itself, the more time the United States has to consider how
it will respond. This means improving the survivability of Taiwan’s
command and communications systems as well as building its
anti-submarine capabilities and air defense.

It should be acknowledged, however, that the United States pays
a high political cost for helping Taiwan, and it is important that
future arms sales to Taiwan be balanced against such costs. The
arms package currently being considered by Taiwan is a good
example of such a balance. If Taiwan’s defense spending continues
to decline in real terms, the United States should not be expected
to compensate by increasing its commitment to Taiwan. As Ted
Carpenter of the Cato Institute has suggested, Americans should
not take Taiwan’s security more seriously than do the Taiwanese.
Under no circumstances should Washington abandon its current

policy and make an explicit guarantee of military intervention in
the event of a conflict. Such a move would guarantee Chinese hos-
tility for decades and undo all the positive developments in U.S.-
China relations.

Washington simply cannot wait for China and Taiwan to enter
negotiations to finally resolve their differences. A negotiated settle-
ment has always been the best option for the United States and is
essential to ensuring that China is integrated into the international
system as a peaceful power. This means that Beijing needs to talk
with President Chen and the DPP rather than only with the blue
parties. Even without U.S. intervention, any Chinese attack on
Taiwan would be very costly, and it is in China’s interest to find a
peaceful solution. The longer Taiwan waits to enter into negotia-
tions with China, the weaker its bargaining position will be and
the greater the risk that China will lose patience and opt for a mil-
itary solution. So it is also in the interests of all Taiwanese political
parties to enter into talks with Beijing, the sooner the better.

Washington wields plenty of political capital with both Taipei
and Beijing and should use it to coax these two governments into
negotiations. The United States has a lot of potential leverage over
the DPP; meanwhile, the KMT and PFP are already committed to
talks with Beijing. Trade between Taiwan and the Chinese main-
land is growing at double-digit rates, and nearly one million
Taiwanese (about 4% of the island’s citizens) now live and work
on the mainland. This provides a very strong foundation on which
to build some kind of political agreement, and Washington should
press the two sides on this. U.S. economic ties and political coop-
eration with China could be used as a hook to persuade Beijing to
show more flexibility regarding negotiations with Taiwan. Beijing
is far more likely to engage in constructive dialogue with Taipei if
it knows that it will be rewarded by better relations with the
United States and other countries.

There is, of course, no guarantee that negotiations will result in
a successful agreement, but the United States needs to push for
dialogue and conflict resolution. The balance of power in the
Taiwan Strait is changing, Taiwanese politics are changing, and
Washington needs to take a proactive role in engaging the two
sides or face the prospect of a war not of its choosing. The only
alternative is to abandon the democratic government of Taiwan.
The United States should not let itself be forced into making such
a choice.

Thomas Bickford <bickford@uwosh.edu> teaches at the
University of Wisconsin at Oshkosh, and specializes in Chinese
politics and Asian security issues.
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Sources for More Information

Organizations
Center for Defense Information
1779 Massachusetts Av. NW
Washington, DC 20036-2109
Voice: (202) 332-0600
Fax: (202) 462-4559
Email: info@cdi.org
Website: http://www.cdi.org

Federation of American Scientists
1717 K St. NW, Suite 209
Washington, DC 20036

Voice: (202) 546-3300

Fax: (202) 675-1010

Email: fas@fas.org

Website: http://www.fas.org

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
Voice: 011 (468) 655-9700

Fax: 011 (468) 655-9733

Email: sipri@sipri.org

Website: http://www.sipri.org

Publications
Ted Galen Carpenter and Justin Logan, “The Trouble with Taiwan”
http://www.cato.org/pub_display.php?pub_id=3707
Michael A. Glosny, “Strangulation from the Sea? A PRC Submarine
Blockade of Taiwan,” International Security, Spring 2004.

Peter Hays Gries, China’s New Nationalism: Pride, Politics, and
Diplomacy (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2004).

Peter Hays Gries, “China Eyes the Hegemon,” Orbis, Summer 2005,
pp- 401-12.

Wang Hui, China’s New Order: Society, Politics, and Economy in
Transition, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003).

Shelley Rigger, “Party Politics and Taiwan’s External Relations,” Orbis,
Summer 2005, pp. 412-28.

Andrew Scobell, China’s Use of Military Force (Cambridge, U.K.:
Cambridge University, 2003).

David Shambaugh, Modernizing China’s Military: Progress, Problems,
and Prospects (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002).

Websites

Annual Pentagon report on China

http://www.defenselink.mil/news/Jul2005/d20050719china.pdf

Chinese 2004 Defense White Paper
http://www.fas.org/nuke/guide/china/doctrine/natdef2004.heml

Anti-Secession Law
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/site2/special-reports/2005-03/14/con-
tent_158070.htm

China Daily (Beijing)
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/home/index.html
Chinese People’s Liberation Army Daily (Beijing) (in English)
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/

DPP website (mostly Chinese, some English content)
http://www.dpp.org.tw/

KMT Party website in English
http://www.kmt.org.tw/Aboutus/English/Aboutus-12.html

Project on Defense Alternatives/Chinese Military Power Page
http://www.comw.org/cmp/index.heml

Taipei Times (Taiwan)

www.taipeitimes.com
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