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1. Introduction:
China’s Strategic Engagement

Gaurav Misra

The geographical landmass of East Asia stretches from Sea of
Okhotsk, to include Russia, China, Japan, North Korea, South
Korea and Taiwan, up to the Eastern portion of South China Sea.
Historically, the region has remained in the eye of the storm and has
witnessed major catastrophic events for over a century, including
major military upheavals, political crises, natural and man-made
calamities and great power rivalry. Despite the establishment
of League of Nations after the First World War, unprecedented
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 did not end
the disastrous environment, and later establishment of United
Nations after the Second World War. Instead, the region witnessed
an upsurge in crises: Korean War of 1950-53; Sino-Soviet border
clash of 1969; Taiwan Strait crises of 1950 and 1990; and so on.
Sovereignty issues for archipelagic landmass in the East and
South China Seas has lead to straining of relations among the littoral
states in the region, leading to unnecessary race for development
of arms and nuclear arsenal. Involvement of extra-regional players,
like the United States, has made the situation complex, giving rise to
inter-relational dynamics. The testing of missile by North Korea and
quest for development of nuclear weapons has created conditions
where countries like Japan, which historically contented itself with
constitutional moratorium of not having a military other than the
self-defence force, are now on epoch-making juncture to undertake
constitutional amendment for development of military force and

development of weapon system to safeguard their interests. In this
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entire stability-instability paradox, China remains the protagonist.

With rising economic and military heft, capability and ambition to

alter the world order, China desires to be a dominant regional power

and possibly achieve global status by 2049. China has the propensity
to shape the strategic environment in the region by all instruments
of national power, that is, diplomacy, information, military and
economy (DIME), to create conditions favourable to its ambitions.

China, with President Xi Jinping in the driver’s seat, is geared up to

change the security calculus.

Prior to any viable analysis and evaluation of China’s strategic
outreach in the region, it is important to review the pertinent
developments in the last couple of years which have influenced
China’s behaviour in East Asia:

o Theatrisation and Modernisation of People’s Liberation Army
(PLA): In 2015, China announced major military reforms to
transform PLA into an agile military force capable of deploying
beyond China’s territorial boundaries to protect its overseas
interests. To achieve this military transformation President Xi
enunciated three centenary goals, delineated during the 19th Party
Congress. First, PLA to complete its mechanisation by 2020,
second, to complete modernisation by 2035 and lastly, to be a
world class military force by 2049, when PRC celebrates centenary
of establishment of People’s Republic of China. The military
reforms focused on transforming the PLA Navy by equipping it
with aircraft carriers, modern-day destroyers and submarines;
upgrading the PLA Rocket Force with missiles having global
reach, and developing a new service, PLA Strategic Support Force,
with the aim to develop niche disruptive technologies in the field
of cyber, space and electronic warfare. China’s tryst to break out
of the first island chain, exercise control up to second island chain
and build potent capability to react in the entire Indian Ocean
Region (IOR) in a strategic time frame has raised global concerns.

e Militarisation of the Island Chain: China has been on a reclamation
overdrive in the East and South China Seas, stating claim over
islands, shoals and reefs, with disregard to the sovereignty claims
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of other littoral countries. It has been developing Paracel and
Spratly Islands with airstrips and runways capable of landing
operations by large military aircrafts. In addition, China has
also deployed multiple surveillance sensors at terrestrial and
sub-oceanic levels to monitor shipping and military activities.
There have been umpteen instances of Chinese strategic bombers
and surveillance aircrafts overflying in the region, transgressing
airspace of regional countries. Though China has always claimed
these islands will not be used for military purposes, however,
the work on development in these islands have been going on
unabated. The US has objected to the militarisation of island
territories by China. In fact, the US has been undertaking freedom
of navigation operations (FONOPs) to reinforce freedom to use
sea lines of communication (SLOCs) by all nations. China has
reinforced its domination by launching, well orchestrated Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI).

Reuntification of Taiwan: One of China’s top agenda is the
reunification of Taiwan with mainland China. Though China
remains dismissive about US intervention in its reunification
efforts, the military bases of US at Guam, South Korea and Japan
are of prime concern. In addition, the deployment of Terminal
High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) missile system and
conduct of a large number of military exercises by the US with
various regional and extra-regional players, including India, is
posing greater challenges. The landslide victory of pro-democracy
supporter Tsai Ing-wen in recently concluded elections in Taiwan,
defeating Han Kuo-yu of Kuomintang Party (which is pro-
unification), poses another challenge. This victory of Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP) possibly relegates Communist Party of
China’s (CPC) top agenda of reunification of Taiwan. China also
continues to castigate the influence of Western political forces in
Taiwanese elections.

The US-China Trade War: The two largest economies of the world
are locked in a bitter trade war and both are imposing tariffs of
hundreds of billions of dollars on one another’s goods. The US has
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accused China of unfair trade practices and intellectual property
theft, while there is a general believe and perception in China that
the US is trying to curb its rise as a global economic power. This
trade war has had a cascading effect on the world economy. The
global supply chains have been disrupted, creating uncertainty
among the manufacturing units and raising costs for consumers,
thereby leading to slowdown of global growth. Though “phase
one” of the trade agreement in January 2020 promised to bring
relief to the ongoing trade war, however, this was short-lived as
COVID-19 further strained the relations between the two nations.
This US-China trade war has brought the chilling era of the Cold
War between the US and Soviet Union back to present.
Russia-China Alliance: The relations between Russia and China
have warmed up, especially against the US, symptomatic of the Cold
War era when China-US got together in the 1970s after the visit
of Henry Kissinger. Though there is no formal alliance, however,
there are multi-tiered, multi-layered engagements in various
international forums, such as Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
(SCO), Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa (BRICS) and
Russia-India-China (RIC). There has been stoic support of Russia
in China’s ambitious BRI. A pertinent facet of their relationship
is an increase in the number of international military exercises
between the two countries. A review of the military objectives
of these joint military exercises indicate that the two countries
visualise major attacks on their territory and are focusing efforts
to evolve joint military drills to counter the same; case in point
is ‘Vostok’ series, which is the largest exercise between the two
nations. In addition, there have been convergences between the
two countries on a gamut of international issues.

Economic Diplomacy: China’s economic heft is its major strength
and it is using this as an instrument of statecraft. China, under
President Xi, aims to establish “Beijing Consensus and Sino-
centric world order” by employing economic diplomacy, with
BRI as the most important tool for accomplishing this. Although
China faces strong resentment from the US, India and certain
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other nations, the lucrative financial assistance and paradigm of
infrastructure development in the host nations seems a difficult
proposition to refute. Prospects for China’s regional economic
initiatives, therefore, appear to be bright and may continue
till major challenges or upheaval. Another pertinent facet of
economic diplomacy has been China’s engagement with various
regional organisations, such as Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN), East Asia Summit (EAS), ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF), and SCO, and the desire to join South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC).

Defence Diplomacy and Military Exercises: China’s biggest
military weakness is the lack of combat experience: the last
war it fought was the 1979 Vietnam War. The Gulf War of
1991 was the watershed of hi-tech modern warfare, and China
found herself completely unprepared for such an eventuality.
Though military modernisation was among the four pillars of
modernisation initiated by President Deng in 1979, it gained
traction only in the 1990s when China initiated her revolution in
military affairs (RMA). Today, it is widening its military arsenal
at a fast pace with modern, cutting-edge technologies. Influx of
new technologies needs to be battle validated and military drills
need to be absorbed by troops. A vital platform to achieve this
is the conduct and participation in international joint military
exercises. In addition, China is on a defence diplomacy spree
with sale of military equipment to like-minded countries, such
as Pakistan, Bangladesh and countries from Central Asian
Republics (CAR), with lucrative loan options. China has not only
been investing in building military and training infrastructure in
host countries but has also established Confucian centres, so as
to exploit its soft power.

China’s Support to North Korea: China has been extending
clandestine support to North Korea for the development of missiles
and its nuclear programme. Today, under Kim Jong-un, North
Korea not only continues to tests its missiles but also threatens to
use it against Japan, South Korea and the US, jeopardising peace
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in the region. China, very skilfully, plays the North Korea card
possibly, to counter the US.

China’s One Country, Two Systems Policy and Hong Kong:
China has passed a new national security law in Hong Kong,
with disregard to the Sino-British treaty of 1997. This has raised
serious questions about China’s most talked-about policy of
One Country, Two Systems. Further, due of use of force to quell
the pro-democracy supporters, and employment of PLA for the
same, Beijing’s international image has taken a beating.

Spread of COVID-19 from Wuban to the World: The spread of
coronavirus from Wuhan has affected over 14.4 million people,
with 600,000 deaths, the world over. Initially, though aware of the
severity of the infection, the government at Beijing downplayed
the lethality and detained the whistle-blowers. In the past too,
China has come under tremendous international criticism for
its human rights violations and excesses; aggressive posturing
in the South China Sea; and issues of trade and intellectual
property. This criticism has generally come from Beijing’s
traditional rivals like the US, while many smaller countries have
maintained silence, mainly to prevent disruption of economic
ties. However, the spread of virus and the corresponding global
economic slump has opened the door to a wave of criticism and
pushback not experienced by Beijing for years.

Pivot to Asia and the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad):
The US rebalancing strategy, or pivot to Asia, during Obama
administration brought the region into sharp focus. Involvement
of extra-regional players like the US made the region extremely
sensitive. As a counter, China declared an air defence identification
zone (ADIZ) in 2013, with the aim to control aerial surveillance

in the region.

This edition of East Asia Strategic Review, titled Chinese Power:

Trends in Engagement and Containment, aims to discuss and

examine Beijing’s economic, military and political outreach in the

region and what shall be her military and diplomatic manoeuvring.
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The book has been divided into three main parts, excluding the
introduction. Part I deals with regional dynamics. The Chapter 2
in this section talks about China-Japan relations. The author covers
the subject from the time of establishment of diplomatic relations
between the two nations in 1972, including how international and
domestic structures that originally framed China-Japan relationship
evolved. According to the author, China-Japan relations are largely
influenced by complex geopolitical dynamics, geo-economics and
the political environment in their respective countries. Chapter 3
relates to China-Russia relations, broadly covering Russia’s policy
towards East Asia with specific focus on its relations with China.
The author analyses the cooperation between the two countries
and host of other pertinent issues of regional parlance, to include,
integration in Eurasia, the Korean Peninsula and South China Sea.
It succinctly highlights the convergence and divergences between the
countries and how these two nations and have achieved balance in
their relationship. On each of these topics, both the Russian and the
Chinese perspectives, identifying the common interests that bring
the two countries closer as well as the divergent interests that pull
them apart. Chapter 4 deals with China-Taiwan-US relations and
how the cross-strait relations have witnessed sharp deterioration
since May 2016 when Tsai Ing-wen, from the DPP, was sworn in as
the President in Taipei. This deterioration also coincided with strains
that developed in China-US relations. The landslide victory of DPP
in January 2020 elections, with Tsai Ing-wen coming back for the
second term, is likely bring a major shift in China-Taiwan relations.

Part 1T deals with militarisation in the region. Chapter 5 sheds
light on the aspects: China’s motivations for having a strong army; the
capabilities that China has developed and if these can be used in Taiwan
contingency; the extent to which the Chinese military can achieve its
objectives in case of a conflict over Taiwan; and the US response to
the rise in Chinese military capabilities and the challenges it faces in
shifting its resources to Asia. The chapter focuses on Chinese military
modernisation and capabilities and what shall be its impact in East Asia.
Chapter 6 deals with China’s desire to develop blue water capabilities
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for PLA navy and its quest to dominate the seas from East China Sea
to Indian Ocean Region (IOR). The development of island territories
coupled with fast paced naval modernisation is premised for assertive
posturing to achieve the status of a prominent maritime nation. Chapter
7 analyses the nuclearisation of East Asia, where China’s clandestine
support for North Korea’s nuclearisation and missile development
programme has made the latter more ambitious and belligerent,
thereby adversely impacting the denuclearisation process of the Korean
Peninsula. China’s drive to compete with the US has motivated it to
enhance her missile strength and bolster anti-access/area denial (A2/
AD) strategy. The chapter attempts to analyse these issues and the
potential ways in which they can impact the region in the future.

Part III deals with economic diplomacy and challenges. Chapter
8 addresses the US-China trade war and its impact on the regional
economy. It also assesses if this has the potential to impact the
global economy. Chapter 9 covers China’s economic engagement
with ASEAN and its signing of free trade agreement (FTA) with
ASEAN as well bilateral engagement with individual countries. The
chapter brings to focus the strategy of maximum engagement and
limited hedging adopted by certain ASEAN nations towards China,
to obviate any antagonism in the relationship. Further, it will also
be fascinating to see how, China through its adroit economic and
institutional statecraft ensures that these countries do not turn
against China, even if there is factionalism within the association.
Chapter 10 underscores China’s trade policy as subject of economic
statecraft. The chapter aims to present China’s economic diplomacy
towards the East Asian countries and regional organisations, like
the ASEAN, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and EAS.
It aims to bring to focus the aspirations and broad objectives of
its economic policies towards the East Asian countries. Further, it
reviews its approach to the regional organisations and communities
in East Asia. Based on the critical analysis, the author deduces as how
Beijing model or Beijing Consensus has acquired greater traction as

compared to the American model.



PART |
Regional Dynamics







2. China-Japan Relations in
the Abe Shinzo Era

Titli Basu

While the East Asian order is increasingly becoming fragmented
with intensifying China-United States (US) strategic competition,
one equation that will considerably influence regional peace and
stability is the China-Japan relations. Since the normalisation of
bilateral relations in the early 1970s, the international and domestic
structures that originally shaped China-Japan equation have changed
significantly. One of the pertinent features is the rise of China and
stagnation of Japan since the 1990s. Amidst the unfolding structural
changes, China-Japan relations are influenced by fluid geopolitical
and geo-economic factors on the one hand, and domestic political
dynamics on the other.

Existing literature has analysed the puzzle in China-Japan
relations as “intimate rivals”,! “distant neighbours”* or “charm
rivals”.? China-Japan bilateral relations present a paradox of political
antagonism, with differing historical narratives, contested territorial
claims and upsurge of nationalism in the political mainstream,
regardless of deep economic interdependence embedded in densely
integrated supply chains and intense trade and investment traffic.
However, deep economic linkages have failed to guarantee peace
and stability in China-Japan relations. This may be owing to the
structural changes with the arrival of China as a major actor in the
international system coupled with the relative decline of Japan. Some
Japanese scholars also suggest that unlike in the Cold War period
when China and Japan had a common adversary in Soviet Union,
in the post-Cold War era Japan invested in its alliance with the US
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to balance the emergence of a China-centric order.* In addition,
there are other variables shaping the dynamics, such as: role of
the political elites; legitimacy of Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
contingent on economic prowess and anti-Japanese nationalism;’
and lack of shared political values with differing regime types. Over
the decades, Tokyo’s China policy has advanced from friendship
diplomacy from 1972-89 to an eclectic approach encompassing
constructive engagement and pragmatic balancing to hedge against
any imminent threats.®

More recent developments in China-Japan relations since
2017—in the backdrop of the 45th anniversary of the normalisation
of diplomatic relations and subsequently, the 40th anniversary of
the signing of the Treaty of Peace and Friendship—mark a departure
from the antagonistic tone defining the bilateral relations following
nationalisation of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands by Japan in 2012. This
policy shift should not be seen in isolation. It is important to note that
role of the US primacy constitutes an important intervening variable
in China-Japan relations. The advent of the Trump presidency and
his lack of nuanced understanding of alliance politics influenced
Japanese policy debates on risks of US retrenchment from the
region, leading to fears of abandonment. Thus, Japan adopted a
prudent approach to ease bilateral tensions with China. Since 2017,
China-Japan relation is manifesting a “tactical detente”.” In the
following year, Prime Minister Abe visited Beijing in October,
manifesting renormalisation efforts.® Subsequently, Chinese
reciprocity in the backdrop of intense trade friction with the US
paved the way for President Xi Jinping’s visit to Japan for the G20
Summit in Osaka in 2019, first since coming to power in 2013.

This chapter argues that the current phase of rapprochement
in bilateral relations is shaped by respective tactical calculations
of Japan and China in the backdrop of the advent of the Trump
presidency and does not imply fundamental change in their
respective outlooks as controversial issues continue to remain
unresolved. There have been progressive and regressive phases
ever since the normalisation of relations. However, going forward,
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the trajectory of China-Japan relations will be shaped by China’s
approach to regional order.’

Since the 2000s, with economic rise paving the way for
increased assertiveness in its foreign policy behaviour, China has
demonstrated a readiness to define what it perceives as key stakes
it wishes to secure, irrespective of its relationship with other states.
With regard to its relations with Japan, this decade started with
the trawler incident, followed by numerous escalations on both
sides, including Japan’s nationalisation of Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,
China’s air defence identification zone (ADIZ) and alleged violations
of territorial waters—reflecting the downward trajectory of China-
Japan ties. However, with the change in the US presidency in 2017
and the unpredictability of Trump administration, dynamics of
China-Japan relations marked a departure. At the regional level,
the US pre-eminence constitutes an important factor in China-Japan
relations. This chapter tries to critically analyse the geopolitical
nuances and the geo-economic dynamics in the China-Japan-US
relations. The subsequent section of the chapter will evaluate the

domestic political variables shaping the China-Japan discourse.

Competing Perceptions on Order

One of the fundamental fissures in China-Japan relations is that there
are competing templates of regional order. Tokyo, being an anchor
of hub-and-spokes system of alliances following the post-Second
World War, envisages its responsibility as a “stabilizer for the US led
system”.!% Post-war Japan, as a beneficiary of the America-led liberal
order, is opposed to the idea of emergence of a Sino-centric regional
order. Meanwhile, President Xi Jinping argues for Asia for Asians. He
suggested that “it is for the people of Asia to run the affairs of Asia,
solve the problems of Asia and uphold the security of Asia.”!! For the
CCP, the US-led order is erroneous!? since in the political spectrum,
US liberalism tends to impose values of democracy and human rights
in different parts of the world. Also, in the security spectrum, the
hub-and-spoke bilateral alliance system, which reflects the Cold War

mindset, is analysed as a tool for encircling and containing Beijing.'?
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Opinions in the Chinese strategic community on the US-Japan alliance
have changed over the years. Till the 1990s, the alliance was seen as a
“useful constraint on Japan’s remilitarisation”. Subsequently, Beijing’s
thought evolved and it believes that “enhanced security cooperation
between Washington and Tokyo compromises China’s security
interest”.!*

With Beijing’s challenge to the US hegemony, great power
management strategy of Washington has involved Japan’s role
in aiding the US to balance China’s ascending clout.”® For Japan,
complementing the US’ role in maintaining “a superior order
structure” would restrain China’s hegemonic rise.!* Meanwhile,
Japan has aligned its Free and Open Indo-Pacific vision with the
goals of US Indo-Pacific strategy. It is true that Prime Minister Abe
made efforts to recuperate China-Japan relations given Tokyo’s
own stress in alliance management under President Trump, but
it is obvious that the defence administration regards incessant
tension in the security domain unavoidable.

Even though Tokyo has realistically attuned its Free and Open
Indo-Pacific “strategy” into a “vision”, there is no dilution of the
objectives and interests in promoting a rules-based order. For Japan,
as a regional power and a traditional US ally, it is imperative to
devise a pragmatic strategy as the US-China strategic competition
intensifies. Tokyo is pursuing a dual strategic attitude towards
Beijing that combines nuanced cooperation and competition at the

same time, in coordination with the US."”

Chinese Maritime Assertiveness versus “Normalisation”

of Japan

One school of thought argues that Japan’s strategic calculations led
it to pursue a “dual hedge” strategy, advancing security interests
within the US alliance framework and furthering economic gains by
way of trade with China.'® Origins of China threat arguments in
post-war Japan can be traced back to the 1990s when Tomohide
Murai from the National Defense Academy argued that China may

pose a threat after the collapse of the Cold War power structure
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and the military modernisation of the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA). Especially with the enactment of the Territorial Waters Act
in 1992, which declared the contested Senkaku Islands as part of
the Chinese territory, arguments on China threat gained traction.
The 1992 defence white paper documented China’s augmented
maritime activities in the surrounding seas for the first time.!” By
the mid-1990s, Japan started articulating concerns about China’s
military prowess and its increased defence budget. With the seizure
of the Mischief Reef in February 1995, Japan became wary of
China’s expansionist behaviour. Subsequently, in 1998, the defence
white paper reported the activities of Chinese naval vessels in

Japanese territorial waters.

Figure 2.1: Alleged Violations by Chinese Government and
Other Vessels in the Waters Surrounding the Senkaku Islands
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Threat assessments in Japanese policy papers have repeatedly
maintained that Japan is experiencing the most “severe” security
situation in the post-war history.?’ Japanese defence white paper of
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2018 has articulated that “unilateral escalation of China’s military
activities poses a strong security concern for the region including
Japan and international community”.?! Japan’s National Security
Strategy (2013) states:

There is an expectation for China to share and comply with
international norms, and play a more active and cooperative
role for regional and global issues. On the other hand, China has
been rapidly advancing its military capabilities in a wide range of
areas through its continued increase in its military budget without
sufficient transparency. In addition, China has taken actions that
can be regarded as attempts to change the status quo by coercion
based on their own assertions, which are incompatible with the
existing order of international law, in the maritime and aerial
domains, including the East China Sea and South China Sea. In
particular, China has rapidly expanded and intensified its activities
in the seas and airspace around Japan, including intrusion into

Japan’s territorial waters and airspace around Senkaku.?

Also, notwithstanding the institution of China—Japan Maritime
and Aerial Communication Mechanism in 2018, with the objective
of preventing accidental collisions between the Self-Defense Forces
(SDF) and the PLA, the 2018 defence white paper has maintained
its assessment of “strong security concern” with reference to China’s
unilateral endeavours to change the status quo around Japan. As a
maritime state, Japan has consistently articulated, both individually
and within regional frameworks, the significance of securing the rules-
based maritime order. In addition to this, the white paper has closely
evaluated PLA’s advancing operational competence and enhanced
anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) capabilities. It further indicates that
infrastructure development under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
may amount to “further expansion of the PLA’s activities in the area
such as the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean”. This concurs with
one view that argues that as Beijing seeks overseas bases, the PLA

may secure improved access in BRI countries.?’
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Developments in the East China Sea have raised concerns. For
instance, the presence of Shang-class submarines in contiguous
waters near the Senkaku Islands in January 2018; increasing
numbers of Chinese Coast Guard vessels and sometimes, the PLA
Navy intelligence gathering vessels (AGIs) navigating Japanese
territorial waters; and Chinese oil and gas exploration and drilling
rigs that allegedly host advanced radars, helipads and have dual-
use potential. Moreover, Chinese activities around the Miyako Strait
in 2019 have raised concerns.?* Subsequently, the US trained with
Japanese Air Self-Defense Forces (ASDF) in the Western Pacific.?

Even though the Maritime and Aerial Communication
Mechanism was instituted to manage maritime contingencies in
the East China Sea, coast guards are not within its scope. Japan
has strongly urged for upholding the maritime order founded on
peaceful settlement of disputes and universal rules, including the
rule of law and freedom of navigation. Besides the defence white
paper, Tokyo’s 2018 Basic Plan on Ocean Policy stresses on building
comprehensive maritime security by gradually augmenting defence
capabilities, bolstering maritime domain awareness capability with
more patrol vessels, information-gathering satellites and coastal
radars and protected information sharing between the Ministry
of Defense, the Japanese SDF and the Japanese Coast Guard on
the one hand, and reinforcing the international maritime order by
coordinating in global frameworks on the other.

While the US is committed to defend Japan through the full
range of capabilities, together with nuclear forces, the necessity to
assume larger responsibility to support the alliance is a priority for
Tokyo as it is aware of the possible entrapment concerns prevailing
among a segment of the American strategic community owing
to Article 5 of the treaty. The 2018 white paper argues that it is
“more important than ever to strengthen the US-Japan alliance
for the security of Japan”. With the revision of the US-Japan
Defense Cooperation Guidelines in 2015, a qualitative depth has
been added to the security partnership. Institutional changes have

reinforced mutual planning, intelligence sharing and crisis response



18 | Chinese Power

to several traditional and non-traditional scenarios in peacetime
or during contingencies. The Alliance Coordination Mechanism
has been created to enhance operational coordination, strengthen
bilateral planning and facilitate communication among civilian and
uniformed alliance managers.

Abe Shinzo was voted back to Kantei in December 2012.
Under his leadership, Japan has stepped up to shoulder greater
responsibilities within the alliance arrangement. It has incrementally
expanded the scope of Article 9 to exercise a limited collective
self-defence, initially through a Cabinet decision in 2014 and
subsequently, through a package of security legislations in 2015;
revised the US-Japan Defense Cooperation Guidelines in 2015 for
augmenting operational coordination; loosened the conservative
defence expenditure ceiling of 1 per cent of gross domestic product
(GDP); loosened the arms export ban; intensified political debate on
acquiring strike capabilities; and reorganised structures, including
the institution of Acquisition, Technology and Logistics Agency
(ATLA), and accelerated research and development (R&D) for
attaining technological superiority.

For the defence of remote islands, Japan has stepped up its
defence posture in the south-west with the establishment of the
Rapid Deployment Brigade in March 2018 and units in Amami
Oshima, Miyako Islands and Ishigaki Islands. It also instituted the
Southwestern Air Defense Force in July 2017. To defend the remote
islands, Japan is developing supersonic glide bombs which can be
launched from missiles, and is also promoting the deployment of
surface-to-ship guided missile units on Miyako and Ishigaki Islands in
Okinawa. Besides this, Japan’s approach emphasises on positioning
units, increasing intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR)
in peacetime and ensuing maritime and air superiority. Previously,
Japan instituted the 9th Air Wing at Naha Air Base to improve
defence posture in south-west. In addition, Yonaguni hosts a coast
observation unit.

Japan Ground Self-Defense Force (JGSDF) started new camps in
March 2019 on Amami Oshima (Kagoshima prefecture) and Miyako
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Island (Okinawa prefecture) with the objective of bolstering Japan’s
defence capabilities amidst China’s increasing assertiveness in the
region.”® The then Defence Minister, Takeshi Iwaya, argued that the
Miyako Island camp is on the front lines of Japan’s defence in the
south-western region. Miyako Island is approximately 210 km from
the contested Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea where Chinese
government vessels have frequently marked their presence. The
JGSDF is trying to fill the defence vacuum, given the severe security
environment surrounding Japan, with the deployment of the JGSDF in
the south-western region. A 380-member security unit was deployed
to the Miyako camp and there are plans to deploy a medium-distance
surface-to-air missile unit and a surface-to-ship missile unit.?”

The Liberal Democratic Party of Japan (LDP) has proposed
converting its Izumo-class helicopter destroyers into aircraft carriers
that can deploy the F-35B lightning vertical short take-off and
landing strike fighter. This will eventually convert the helicopter
destroyers from sea control platforms into potential strike carriers.
This is likely to cast doubts on Japan’s long-standing exclusively
defence-oriented policy. While Japan will have to navigate concerns
such as constitutional restraints and regional responses, Tokyo will
seek to rationalise the decision by interpreting it as self-defence,
given the considerable advancement in PLA Navy capabilities.

As Japan is adapting to the fast-changing security environment,
its strategy encompasses both internal and external balancing.
Tokyo is not only reorienting its post-war approach to Article 9
and narrow elucidation of right to collective self-defence, but is
also demonstrating categorically its willingness to contribute more
proactively to the alliance framework. It has also invested in building
a network of universal values-based partnerships in the Indo-Pacific.

Evolving Geo-economic Dynamics: From “Competition to
Cooperation” in Third Country

Even as China and Japan have competing geopolitical and security
interests, there is congruence in the economic domain. That is why

China-Japan relations are often analysed as “hot economics, cold
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politics”.?® Prime Minister Abe’s 2018 outreach to China was
essentially motivated by geo-economic factors and the urgency
to defend free trade amidst Sino-US trade war. Any escalation of
trade war holds serious implications for Japanese economy, which
is reliant on elaborate supply chains that structure China-US trade
interdependence.

With Brexit and President Trump’s inclination towards
economic nationalism, protectionism and bilateralism, Abe
assumed leadership and successfully delivered on concluding
the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP-11). Furthermore, Japan’s own trade frictions
with the US have required Abe to not only concur on a bilateral
US-Japan trade agreement but also conclude the Japan-European
Union (EU) Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA). Meanwhile,
Tokyo has also assumed an important role within the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) and accelerated
negotiations on a Japan-China-South Korea free trade agreement
(FTA).

In the bilateral spectrum, Trump’s transactional attitude towards
allies has not given Japan much leeway in the economic sphere.
Steel and aluminium tariffs and the US Department of Commerce
study (Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962) to decide if
auto imports compromise national security have pressured Tokyo.
Also, American abandonment of TPP exerted adverse pressures on
Japan’s trade policy as Abenomics was relying on this mega-FTA to
reinvigorate the economy by attaining access to new markets.

Adjusting to these geo-economic shifts, Japan has reoriented its
focus on China. The leadership of both countries have strengthened
the economic relations, based on the opportunities in each other’s
development, with the recommencement of China-Japan High-
level Economic Dialogue after a gap of eight years in April 2018.
China-Japan trade has remained robust irrespective of the political
tensions in the relation. This is because of the integrated supply
chain networks and trade and investment flows, especially since a
large amount of Japanese investment in Southeast Asia depends on
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China for assembly and value addition.?” While Beijing is the largest
trading partner of Tokyo, Tokyo is Beijing’s second largest single-
country trading partner.’® The 2018 “Survey Report on Overseas
Business Operations by Japanese Manufacturing Companies” has
recognised China as the most favourable destination for business
activities in the medium term, followed by India and Thailand.?
Japanese investments have provided jobs, technology and capital to
China, and Japanese technological pre-eminence is very important
for China.

Figure 2.2: Value of Japanese Exports and Imports to and from
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Meanwhile, China and Japan have signed a Memorandum
on Business Cooperation in Third Countries in May 2018 and
instituted a Committee for Promotion of China-Japan Business
Cooperation in Third Countries under the framework of High-level
Economic Dialogue for inter-agency discussions. Prime Minister
Abe attended the China-Japan Forum on Third Country Business
Cooperation in October, in Beijing, where 52 memoranda of
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cooperation were singed. This will allow Japan to seek its economic
goals through greater overseas infrastructure investment. Japan’s
cooperation with China in third country projects is expected to
augment the productivity of both Beijing and Tokyo’s infrastructure
projects given their common functional areas.

China-Japan cooperation in third country has led to a conversation
on whether Tokyo has embraced President Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). As Nikai Toshihiro, Secretary General of the ruling
LDP, attended the 2017 Belt and Road Forum, there are conjectures
regarding a shift in Japan’s approach. However, a closer look suggests
that Tokyo is involved in a cautiously measured endeavour to shed a
narrow outlook—as followed with regard to the Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB)—and engage Beijing with the aim of shaping
it as a responsible power and preserving the principles of international
governance in keeping with global norms.*

Japan’s powerful business lobby, Keidanren, not only supports a
positive relation with Chinese economy but also buttresses the idea
of a measured engagement in infrastructure projects. Even though
Abe’s strategy towards BRI has not altered drastically, Japan’s
tactics manifest more sophistication. Earlier, apprehension with
regard to rules and norms were attributed as disincentive for Japan’s
engagement in China’s project. Subsequently, Abe used the same
set of variables as prerequisites for Japan’s involvement in the BRI.
Abe argued that Japanese expectation of engaging with China on
infrastructure projects “in a forward-looking way” is conditional on
project’s openness, transparency, economic efficiency and financial
soundness.

Tokyo’s collaboration with Beijing on third country infrastructure
projects will be dependent on its ability to find a way to advance
regional connectivity without diluting the current geopolitical
architecture on which its security interests continue to rest.>* Japan’s
China policymaking is not monolithic. It is important to note
that fault lines among policy elites in Tokyo were evident with
Nikai Toshihiro-Imai Takaya taking the lead over Yachi Shotaro-
Kanehara Nobukatsu on China policy.3*
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Nationalism, History and Domestic Politics

While China-Japan relation at the regional level is influenced by
geopolitical and geo-economic determinants, at the bilateral level
the relation is defined by key intervening variables, like nationalism
and the history issue. Japan has played a critical role in shaping
modern Chinese nationalism.>* The struggle against Japanese
imperialism continues to serve as a compelling tool for the CCP
to legitimise its rule.’* The May Fourth Movement, motivated
by Twenty-One Demands of Japan, was an important highlight
in the development of Chinese nationalism. Chinese nationalism
is considerably shaped by Japan’s invasion of Manchuria and the
Second Sino-Japan War. In the countdown to War, China was split
along regional, ethnic and ideological verticals. However, these
actors joined forces to fight against Japan’s occupation, which
embedded nationalism into Chinese psyche. Japan pushed Mao
and the Party to unify China after the Chinese Civil War (1945-
49),

More than seven decades after the Second World War, one of
the most important factors influencing Japan’s relations with its
neighbours is history. While Japan suffers from an apology fatigue,
rising above the prevailing trust deficit in the region is a colossal
challenge. Chinese political discourse has repeatedly urged Japan
to face history squarely while advancing towards the future, which
implies Japan “should not deny its aggressive history and colonial
rule in the past, or duck the historical responsibilities he is obliged to
assume, let alone indulge in words and deeds attempting to reverse
the history”. For China, “facing history squarely” is an important
condition for advancing towards the future since China argues that
“historical issues are like a ridge that cannot be sidestepped or
detoured”.’”

Chinese public debate on how to manage relations with Japan
gained momentum in the early 2000s, with influential writings talking
about a “new thinking” on Japan. This school of thought was led
by Ma Licheng arguing, and Shi Yinhong from People’s University

advocating, that rapprochement with Japan is in China’s interests.
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Shi argued that while history should not be ignored, China cannot
stagnate in history either. There were others supporting the “new
thinking”, for instance, Xue Li from Qinghua University stressed
that China should shelve the history question and pursue its national
interests in reconciling with Japan. Meanwhile, counterarguments
were presented by Japan experts in Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences (CASS). Feng Zhaokui, for example, questioned such “new
thinking” since the deep-rooted history issue remained unresolved.
Yet, there were public intellectuals, like Pang Zhongying, and others,
like Ling Xingguang, who took the middle path.3

September 3 and December 13 are respectively designated as the
Victory Day of “Chinese People’s War of Resistance against Japanese
Aggression” and “National Memorial Day” to honour those slayed
by Japan during the Nanjing Massacre to demonstrate the strong
Chinese resolve to oppose aggression.’® Meanwhile, Nanjing Massacre
documents, including movies, pictures, memoirs and trials of war
criminals, have been added to United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) Memory of the World Register
in 2015.% This triggered a heated response*! from then Japanese Chief
Cabinet Secretary, Suga Yoshihide, indicating discontinuation or
cutting down on financial contributions to UNESCO.*

Prime Minister Abe’s landmark speech at the 70th anniversary
of the War in 2015 failed Chinese expectations as Abe stopped
short of extending a personal apology. The Chinese foreign ministry
articulated discontentment stating that Abe should have accepted
Japan’s responsibility for the War.** The most significant departure
that Abe’s statement made from the landmark 1995 Murayama
apology was his articulation of uneasiness on the subject of
obligating young Japanese, “who have nothing to do with that
war, be predestined to apologise”.* This underscored the apology
fatigue which is predominant in Japanese discourse. Compared to
the Murayama Statement that had been favoured by China,* Prime
Minister Abe’s account is described as “revisionist-laden statement™4¢
and lacking in sincerity.*” Japan has the responsibility of balancing
the expectations of its neighbours and catering to domestic politics,



China—Japan Relations in the Abe Shinzo Era | 25

predominantly the influential right wing. Moreover, Japanese
political elites have sometimes visited the controversial Yasukuni
shrine, including Prime Minister Abe Shinzo in 2013, which sparks
strong response from the region, which perceives such visits as

reflecting an incorrect Japanese attitude towards history.*

Shadow of COVID-19: The Way Forward

The years 2018 and 2019 witnessed a fair degree of high-level
interaction between China and Japan. Prime Minister Abe visited
China and State Councillor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited
Japan in 2018. Subsequently, President Xi Jinping visited Osaka
for the G20 Summit in June 2019. 2019 also witnessed bilateral
Foreign Ministers’ Meeting, High-Level Economic Dialogue and
Defence Ministers’ Meeting. Also, China’s Vice President, Wang
Qishan, joined Emperor Naruhito’s enthronement ceremony as
President Xi’s special envoy. This prepared the groundwork for the
much-anticipated maiden state visit by the Chinese President (first
since 2008) in April 2020.

However, Prime Minister Abe’s careful planning to host President
Xi Jinping was hijacked by the unexpected outbreak of COVID-19.
The onset of 2020 was marked by one of the most unprecedented
global pandemic, which led to postponement of the visit. In fact,
President Xi’s visit is not the only victim of COVID-19. Tokyo also
had to postpone the much-awaited Olympics 2020. Japan had
dedicated vast political capital and resources in preparation for
the success of these two events that would have sealed Prime
Minister Abe’s legacy.

In the run-up to the April summit, both sides were exploring the
prospects of creating a fifth political document governing China-
Japan relations, as discussed in December 2019. There are already
four political documents that were singed in 1972, 1978, 1998 and
2008. Nevertheless, irrespective of the diplomatic momentum in the
bilateral relations, the pandemic will considerably change the context
of Japan-China relations. Even though both sides have carefully
used the pandemic to cooperate by way of “mask diplomacy”,* it



26 | Chinese Power

would do little in terms of diverting attention from China’s role and
subsequent strategic response to the pandemic.

Furthermore, the pandemic has pushed the world economy into
recession. It has severely unsettled supply chains and production
networks, creating huge stress for the Japanese economy.
Subsequently, Tokyo has decided to allocate US$ 2.25 billion to
support firms to diversify their manufacturing supply chains out of
China. The priority is to move them back to Japan or divert them to
Southeast Asia.

Even before the pandemic, the need to safeguard critically
important economic interests has led Japan’s National Security
Secretariat to add an economic unit last year to monitor suspected
intellectual property abuses and technology theft by China. Japan
also restricted Huawei Technologies and ZTE Corporation from
public procurement contracts as worries concerning suspected
espionage deepened.

COVID-19 has led to a larger debate on structural shifts in
the world order. With escalating US-China strategic rivalry and the
shifting texture of threats originating from China, the great power
management strategy of the US will be increasingly reliant on its
allies, including Japan, so as to constructively shape Beijing as a
responsible power who honours global rules and norms. History
of China-Japan relations since the normalisation of relations reflects
both progressive and regressive phases but in the coming years, the
course of China-Japan relations will be shaped by China’s approach
to regional order. Going forward, one of the biggest impediments in
China-Japan relations continues to be the trust deficit.
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3. Russia-China Dynamics
in East Asia

Manabhanjan Meher

Against the backdrop of continuing anti-Russian sanctions by a
large number of countries, the comprehensive strategic partnership
between Russia and China has made considerable progress in recent
years. Both the countries have similar views on a number of global
and regional security issues and have worked together on various
occasions where their respective national interests have converged.
They have frequently underlined their respect for each other’s path
of development and the socio-political system, and also asserted
that inter-state disputes should be settled only through political and
diplomatic means. Relations between the two countries go back to
the times of the Soviet Union. When the People’s Republic of China
was founded in 1949, the Soviet Union was the first country in the
world to recognise it, marking the beginning of diplomatic relations.

This chapter attempts to examine broadly Russia’s policy
towards East Asia, with specific focus on its relations with China. It
also analyses the close cooperation between the two nations, along
with each country’s interests and policies on key regional security
issues, such as integration in Eurasia, the Korean Peninsula and the
South China Sea. The chapter also highlighted the divergent interests
between Russia and China on certain issues which pull them apart.

Russia’s East Asia Policy

Russia, with its traditional link to the countries of East Asia since the
seventeenth century, has played an important role in international
relations in the region, especially in the nineteenth and twentieth
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centuries. In this context, one cannot deny the role of Soviet Union
in the victory over fascism during the Second World War and the
Soviet assistance for national liberation movements in Asia. After
the collapse of the Soviet Union and emergence of a democratic
Russia—of course, a considerably weaker Russian Federation—a
new foreign policy course was proclaimed under Boris Yeltsin that
was basically pro-West. Therefore, during the early 1990s, Russian
foreign policy was primarily oriented towards the West and the East
was subordinate to it.

The late 1990s and the early 2000s witnessed a shift in Russian
foreign policy to a more pragmatic and balanced stance, better
aimed at realising the country’s national interests. A new figure in
Russian foreign policy, Yevgeny Primakov, epitomised the need for
altering the strategic course following Russia’s economic troubles,
political turbulence and reduced influence in the international arena.
Primakov argued for a strategic triangle consist of three states,
namely, Russia, China and India, and stressed on a multi-polar world
aimed at counterbalancing American unilateralism in world politics.
As China was the core East Asian country in region, the Russian-
Chinese strategic partnership remained one of the prominent aspects
of Russian policy in the East Asia.

As for other countries of East Asia, relations with Japan became
a top priority in Russia’s Asian policy in the beginning of the 1990s
as Japan was considered one of the leaders of the developed world.
Simultaneously, the Soviet imbalance towards North Korea also
shifted in favour of South Korea in the 1990s. After recognising South
Korea in 1990, Moscow put an emphasis on developing economic
relations and technical cooperation with the country, which is currently
Russia’s third largest trading partner in East Asia, after China and
Japan, and a promising source of high technology." In his speech at the
inaugural East Asia Summit (EAS) on December 14, 2005 at Kuala
Lumpur, Russian President Vladimir Putin stated: “Our country, as
an integral part of the Asia-Pacific region, supports peace, security
and constructive cooperation throughout the entire region. We do

not seek unilateral benefits. Our credo in Asia is an equal partnership
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and mutual benefits.” He further noted the importance of the forum:
“Becoming involved in the integration processes taking place in the
region will contribute to creating favourable external conditions
for our country’s overall socio-economic development, above all in
Siberia and the Russian Far East.”?

Meanwhile, China became the top trading partner for all East
Asian states and in 2010, it concluded a free trade agreement (FTA)
with Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). It engaged
with East Asian multilateral organisations, projecting an image
of a benign great power. Against this backdrop, the balance sheet
of Russia’s presence in East Asia has not been impressive. From
the early 2000s, Russia strived to return to the region that it had
neglected in the decade following the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Under the new conditions, Russia attempted to capitalise on the fact
that not a single ASEAN state regarded Russia as a potential threat.
It successfully established a network of political and diplomatic
contacts with all the relevant actors and became member of the
region’s multilateral groupings, such as Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC) and the EAS.

The Russian elite worked out a consensus on the basic
ramifications for Russia regarding its place in the East Asian
order: politically, as a balancing force between China and the US;
economically, as the supplier of energy resources and weaponry; and
as a transportation link between East Asia and Europe.? Russia’s
Eastern policy formally began in 2012 when the APEC Summit was
held in Vladivostok. The main aim of this event was to create the
potential for external economic cooperation between the Far Eastern
Federal District of the Russian Federation and the leading countries
of Northeast Asia, that is, China, South Korea and Japan.*

Currently, interactions between Russia and China in East Asia
are usually seen as potential for both cooperation and competition.
China considers the region to be of key importance for its national
security and for consolidating its global great power standing.
Russia, on its part, aspires to regain the position of an equal player

in the region.
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Developing a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership
The Sino-Russian relations have developed progressively. In the
middle of the first decade after disintegration of the Soviet Union, the
leaders of Russia and China termed their relationship as “strategic
partnership”. They established a “constructive partnership” in
September 1994, then a “strategic cooperative partnership” in April
1996, finally formalising the relationship in a “Treaty of Good
Neighbourly Friendship and Cooperation” in July 2001.5

Russia and China have a lot of converging interests in the
international arena, and this also concerns stabilisation of the
situation in the international arena. This was evident when North
Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) bombing of Yugoslavia
and the US’ unilateral decision to invade Iraq resulted in further
convergence between Moscow and Beijing. Both nations believe in
the idea of a multi-polar world order, maintaining that all countries
have the right to pursue their own interests and to decide for
themselves how to approach regional and global developments.
According to Igor Ivanov:

Russia-China relations are not developing in a vacuum, and the
dynamics and prospects of these relations moving forward are
largely contingent on the global political and economic situation
as a whole. Over the past two decades, Russia and China have
been promoting the idea of a “multi-polar world” as the most
sustainable, dependable, and fair structure for international

relations.®

Russiais the only power among the key playersin the international
field which has uninterruptedly and constantly supported China’s
struggle against Uyghur separatism; Beijing’s stance on Taiwan and
Tibet; and its territorial disputes in the South China Sea. On the
other hand, China has shown support for Russia’s Chechen policy
ever since the conflict unfolded in the mid-1990s and has never
criticised Russia’s conduct of the repressive war in its Muslim-
populated region. As Russian scholar Timofei Bordachev notes:
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“Political relations between Russia and China were never as good
as they are today. They are now almost free of any suspicion, and
older-younger brother complexes in relations have been relegated to
the past. There is no objective reason for either of the two countries
to compete against the other. In fact, their economic and security
interests are complimentary.”” Moscow and Beijing have also
consistently supported each other in combating domestic problems,
such as national separatism, religious extremism and international

terrorism.

Cooperation between Russia and China in the Eurasian Region

The Russo-Chinese relations are being developed in the framework
of a special strategic partnership to promote the national aims of both
sides that are not contradictory to each other. Besides their gradual
interdependence in energy, trade and security sectors, Russia and
China are mutually supporting each other’s core and major interests,
thanks to the alignment of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU)
and the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) with the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the One Belt, One
Road (OBOR; currently known as the Belt and Road Initiative
[BRI]). Both Russia and China have launched ambitious regional
projects that are promoted as a means to strengthen linkages with
neighbouring states.

In 2014, the leaders of three countries—the Russian Federation,
Kazakhstan and Belarus—initiated the EAEU as a regional economic
union in order to enhance integration; eliminate barriers to the
free movement of goods, services, capital and labour; and develop
coordinated, coherent and unified policy in key sectors of the
economy. The treaty was expected to move integration to a whole
new level and establish the region’s path of development for the
next half decade. The project to establish the EAEU was one of the
most important Russian integration initiatives since the break-up of
the Soviet Union. The objectives and tasks of the new integration
group, as well as the make-up of the integration core and potential
participants, were determined. Similarly, President Xi Jinping first
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presented China’s vision for a “Silk Road Economic Belt” (SREB)
during a 2013 speech in Kazakhstan. The idea was to “forge closer
economic ties, deepen cooperation, and expand development in
the Euro-Asia region.”® In early 2015, the contours of Beijing’s
strategy began to emerge as China’s leadership laid out plans for this
“SREB” through Central Asia and a “21st Century Maritime Silk
Road” through Southeast and South Asia. China referred to both
collectively as “OBOR?”.

Initially, both the Russian led-EAEU and the Chinese led-
OBOR looked completely different. However, Chinese President Xi
Jinping and Russian President Vladimir Putin agreed to integrate the
SREB with the EAEU, using the SCO as a coordinating platform,
in a meeting held in Moscow on May 8, 2015, surprising many.
The nature of three projects (the SCO, EAEU and SREB) was
simultaneously developing, with a certain competition between
them, and prospects for their integration were not clearly defined.
Indeed, most of the scholars raised concern about its feasibility.
Russian scholar Ivan Zuenko argued: “Yet, it is unjustified to talk
about a complete linking and merging of the two projects since they
present essentially different systems. The basic principles of the
EAEU cannot be completely realized in those countries which, at
the same time, participate in OBOR—and vice versa.”® Similarly,
Chinese scholar Zhang Xin stated:

how to coordinate an already institutionalized multi-country
economic mechanism (EEU) which has already developed its own
identifiable organizational features and set of regulatory and legal
frameworks, membership criteria and defined rules between its
member states. While the SREB is still a proposal and initiative,
and thus far from a fixed organization. It is even hard to define
SREB as a single “project”, as it is aimed at integrating many
smaller ventures, programs, and initiatives across an extremely
large geographic expanse, possibly by joint efforts with many

other players.!”
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Moreover, Li Lifan wrote:

This aim of developing connectivity between OBOR and the EEU is
theoretically possible. However, its operationalisation will be very
difficult. There are also a number of challenges to the efforts to
connect the EEU and OBOR projects. One of them, the geographic
scope and geopolitical composition of the EEU and OBOR are

different, which means they cannot be docked as unified entities.!!

Putin announced the Russian government’s desire for a greater
Eurasian partnership at the St. Petersburg International Economic
Forum in June 2016. In the opening speech, Putin proposed for more
extensive Eurasian partnership involving the EAEU, in which countries
such as China, Pakistan, Iran and India would also be included.'> Thus,
the establishment of economic ties and modernisation of the legal
regulation of international economic relations between the EAEU and
China was crucial for the Eurasian continent’s economic development.

The finalisation and signing of the Agreement on Trade and
Economic Cooperation between the EAEU and China, in May
2018,created an international basis to unify and consolidate
their economic interaction legal foundations for the first time.
Negotiations were conducted on the basis of the Supreme Eurasian
Economic Council decision of May 8, 2015. The signing of the
agreement between China and the EAEU was a significant step in the
processes of regional economic integration in Eurasia, in the EAEU
and the Chinese “OBOR?” conjunction.

Today, the strategic partnership between them is strengthening
In recent years, China has become Russia’s leading trade partner
reaching US$ 108 billion in 2018.However, it is still far from
comparable to the Sino-US trade of US$ 360 billion and Sino-
European Union (EU) trade of US$ 380 billion in the same year.!®

Russia in Northeast Asia

In Northeast Asia, the main grounds of Russia-China cooperation
are the North Korea nuclear issue and shared opposition to the
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American anti-ballistic missile defence system, Terminal High
Altitude Area Defence (THAAD). While South Korea’s ties to the US
and plans to deploy THAAD may not be a direct threat to Russia,
they are viewed as a threat to the regional balance of power.

Russia alleges that the Korean missile threat has been used as a
pretext for deploying THAAD systems close to the borders of Russia
and China by the US. Russian policymakers perceive the THAAD
deployment in South Korea as part of the larger vision of the US’
“pivot” to Asia-Pacific. It expands the already substantial network of
missile defence systems encircling China and Russia. Leonid Slutsky,
the head of the State Duma’s International Affairs Committee, has
warned that the deployment of THAAD in South Korea to counter
North Korea may endanger Russia’s security. According to him,
“Washington is creating a new regional segment of the US global
missile defence system in North-Eastern Asia, close to the Russian
border. This may put the security of our country at risk.”!*

Russia has significant economic, political and strategic interests
in the Korean Peninsula. The policy toward North Korea is an
important component of Russia’s general strategy towards Northeast
Asia, which is now regarded by Moscow as a vitally important
area. The Fourth Eastern Economic Forum, held in Vladivostok on
September 11-13, 2018, was anticipated to play a significant role in
bringing peace and stability to the Korean Peninsula by integrating
Northeast Asia and the Russian regions of the Far East and Siberia
into regional economic projects with neighbours. Addressing the
session, President Putin emphasised the importance of three-way
cooperation between Russia, South Korea and North Korea. He
stated, “I cannot fail but to highlight once again trilateral projects
in infrastructure, energy and other spheres involving Russia, the
Republic of Korea and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.
Normalising the situation around the Korean Peninsula is a key
prerequisite for achieving progress on these projects.”!’

Russia firmly believes that there is no other way to settle the
North Korean issue but through diplomacy. Indeed, Russia is

interested in peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula through
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cooperation with both Korean governments. However, it is only
the Russian Federation which has consistently promoted the Six
Party Talks at every forum—and to a certain extent, so did China—
but other parties, such as the US, Japan, South Korea and most
importantly, North Korea, do not seem to be interested in reviving
the process at this moment. Besides the Six Party Talks, the Russian
Federation has also put forward the idea of a phased approach to
the settlement of the basic issues of the Korean Peninsula. Russia
and China signed a joint statement on July 4, 2017, in Moscow,
on the Korean Peninsula to coordinate efforts in finding a solution
to the complex crisis and achieving lasting peace and stability in
Northeast Asia.

The Russian President, Vladimir Putin, and the North Korean
leader, Kim Jong-un, met in the city of Vladivostok in the Russian
Far East on April 25, 2019, marking the first-ever summit between
the two leaders. Speaking at the official reception, President Putin
stated:

We welcome DPRK’s steps to establish direct dialogue with
the United States and normalise relations between North and South
Korea. We proceed from the premise that there is no alternative
to a peaceful resolution of the nuclear and other problems in
the region. For its part, Russia stands ready to stay involved in
efforts to ease tension on the peninsula and strengthen security

in Northeast Asia in general.'®

Russia in Southeast Asia

In Southeast Asia, Russia has expanded its relations with the ASEAN
countries. The year 2018 has been a momentous year for Russian
foreign policy as far as multilateral institutions in Asia-Pacific are
concerned. On November 13-15, 2018, President Putin made a
state visit to Singapore and attended the Thirteenth EAS. It was the
first such visit since Russia was made a member in 2010. At the
same time, President Putin represented Russia at the Third ASEAN-
Russian Federation Summit on Strategic Partnership. Two days later,
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in Port Moresby, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev attended the
APEC Summit, which had previously enjoyed priority attention of
the President of the Russian Federation compared to other regional
mechanisms.

The Joint Statement of the Third ASEAN-Russian Federation
Summit on Strategic Partnership, held in Singapore on November
14, 2018, stressed on establishing stronger, deeper and mutually
beneficial relations and continuing to build a peaceful, stable,
prosperous and integrated region. Article 19 of Joint Declarations
stated: “Support the full and effective implementation of the
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC)
and early conclusion of an effective Code of Conduct in the South
China Sea (COC) on the basis of consensus.”"”

Meanwhile, ASEAN-Russia Dialogue Partnership can be
traced back to July 1991 when the then deputy prime minister of
the Russian Federation attended the opening session of the 24th
ASEAN Ministerial Meeting (AMM) in Kuala Lumpur as a guest
of the Malaysian government. Russia was subsequently elevated to
a full dialogue partner of ASEAN at the 29th AMM in July 1996
in Jakarta.' At the First ASEAN-Russian Federation Summit in
December 2005 in Kuala Lumpur, ASEAN and Russia signed the
Joint Declaration of the Heads of State/Government of the Member
Countries of ASEAN and the Russian Federation. The Joint
Declaration promoted and strengthened ASEAN-Russia Dialogue
Partnership in a wide range of areas, including political, security,
economic and development cooperation.

With reference to Russia’s active participation in this region,
Ekaterina Koldunova argues that “Russia has stepped up its
participation in multilateral mechanisms in the Asia Pacific at a
time when contradictions between the United States and China in
the region have exacerbated, competition has once again intensified
between the macro-regional projects proposed by these players
in Asia, and emotions are running high around American trade
protectionism.”! Russian approach to the South China Sea cannot
be seen in isolation from its policy towards ASEAN counties. The
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total trade between ASEAN and Russia increased by 40.3 per cent
(from US$ 11.96 billion in 2016 to US$ 16.79 billion in 2017),
making Russia the eighth largest trading partner of ASEAN. The
foreign direct investment (FDI) inflow from Russia in 2017 was US$
47.72 million, making Russia the tenth largest source of FDI for
ASEAN among the ASEAN dialogue partners.?’

Russia’s involvement in the South China Sea has been minimal
since the collapse of the Soviet Union. The South China Sea row has
been an issue between China and certain ASEAN members. China
has territorial disputes with a number of ASEAN countries (Vietnam,
Philippines, Malaysia and Brunei) over claims of the waters of the
South China Sea. Russia has officially maintained neutral position
with regard to the South China Sea. This is evident from the response
of Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov during the Russian-Vietnamese
Conference at Ho Chi Minh City on February 25, 2019:

We proceed from the premise that all the disputes must be resolved
by the countries involved. The situation is far from being hopeless.
It is my understanding that ASEAN and China have agreed to
hold talks based on the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the
Sea. There is also a 2002 document (Declaration on the Conduct
of Parties in the South China Sea) signed by ASEAN and China
whereby the parties undertake to move toward resolving the
matter through political means. Talks are currently underway to

draft a legally binding code of conduct in the South China Sea.?!

However, in 2016, Russian Pacific Fleet ships went to the South
China Sea for joint exercises with Chinese naval forces. Eighteen
ships and support vessels, 21 aircraft, over 250 marines and 15 units
of military equipment were involved in the drills. The Russian group
included Admiral Vinogradov and Admiral Tributs Udaloy-class
destroyers, Peresvet battleship, Alatau rescue boat and Pechenga
sea tanker.?? These exercises, held on September 12-19, 2016, were
characterised by many observers as a sign of Russia’s clear support

for China’s position.
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Vietnam, in turn, is the biggest arms importer from Russia and
defence cooperation is one of the key components in its relations
with Russia. During his visit to Hanoi on March 23, 2018, the
Russian foreign minister reiterated that:

Vietnam and Russia hold identical views on the world order. They
stand for respecting international law and the central role of the
UN, for a collective approach to any problems, as well as for an
exclusively peaceful settlement of any disputes. We also uphold
this position with regard to the situation in the Asia-Pacific Region.
Our countries want to create a regional cooperation architecture
there that will ensure the sustainable development and protect the

security interests of all regional countries without exception.?3

On the other hand, Russia has cooperated with Vietnam on
extracting natural resources from the bed of the South China
Sea; negotiated an EAEU-Vietnam FTA; and attempted to expand
cooperation with Indonesia. A Vietnamese—Russian joint venture
has begun crude oil production at a new site in the South China
Sea—a project which is expected to contribute more than US$ 1
billion in revenue to Hanoi by 2032. However, the field is outside
the so-called “nine-dash line”, an area of the South China Sea
where China presses its territorial claim. Vietsovpetro, controlled
by state-owned Petro-Vietnam Exploration Production and
its Russian counterpart, is working at the oil field 160 km off
the southern coast of Vietnam. The site is near Vietnam’s largest
oil field, Bach Ho, also operated by Vietsovpetro.?* Alexander
Korolev has noted that “Russia’s policies regarding the South
China Sea (SCS) dispute are more complex than they might

seem.”?’

Conclusion

Interactions between Russia and China in East Asia are usually seen
as potential for both cooperation and competition. There have been
a number of challenges to the efforts to connect the institutional
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structures of EAEU and OBOR projects because of different level
of economic development among the member states of EAEU and

Chinese-led OBOR. The main grounds for Russia-China cooperation
are shared opposition to the deployment of THAAD and the North

Korea nuclear issue. Russia calls against involving third countries

in solving the territorial dispute in the South China Sea but at the

same time, it attempts to balance between China and Vietnam in the

disputes without taking sides.
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4. Turning the Spotlight Back on the
US-China-Taiwan Triangle

Prashant Kumar Singh

Introduction

The “pro-independence” Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)
dominates the political scenario in Taiwan. Many may argue that
the ascendancy of a “pro-independence” politics, together with a
China-United States (US) great power jostling that is reminiscent of
the Cold War presents the best strategic moment for Taiwan from
the point of view of further deepening of US support for it since 1979
when the US switched diplomatic recognition from the Republic of
China (ROC or Taiwan) to the People’s Republic of China (PRC
or China). Following the second straight victory of DPP’s Tsai
Ing-wen in the January 2020 presidential elections and President
Donald Trump’s relentless assailing of China after the COVID-19
outbreak, the strategic situation has become even more favourable
for Taiwan from this point of view. A subtle revision in the US policy
towards Taiwan promises somewhat “upgraded” relations. Thus,
the emergent strategic situation in the Taiwan Strait will pose a
major challenge for China and China-US relations in the near future.
Given the fact that reunification of Taiwan with Mainland China® is
the Communist Party of China’s (CPC) unyielding commitment to
the nation, the present situation has turned even more fraught with
strategic uncertainties.

The chapter explains the existential contention between the
DPP and China, and provides details of China’s “punitive measures”

against the Tsai government. This discussion is followed by an
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analysis on the perceived upswing in Taiwan-US ties and how it is
posing significant challenges to the PRC’s version of “One China”
policy. The chapter then makes an assessment of the prevailing
strategic situation and offers some prognoses with reference to
Taiwan’s domestic situation, the possibilities of the use of force by
China for reunification and the US’ commitment for Taiwan.

The Thorny Issue of the 1992 Consensus

The DPP’s? victory in the presidential elections in January 20163—
followed by its leader, Tsai Ing-wen, becoming President in May
2016*—was, indeed, as per the wishes of the people of Taiwan.
However, this democratic outcome has proved to be a source of
disappointment for those who had been hopeful about the future
of cross-Strait rapprochement, witnessed during the Ma Ying-jeou
presidency (2008-16) of the Kuomintang (KMT). For them, the
DPP’s victory has ironically triggered inverse developments in cross-
Strait relations as it has led to undoing of the substantial progress
made during the Ma years, in accordance with the 1992 Consensus.’
This situation has emerged because of China’s displeasure at the
DPP victory, as it believes that this party has pro-independence
agenda due to its reluctance to an unequivocal upholding of the
1992 Consensus. The current situation serves as a reminder of the
fragility of cross-Strait relations, which stems from the lack of a
tri-partisan consensus among the three key players—the PRC and
the KMT and the DPP in Taiwan—on the nature of relations. The
situation is unlikely to change as Tsai has secured a second term in
January 2020.

Making Sense of the Contention on the 1992 Consensus

China wants the DPP to unequivocally uphold the 1992 Consensus®
for being accepted as a legitimate dialogue partner. However, the
DPP has been disinclined to walk the line set by China. In return,
China accuses the DPP of harbouring pro-independence notions and
pursuing the agenda of seeking de jure independence for Taiwan
from Mainland China.
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The ruling DPP emerged from Taiwan’s struggle for democracy
and symbolises the Taiwanese native nationalist assertion. This
politics that perceives Taiwan to be distinct from Mainland China,
resonates with the Taiwanese people’s attachment to their democratic
system, as opposed to the one-party rule on the Mainland, and
secondly with their increasingly strong sense of being Taiwanese and
not Chinese.” Thus, the entire ideological and political positioning
of the DPP, which does not believe in “One China” or in eventual
necessity of reunification, stands on the opposite end of the KMT,
which has a pan-China conviction and upholds the 1992 Consensus
and believes in Taiwan’s eventual reunification with the Mainland
(see note 5). Its policy documents, such as the 1991 DPP Charter
and the 1999 DPP Resolution on Taiwan’s Future (popularly known
as the 1999 Resolution), are cited as examples of its desire to project
Taiwan as a sovereign and independent nation, and also free from
the ROC legacy.® Although the DPP tactically muted such assertions
later on, it continues to argue that the fate of Taiwan will be decided
by Taiwanese, without precluding any possible option, which means
that eventual unification is not the only option and independence
could be an option too. The DPP wants to enter into negotiation and
dialogue with the PRC with this understanding. The PRC, however,
refuses to oblige.’

During Tsai’s unsuccessful bid for presidency in 2012, the DPP
had vehemently rejected the 1992 Consensus, both as a historical
fact as well as in its substance and interpretation.!® During the
2016 election campaign, team Tsai was less aggressive. Its focus
was on presenting itself as a responsible political stakeholder, thus
projecting itself to be more acceptable to the people. After assuming
power in 2016, Tsai promised “respect for the fact of the 1992
talks”." However, since the basic position remains unchanged,
Tsai’s moderation rings insincere for the PRC as it believes that she
is pursuing and implementing independence, without declaring it.

In an interview to the BBC after her re-election in January 2020,
Tsai was more forthcoming than she had been earlier. She said her

victory was “proof of how little appetite there now [was] for the
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One China concept and the ambiguity it allowed over Taiwan’s
real status”. Tsai further remarked, “The situation has changed ...
The ambiguity can no longer serve the purposes it was intended to
serve.” She went on to say:

Taiwan’s interests are not best served by semantics but by facing
up to the reality ... We are an independent country already and
we call ourselves the Republic of China (Taiwan). We don’t have
a need to declare ourselves an independent state ... We have a
separate identity and we’re a country of our own. So, if there’s
anything that runs counter to this idea, they will stand up and say
that’s not acceptable to us. We’re a successful democracy, we have

a pretty decent economy, we deserve respect from China ..."3

This candour, which her critics termed “unnecessarily
provocative”, was markedly different from her guarded responses
after her first victory. It was seen as a message that she had moved
beyond the 1992 Consensus and other conventional constructs.
For her, these constructs were plain irrelevant now.'* Later, after
Tsai’s swearing-in in May 2020, Mainland Affairs Council (MAC)
Minister Chen Ming-tong remarked, “‘A page in history has already
been turned’ on the issue of the so-called ‘1992 consensus’ in cross-

Strait relations.” "’

China’s “Punishment” for Tsai

The DPP’s victory in January 2016 did not evoke any immediate
adverse official reaction from the PRC. It reiterated that it was
willing to engage with any government in Taiwan, provided the 1992
Consensus was upheld. Tsai’s “respect for the fact of the 1992 talks”
was not enough. Seeing that no reaffirmation was forthcoming,
China suspended cross-Strait dialogue in June 2016.1¢

The suspension halted regular contacts and dialogue between
Straits Exchange Foundation (SEF) of Taiwan and the Association
for Relations Across the Taiwan Strait (ARATS) from the Mainland.

This undermined the “political” progress which was initiated in
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2014 with establishing direct contact between Taiwan’s MAC and
Mainland China’s Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO)."” In a historical
first, their heads travelled to each other’s countries in 2014, marking
the first cross-Strait “political or official contact”.!® Creating
another history, President Xi Jinping and President Ma met in
2015 in Singapore.”” However, the prevailing situation makes any
such meeting unthinkable in the near future. Thus, the suspension
amounts to going back to square one.

In 2008, Ma proposed a “diplomatic truce”, which China
reciprocated.? However, the “diplomatic truce” observed by
Mainland China and Taiwan from 2008 to 2016 has collapsed.
During the so-called diplomatic truce, China did continue to force
the governments and private organisations such as publishing houses
or book-sellers across the world, for a “correct” nomenclatural style
of mentioning Taiwan in documents and pronouncements or its
depiction in the maps. However, such friction was routine and took
the form of relatively minor remonstrations, in keeping with China’s
regular reiterations of the “One China” policy, compared to the
difficulties Taiwan is facing now. Taiwan has lost seven diplomatic
allies in the last four years, without gaining any new ones.?! The
doors of World Health Assembly (WHA)*? and International
Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO)* have been shut on it. The
“One China” policy is being imposed even on private companies
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) which want to have
commercial or any other form of contact with China.?* Instances
of China’s interference in Taiwan’s international space, following
Chinese punishment for the Tsai government’s non-compliance with
the 1992 Consensus, are too numerous to list here.?

In addition, military manoeuvres and posturing by the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA),?® reminiscent of warnings to Lee Teng-hui
in the mid-1990s and Chen Shui-bian in the 2000s, are back. The
instances of China’s grey-zone conflict against Taiwan have increased.
Chinese fishing boats ramming a Taiwanese coast guard vessel in
March 2020 and Chinese fighter planes violating Taiwanese air

defence identification zone in June 2020 are some examples of this.?’
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Besides, PRC has inflicted low-intensity economic punishment, such
as discouraging travel agency-operated group tourism, followed by
restriction on individual tourists, and limiting the quota of students

studying in Taiwan’s universities.?

Taiwan and the Sino-US Great Power Jostling

The present phase in cross-Strait relations testifies to another important
change, that is, the US’ changed approach and attitude towards
relations with Taiwan, having a bearing on the cross-Strait ties. The
DPP-PRC discord has provided the right context for the change in
approach and attitude and helped turn the spotlight back on what
used to be a US-PRC-ROC triangle during the Cold War,* or in other
words, Taiwan’s role in China-US great power jostling, presently.
The US’ Taiwan Relations Act (TRA), 1979, governs the US-
Taiwan relations.’® The US has a commitment, under TRA, 1979,
to ensure Taiwan’s security against use of force and any other forms
of coercion by the PRC. However, all along, the US has maintained
strategic ambiguity regarding the conditions, forms and extent of
its commitment to Taiwan’s security. This ambiguity is in-built in
the US’ support for the “One China” policy. In the three US-China
communiqués (1972, 1979 and 1982), the US essentially maintained
that “the Government of the United States of America acknowledges
the Chinese position that there is but one China and Taiwan is part
of China” and it “does not challenge that position”, and it “reaffirms
interest in a peaceful settlement of the Taiwan question”. This was a
masterly play of words, which would in the future produce another
usage “support for our One China policy” in the US.3! On the whole,
this ambiguity places limitations on US support and commitment for
Taiwan’s security; more importantly, it keeps China’s proclivity for
using force against Taiwan in check. It keeps a resentful China on its

toes.*?

Taiwan’s Continuing Importance for the US in East Asia

The Trump presidency has reaffirmed Taiwan’s continuing
importance for the US in East Asia. Its tilt towards Taiwan has been



52 | Chinese Power

quite pronounced, which clarifies ambiguity in favour of Taiwan. As
indicated by current developments discussed in subsequent sections,
there is little possibility that the US will “say goodbye to Taiwan”33
in the foreseeable future. These developments have answered the
question, “does Taiwan matter”, in the affirmative. As both Tsai
and Trump have to deal with a strong Xi Jinping, the US appears be
more forthcoming and generous in support for Taiwan since 2016.
Trump’s Taiwan policy has evolved swiftly. In the early days of
his presidency, and when he was still a president-elect, some moves
by Trump were seen as possibly knee-jerk responses and were
attributed to his possible personal ignorance about complicated
cross-Strait problem.** The phone call from President Tsai** to
Trump in December 2016, a sort of diplomatic coup by team Tsai,
sent ripples across the Strait. Although Trump was still a president-
elect when he received the call, his brief conversation with Tsai was
seen by China as a breach of the US acknowledgment of One China,
as per which the US and Taiwan do not interact at the top political-
official levels. Taiwan’s access and interaction with the US officials
is quite regulated to ensure that the US should not appear to be
conferring any signs of sovereignty on Taiwan in these interactions.
Soon after, in a tweet, Trump implicitly criticised the US support for
“One China”.’¢ These moves raised concerns as to whether all this
had been fully thought through. It also raised concerns as to whether
Taiwan was going to be used as a bargaining chip, and eventually
sacrificed, for a few trillion dollars in the trade negotiations with
China. However, as it turns out, Taiwan has actually benefited from
deteriorating China-US ties in the strategic arena, as seen in the
subsequent sections. The US, under Trump, has not only been quite
favourably disposed towards Tsai but there have also been instances
when one has been compelled to be alert to whether it is reviewing
its approach to the cross-Strait issue (to be flagged in subsequent
sections). With sufficient hindsight, one can say that these initial
moves were precursors to the pattern, with deeper implications, that

one sees now.>’
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A Strategic-Political Reaffirmation of Taiwan’s Importance

After a long gap, Taiwan has found an important place in the
strategic documents of the US. The National Security Strategy
(2017) has made a categorical reference to Taiwan,*® which,
though not new, was absent in immediate previous reports: “We
will maintain our strong ties with Taiwan in accordance with our
‘One China’ policy, including our commitments under the Taiwan
Relations Act to provide for Taiwan’s legitimate defense needs and
deter coercion.”? Besides, the US Department of Defense (DOD)
and the Department of State reports on the Indo-Pacific strategy
in June 2019 and November 2019 respectively, have highlighted
Taiwan as an important partner in the US network of partners in
the Indo-Pacific region. The 2019 November report states: “We
[the US] are also strengthening and deepening our relationship with
Taiwan. We have repeatedly expressed our concern over Beijing’s
actions to bully Taiwan through military manoeuvers, economic
pressure, constraints on its international space, and poaching of its
diplomatic partners.”* In fact, the two reports on the Indo-Pacific
strategy have listed Taiwan as a country. This forthright attitude is
a new development as the US preference thus far has been to largely
maintain a studied silence or issue qualified statements about Taiwan
post-1979.

Besides, references to Taiwan have reappeared in the speeches
of high-level political and official leadership in the US. For example,
Vice President Mike Pence, expressing concerns about some Latin
American countries switching diplomatic recognition from the ROC
(Taiwan) to the PRC, condemned the poaching of diplomatic allies
as a threat to “the stability of the Taiwan Strait”. He reiterated the
continuing respect for the US (“our”) One China policy and remarked
that the US would “always believe Taiwan’s embrace of democracy
shows a better path for all the Chinese people”. He condemned
China’s compelling of “Delta Airlines to publicly apologise for not
calling Taiwan a ‘province of China’ on its website”.*!

The US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo also characterised
Taiwan as “a democratic success story, a reliable partner, and a force
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for good in the world” and appreciated the decision by some of
Taiwan’s Micronesian allies to support it, in a statement which was
released by the US embassies in the region and read out at the two-day
19th Micronesia Presidents’ Summit in Palau.*” In another important
development, Pompeo, in his address to the National Governors
Association in Washington, warned that “Beijing was increasingly
taking its diplomatic battle [over Taiwan] to the local level” and that
China was exploiting the US freedoms to “gain advantage over us
at the federal level, the state level and the local level”. He gave the
example of China writing directly to state governments, and even
pressurising high schools, to not have anything to do with Taiwan.
He was very forthcoming, “I’d be surprised if most of you in the
audience have not been lobbied by the Chinese Communist Party
[CCP] directly.” He “urged US governors to resist Chinese pressure
to shun Taiwan”.*

Reiterating the US obligation under the TRA, the US Secretary
of Defense James N. Mattis, at the Plenary Session of Shangri-La
Dialogue in 2018, stated that the US was committed “to make
defense articles and defense services available to Taiwan for its self-
defense” and “oppose all unilateral efforts to alter the status quo,
and will continue to insist any resolution of differences accord with
the will of the people on both sides of the Taiwan Strait”.** Acting
Secretary of Defense Patrick Shanahan repeated the pledge at the
dialogue in 2019.* Chinese Defence Minister Wei Fenghe retorted,
“While China would strive for a peaceful reunification with Taiwan,
it will not rule out the use of force to do so ... [and China] can find no
justifiable reasons for the U.S. to interfere in the Taiwan question by
its domestic law.”*¢ Again, he reminded the US Secretary of Defense
Mark Esper, on November 18, 2019 in Bangkok during the 10th
China-ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Informal Meeting, that “China
will never countenance major ‘Taiwan independence’ acts”.*’” For a
long period, Taiwan had reportedly not figured as an issue in China-
US dialogue. However, the aforementioned examples indicate that

Taiwan is making a comeback in the China-US dialogue.
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A Diplomatic Recalibration for Taiwan

Trump’s signing of the important Taiwan Travel Act, 2018 was an
indication of the US’ diplomatic recalibration with regard to Taiwan
that authorised the government to allow high officials to undertake
official travels to Taiwan. The framework that the TRA produced had
constrained these travels. Extra-caution regarding the concerns about
US-China relations also played a role in tightening the constraints.*®
Following this law, the US Secretary of Health and Human Services
Alex Azar’s visit to Taipei in August 2020, became the first high-level
visit, which was also the first “highest level visit by a US official in
more than four decades”. This visit was seen by the Chinese experts
as the paving way for the visits by “more officials from sensitive
departments, such as foreign affairs and defense” to Taiwan.* On
Azar’s visit, the Chinese foreign ministry reminded, “What the US has
done contravened its own promises on the [Taiwan] question”** and
warned “... certain individuals in the US must not have any illusions
or imagine they can get away with inappropriate [behaviour]. Those
playing with fire will end up burning themselves badly.”’!

In a significant development, the US, perhaps for the first
time, in an official statement expressed its concerns with regard
to Chinese interference in Taiwan’s international space when El
Salvador switched recognition to the PRC.’? This can be considered
a solid example of recalibration as the US had hardly ever supported
Taiwan in this respect after 1979. The US, in general, stayed aloof
from Taiwanese grievances relating to China’s poaching of Taiwan’s
diplomatic allies, though it did help Taiwan by facilitating its entry
into some international organisations in which sovereignty is not the
membership criteria such as the aforementioned WHA and ICAO. It
is only recently, in the aftermath of Taiwan losing seven diplomatic
allies one after another in the last four years, that the US expressed
concerns about China’s aggressive snatching of Taiwan’s allies. In
fact, the statement issued after El Salvador’s decision was the first
direct response on this issue.

Finally, the Taiwan Allies International Protection and
Enhancement Initiative (TAIPEI) Act of 2019 may be deemed to be a
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direct US intervention in the cross-Strait competition for diplomatic
allies and as a move to dilute the US “acknowledgement” of the “One
China” policy. Under the TAIPEI Act, the US will review and reassess
its relations with the countries that switch to Beijing from Taipei.*

Moreover, the US Senator Ted Cruz introduced the Taiwan Symbols
of Sovereignty Act, or Taiwan SOS Act, in the Senate in February 2020
to “reverse a ban on Taiwanese diplomats and military personnel
displaying Taiwan’s national flag [and wearing their uniforms] on
US government property”, “while in the US on official business”,
rescinding the supposedly confidential government guidelines of 2015
“that prohibit all symbols of Taiwan sovereignty from being displayed
on US premises”.> In case this bill also becomes a law, it along with
TAIPEI Act would be solid proof that the US has moved away from
“acknowledging” the “One China” policy in its balancing of relations
with China and Taiwan. Incidentally, a Taiwanese military graduate
waved the ROC flag at the US Air Force Academy ceremony in June
2019. This may have been spontaneous.’® However, it could be pointer
to the new-found relaxed atmosphere and permissiveness in the US
towards the use of official symbols of Taiwan.

Further, a joint Taiwan-US business delegation to Saint Lucia
in November 2019, “to increase private sector investment in the
Caribbean nation”, was the “the first time the two nations jointly
embarked on a trade mission to one of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies”.%’
Similarly, a meeting between the US officials and representatives
from seven of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies, “to strengthen cooperation
between Taiwan and its allies in the Western Hemisphere through
a wide range of measures to facilitate infrastructure, trade and
investment, as well as how to safeguard democratic values”, was a
response to the situation and a kind of meeting that has generally
not come to attention.’® Around the time of this meeting, Taiwan’s
Deputy Foreign Minister Hsu Szu-chien and David Stilwell, Assistant
Secretary of the State Department’s Bureau of East Asian and Pacific
Affairs, held deliberations on the prospects of “collaboration
[among] Taiwan’s allies” and identified the Pacific Islands Dialogue
between Taiwan and the US, set up in October 2019, as the forum
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for this cooperation.’® These are some significant and first-of-their
kind instances of US-Taiwan diplomatic cooperation in which the

US has expressed concern about Taiwan’s ability to retain its allies.

Military-Diplomatic Signalling

Beginning July 2018, the US sent warships through the Taiwan
Strait, which was widely publicised. Till June 2020, seven US naval
ships had transited through the Strait in 2020, where the number
was nine in 2019 for the entire year. Taiwan’s ministry of defence
started releasing information with the DDG-59 sailing through
the Strait in July 2018.%° The US confirmed that since 20035, it has
stationed active military officers at the American Institute at Taiwan
(AIT), which is the de facto US embassy in Taipei.®! Of late, in a
new development, the US Air Force activities in Taiwan’s airspace
have been reported too, which are perceived as a response to the
PLA air force manoeuvres near Taiwan, and a signal about the
US’ commitment for Taiwan’s security.®* These relevant military-
diplomatic illustrations are yet another indicator of the diplomatic
recalibration for Taiwan by the US and the change in attitude.

A Less Hesitant Arms Sales to Taiwan

Following the TRA and the Six Assurances by Reagan in 1982, the
US has been selling arms to Taiwan from time to time—arms which
it describes as defensive in nature. This arms sale has been an issue
between the US and China and has been fundamental to China’s
mistrust of the US. However, the Trump administration has appeared
less hesitant about selling arms to Taiwan. The most significant
example in this regard is the sale of the US$ 8.12 billion 66 F-16V
jets to Taiwan, which had not materialised over the past nearly two
decades due to diplomatic concerns relating to China’s reaction.®
The US DOD issued a draft Letter of Offer and Acceptance (LOA)
in 2019 to sell 108 M1A2 Abrams tanks to Taiwan, which Taiwan
has been trying to buy since 2000. The possible sale that included
Stinger man-portable air defence systems and other equipment will

cost Taiwan more than US$ 2.2 billion.**
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The Department of State, in April 2019, decided that it may
go for “a possible Foreign Military Sale ... for the continuation of
a pilot training programme and maintenance/logistics support for
F-16 aircraft currently at Luke AF Base, Arizona for an estimated
cost of $500 million.”® In 2019 alone, the Trump administration
“approved and notified Congress of potential sales of critical
defense equipment” to Taiwan, worth more than US$ 10 billion.*
Recently, in May 2020, the US government “notified Congress of
a possible sale of advanced torpedoes to Taiwan ... worth around
$180 million.”¢”

The US has also allowed private companies to participate in
Taiwan’s submarine-building programme.®® Besides, the two sides
recently co-hosted, for the first time, the US-Taiwan Cyber Offensive
and Defensive Exercises (CODE), “to combat the growing number
of global cyberattacks, especially those from North Korea and
China”.® Incidentally, Senator Josh Hawley has moved a bill, the
Taiwan Defense Act (TDA), “to maintain the ability to defeat a
Chinese invasion—and in particular, a Chinese fait accompli—
against Taiwan [which he termed “lynchpin of a free and open Indo-
Pacific”] and to report regularly on its progress toward this goal.””?

The COVID-19 Outbreak and the US-Taiwan Bonding

While the story of the global outbreak of COVID-19 in January 2020
is still playing and its geopolitical and geo-economic fallout will take
some time to settle, the coronavirus has further severely infected
the already deteriorating health of China-US relations. After initial
downplaying of COVID-19, when Trump finally woke up to the
gravity of the situation, he vehemently faulted China for the plight
of Americans and the world. The post-outbreak months have seen
a massive deterioration in bilateral relations. Rays of hope about a
possible trade deal, seen towards the end of 2019 and early 2020,
have faded.”” The US has also withdrawn from the World Health
Organisation (WHO) for its alleged complicity with China in hiding
the reality.”? It has withdrawn the autonomous status from Hong Kong,
which had been granted for economic interactions with it, objecting
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to China’s new national security law for Hong Kong.” It has closed
down China’s consulate in Houston on espionage charges,” to which
China has retaliated by shutting down the US consulate in Chengdu
(Sichuan).” It has tightened regulations for Chinese students and
research scholars and arrests have been made of researchers for visa
fraud and unauthorised links with China.” A travel ban on the CPC
members, including their family members, has also been proposed.”

On the other hand, Taiwan-US relations have displayed a great
convergence as opposed to the wide chasm that has developed in
China-US relations. They displayed a noticeable coordination on the
issue of WHO’s alleged complicity with China.”® Taiwan, on its part,
appeared to be endorsing the US accusations against China.” It also
received a spirited support from the US and its allies for Taiwan’s
entry into the 73rd WHA of the WHO,3 though the bid failed.®" Its
massive mask supplies to the US and the latter’s unreserved praise
for Taiwan’s handling of the outbreak further highlighted their
bond.? Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the AIT signed a
“Taiwan-US Joint Statement on a Partnership against Coronavirus”
in March 2020. In a subtle message, the joint statement was signed
by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs from Taiwan’s side.%’

Hong Kong as a Common Cause

Hong Kong has emerged as yet another common cause for the US and
Taiwan vis-a-vis China. The protests in Hong Kong and the months-
long violence against the bill proposed by the Hong Kong authorities
to introduce an extradition system between Hong Kong Special
Autonomous Region (HKSAR) and Mainland China, in June 2019,
would only strengthen Taiwan’s resolve against the “One Country, Two
Systems” model. All along, Hong Kong has been cited in Taiwan as an
example of how “One Country, Two Systems” would be a “deadly or
poisonous” embrace. The political situation in Hong Kong may have
contributed to Tsai’s hands-down victory in January 2020.34

The US had conveyed a message about its stand on the Hong
Kong issue by legislating the Hong Kong Human Rights and
Democracy Act (2019). Later, the Hong Kong issue snowballed
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when China passed the new national security law for Hong Kong.
The US withdrew the autonomous status granted to Hong Kong
asserting that with the passage of this law, Hong Kong was no longer
a special autonomous region. On the other hand, China has all along
alleged a US hand in the unrest in Hong Kong.** Incidentally, similar
accusations against Taiwan have also been reported.®

The Taiwan government has reminded the world that after
Hong Kong, it is the turn of Taiwan’s democracy that will be lost
to China’s authoritarianism, if not defended unitedly.’” Tsai was
categorical that she perceived a real and intensified threat from
China, “and also, [with] the things happening in Hong Kong, people
get a real sense that this threat is real and it’s getting more and more
serious”.%® The Taiwan government is preparing a Hong Kong
humanitarian assistance action plan, which provisions for “shelter
and other forms of assistance” for those who may seek asylum in
Taiwan.® It has set up “an office to facilitate migration from Hong
Kong” after China passed the national security law.”® Incidentally,
5,858 people from Hong Kong were granted resident permits in
Taiwan in 2019, a 40 per cent increase from 4,148 in 2018. Except
for 474 out of 5,858 people, everyone received the permit from June
2019 onwards, a fact which can be attributed to the development of
the politically turbulent situation in Hong Kong.”! Meanwhile, the
Taiwanese officials posted at Taiwan’s representative office in Hong
Kong have been asked to sign their reaffirmation for the One China
policy for visa renewal, which has forced Kao Ming-tsun, the acting
head of Taipei Economic and Cultural Office in Hong Kong, to go
back.”

Encapsulating the Strategic Situation

On the whole, the overall strategic situation in Taiwan Strait can
be described as the interplay between America’s disappointment
at China for not living up to the Nixon-Kissinger expectations of
constructive engagement and encouragement, leading eventually
to China becoming a liberal democracy;”® Xi’s pursuit of the great

rejuvenation of Chinese nation or realisation of Chinese Dream
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of regaining historical glory;’* and Tsai’s implicit Taiwanese
nationalism.” Trump’s trade war reflects America’s deeper concerns
relating to the Chinese challenge to their technological superiority®
and China not living up to its promise of graduating to a full market
economy.”’ In the US perception, it also reflects the security-strategic
challenge posed by China to the rules-based order that the US has
helped create. Gradual coalescing of opinions across the spectrum
about Chinese challenges has been observed in the US in the last
decade or so.”® Until recently, the opinion was divided on whether
there was a low-intensity Cold War going on between China and
the US. However, considering the drastic turn China-US relations
have taken in the wake of COVID-19, many now legitimately term
this situation as a new Cold War—this time between the US and
the PRC—which is unlikely to end anytime soon and will continue
intermittently for a prolonged duration.

The recently enacted legislations having a bearing on cross-
Strait relations may also be seen in the wider context of other
recently enacted China-specific US laws, such as: the Hong Kong
Human Rights and Democracy Act (2019); the Uyghur Human
Rights Policy Act (2019); and the Reciprocal Access to Tibet Act
(2018). These acts may be deemed to be the US leverage over China
in the context of its deteriorating relations with that country. These
and the aforementioned acts pertaining to relations with Taiwan
have enjoyed bipartisan support and were passed unanimously,
underlining the coalescing of opinions vis-a-vis China.

Similarly, the positions of the PRC and the DPP government
on the nature of cross-Strait relations are intractable and it is
difficult to visualise how they will be resolved. The domestic
political developments in Taiwan and the US apropos China
have perfectly synchronised with each other, posing a challenge
to the CPC or China. For China, the DPP’s equivocation on the
1992 Consensus remains anathema. It is watchful of the subtle
adjustments in the nuances of the US approach towards Taiwan
and the cross-Strait relations. Taiwan’s reappearance in the
US-China dialogue in a notable way tells of this watchfulness.
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Similarly, Taiwan returned in China’s 2019 National Defense
White Paper. It had remained quite low-key in the White Papers
during 2008-135, in which China principally focussed on endorsing
cross-Strait rapprochement. However, the 2019 White Paper
noted, “The fight against separatists is becoming more acute.
The Taiwan authorities ... have gone further down the path of
separatism by stepping up efforts to sever the connection with
the mainland in [favour] of gradual independence, pushing for de
jure independence ...” *° Thus, Taiwan, at present, has yet again
become a priority strategic challenge for Mainland China.

“Weather Forecast” in the Taiwan Strait

The discussion, thus far, begs an important question: how far the
US course correction in its China policy goes towards benefiting
Taiwan? The answer to this question cannot be given in isolation.
This question begs an answer alongside the answers to some other
important questions, such as: what is the course of cross-Strait
relations from here onwards; what is the limit of China’s patience;
and whether we can anticipate any use of force by China against
Taiwan? The answers to all these questions mainly depend on the
turn Taiwanese domestic politics takes and how China responds to
it, as well as what turn China-US relations takes.

How will Domestic Politics in Taiwan Shape Cross-Strait Ties?

The DPP’s ascendance to power in Taiwan during Xi Jinping’s
tenure puts a question mark on his handling of Taiwan affairs. If
the KMT had staged a comeback in January 2020, it would have
further strengthened his political credentials. However, in the wake
of Tsai securing a second term in January 2020, China’s aggressive
propaganda and manoeuvres and threatening military posturing
targeting Taiwan will intensify in the coming period and the present
stand-off will continue. Tsai is expected to carry on with her twin
policies, namely, further strengthening cooperation with the US
and reducing Taiwan’s economic reliance on Mainland China, as

exemplified by her New Southbound Policy.
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Tsai may not resort to any aggressive anti-China rhetoric and
posturing, though a more confident snub to the 1992 Consensus
is a given. Analytically, one could still argue that two consecutive
tenures of the DPP government may embolden the new hopefuls
for the presidential post to take to aggressive and competitive
China-bashing to shore up their prospects. Prolonged DPP rule in
Taiwan, say, three or four consecutive DPP presidencies, is not an
impossibility in democracy. Such a situation will raise legitimate
doubts about the PRC’s “One China” claim over Taiwan. The
situation would get even more serious for China if some aggressively
pro-Taiwan independence candidate wins in the future. How will
China respond to the continuing DPP rule and its political/rhetorical
aggression is the question? This will become a more critical question
if the same US’ policy towards China and Taiwan that bolsters the
DPP’s confidence were to continue irrespective of whether or not
Trump retains office after the presidential elections in November
2020.

Pushing this analytical exercise a bit further, while the choice for
the DPP is simple—that is, closer relations with the US to ward off
anticipated Chinese threats—the situation might prove a bit tricky
if the KMT comes back to power. For example, a KMT that has
been ideologically vanquished by the DPP on the “One China” or
the 1992 Consensus issue and has come around the DPP’s position
on this issue, will lose its value for China’s reunification agenda.!®
With the DPP positions becoming the dominant frame of mind,
China would suffer an irretrievable loss in Taiwan. On the other
hand, if a KMT government with an excessive pro-business attitude
for comfort towards China emerges in the future, it may produce
a different complication.!®® This concern has a basis in Terry
Gou’s (Guo Taiming) bid for presidential candidacy from KMT in
the presidential elections in 2020.'2 Gou, founder and chairman
of Foxconn, has huge business interests in Mainland China. His
candidacy raised many eyebrows as to whether such a candidate,
who may have got huge conflicts of interest in China, can be entrusted

with Taiwan’s future. Gou, however, subsequently dropped out.'%
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So far, people’s support for closer cross-Strait ties has been
subject to the consensus that it would not lead to the One Country,
Two Systems in the process. However, if a KMT government, or
for that matter any other ruling regime in Taiwan, decisively acted
against this consensus, Taiwan may erupt into social and political
chaos, giving China the perfect excuse to intervene under Article
8 of its Anti-Secession Law, 2005. This article justifies the use of
force if “major incidents entailing Taiwan’s secession from China
should occur”.'® One is also not sure about the US position in
such a situation. This is indeed a wild-card scenario. Otherwise,
in a normal case too, a KMT government that prioritises peaceful
and stable relations with the Mainland would have to show greater
deftness in handling relations with it, especially if Trump’s policies
towards China continue or become even more aggressive, either
during his presidency or beyond his tenure.

Another dimension in Taiwan’s politics that needs to be factored-
in for scenarios in cross-Strait relations, is the role business lobbies
might play. A successful diversification of Taiwan’s foreign economic
relations, reducing economic integration with China, will reduce the
voice of business constituencies in cross-Strait ties. A failure to achieve
this goal, combined with economic distress that they may feel due to
deteriorated cross-Strait relations, may turn them against the ruling
party and its policies, giving an opening for China to rekindle its
influence in Taiwan’s domestic politics. Incidentally, there were reports
of declining Taiwanese investment in the Mainland, which could
be partly due to the Tsai government’s New Southbound Policy,'®
but on the other hand, “Taiwan’s exports to China, including Hong
Kong, grew to US$ 66.8 billion in the first half of [2020], up 9.8 per
cent from the same period last year.”'% Wu Yi, economic research
director of the Institute of Taiwan Studies at the Chinese Academy
of Social Sciences, explained that this growth can be attributed to
the early resumption of “normal production operations” after a
successful curb of COVID-19 by China. This helped “mainland-based
Taiwanese businessmen to resume their production capacity much
earlier”; notably, Taiwan’s exports to ASEAN and India, the target of



Turning the Spotlight Back on the US-China-Taiwan Triangle | 65

NSP, fell during the same period in 2020.!” Teng Tai-hsien, a former
official at the SEF, termed this situation as a “slap in the face” to the
NSP. He argued “returning to normal exchanges with the mainland”
was “the right direction”.!® The global economic distress created by
COVID-19 may further deepen Taiwan’s relations with Mainland
China, as the mainland is the nearest, largest market and a kind of
economic hinterland for Taiwanese businessmen. This should act as
a reminder that decoupling of the Taiwanese economy from that of
China’s may not be structurally possible.

Will Xi Lose Patience with Taiwan too?

As to whether Xi Jinping will lose patience with Tsai and resort
to force, the ground situation still does not corroborate any such
possibility in the near future. Even though Xi Jinping has made some
emphatic statements occasionally, they have largely been in response
to a particular context. For instance, his emphasis on reunification
and “One Country, Two Systems” in his speech at Taiwan Message
Anniversary event on January 2, 2019 was on the occasion of the
40th anniversary of “Message to Compatriots in Taiwan” to which
the “One Country, Two Systems” concept is traced.'” Many actions,
such as resuming the diplomatic struggle against Taiwan and changing
M503 flight route, which China had kept in suspension during the

10 or for that matter military posturing, have come about

Ma years,
in the changed political situation in Taiwan after 2016. China’s use
of the phrase “One Country, Two Systems” has noticeably increased
under Xi, which his predecessor generally avoided for the sake of
good cross-Strait relations. However, “One Country, Two Systems”
is the policy the Mainland upholds for cross-Strait unification. As
reunification is the national agenda and Xi has, in general, pursued
an aggressively nationalist foreign policy in the world, it is only
natural that Taiwan will also receive its share of Chinese ire in terms
of statements and actions, particularly when, in Chinese view, it is in
the hands of a “pro-independence” force.

Otherwise, despite Taiwanese anticipation, Xi has not given
any indication of setting a reunification timetable. His January 2,
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2019 speech did not indicate any policy change, but re-emphasised
“peaceful reunification”. In his report at the 19th CPC National
Congress in 2017, Xi was far from issuing any threatening and
immediate ultimatum in his warning to “Taiwan Independence
forces”. In fact, stressing that “China’s complete reunification... is in
the fundamental interests of the Chinese nation”, Xi reminded that
“blood is thicker than water” and upheld the principle of “peaceful
reunification”.!" Further, the 31 Measures, relating to social and
employment issues and business issues and themes, enunciated by
China’s TAO in February 2018,''? would suggest that, on the whole,
the policy remains the same and relies on preparing Taiwan for
peaceful reunification by offering it economic and other incentives.
It further offered 26 Measures to “allow Taiwan-funded companies
to take part in the Mainland’s key industries, such as major technical
equipment, 5G and civil aviation.”!'3 Here, it should also be noted
that despite the “political breakdown” in cross-Strait ties, China
has allowed cooperation between the relevant bodies under their
respective health ministries in the backdrop of the global outbreak of
COVID-19 from January 2020 onwards.!** In fact, Mainland China
announced 11 Measures “to support the development of Taiwan-
funded enterprises and advance Taiwan-funded projects amid the
coronavirus epidemic” on the Mainland.'” Thus, China under him
continues to offer carrots to the Taiwanese people, even if it shows
the stick to the DPP government.

China remains constrained in the use of force due to the
ambiguity about the US role in a cross-Strait military conflagration.
The concerns as to how a 23 million-strong society would reconcile
to the invasion, and how it would be absorbed into Chinese society,
also constrain it in its use of force. In fact, it does not seem that China
would like to create any major disturbance in strategic stability
before 2049, the deadline to making China a fully developed society
under the CPC’s two centenary goals. Economic losses in any major
strategic disturbance would be too high, at least, in the immediate
term. Furthermore, the strategic outcome of the conflagration in

the Taiwan Strait is at any rate uncertain due to US presence in the
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scenario. Hence, while scholarly one-liners may highlight the fact
that without Taiwan, there can be no realisation of Xi’s Chinese
Dream, this is still a long-term agenda without any specified timeline.
Visualising it otherwise would only constrict Xi’s elbow room. Thus,
in the foreseeable future, China would continue to make life tough
for Taiwan in the international arena. It may continue with its
two-pronged policy of low-intensity punitive measures along with
“carrots” in the economic realm. It may continue to influence or—
as the Taiwanese would say—harass the Taiwanese businessmen in
China. It may strive to re-energise the cultivation of political and
business lobbies in Taiwan. It may intensify its cyberwarfare in
Taiwan. Thus, within the aforementioned constraints, its immediate
objective could be to help reshape public opinion in Taiwan in
favour of good cross-Strait relations, against the DPP and other pro-
independence sections, and eventually for reunification.

Although any military action is a bit difficult to visualise and
the chances are very slim, theoretically it cannot be ruled out. The
Chinese are convinced of the righteousness and justness of their cause
and the world at large also does not recognise Taiwan as a normal
state and accepts China’s claim to it. It is implausible to assume that
the recent US moves involving Taiwan, which would fall into the
category of what Xi describes as black swans, could coerce China
to soften its stand on the issue of the 1992 Consensus. Therefore,
in exceptional circumstances, either under some provocation from
Taiwan, or pushed by the factional politics within the CPC or if
China-US great power contestation becomes more complicated and
intense, is there a fear of military reprisal against Taiwan.

A military conflagration is also possible following an “inadvertent
escalation” caused by unforeseen and accidental clashes between the
Taiwanese military and the PLA, or the US military and the PLA, in
the Taiwan Strait. However, any rational analysis of such a possibility
suggests that the probability of “inadvertent escalation” is extremely
low.!"® Thus, on the whole, the low-intensity war of attrition will
continue to describe the strategic situation in cross-Strait relations
and cross-Strait equilibrium remains as fundamentally delicate and
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fragile as ever before, but is unlikely to implode anytime soon.
The fear of military action by China is largely hypothetical in the

ordinary course of events.

Will the US Stay the Course?

The discussion under the two preceding subsections leads to another
more pertinent question here. The question is, in case China were to
resort to military means to punish Taiwan or, say, invade it in some
unforeseen extraordinary situations that fail rational explanations,
would the US step in to defend Taiwan? As the Chinese military
capabilities have grown impressively, there have been analyses as
to whether the US would be able to repeat its decision of sending
aircraft carriers to the Taiwan Straitin 1996, in similar circumstances.
However, there are no certain diplomatic and military answers that
can instil confidence in China to factor out a possible US role in its bid
to use force against Taiwan. All the aforementioned developments in
Taiwan-US relations point to an upswing in the relations, particularly
from the Taiwanese point of view. Some of these developments and
initiatives under Trump indeed lead to the speculation if these will
eventually lead to a review of the US relations with Taiwan in a
more qualitative way—which would no doubt benefit Taiwan and
reassure the present DPP government. These can also be expected
to stoke apprehensions in China about the US’ strategic ambiguity
towards cross-Strait relations, thus deepening the mistrust between
them.

The moves and initiatives taken by Trump regarding relations
with Taiwan point to him being not very concerned about Chinese
sentiments and anger. More importantly, they beg the question as
to the underlying understanding and policy objectives prompting
these moves. Here, one should note that historically, Taiwan-US
relations have been a function of China-US relations. The history of
the US-Taiwan relations shows that the US support for Taiwan has
always been determined by US needs and assessments.!'” At present,
an across-the-board realisation in the US is that the hope during

the Nixon-Kissinger era that constructive engagement with China
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would result in a more democratic and friendly China was a mirage,
thus the felt-need for course correction in the US’ China policy.''®
The US Pivot to Asia, and its later Indo-Pacific military strategy and
push for quadrilateral cooperation among Australia, India, Japan
and the US, stems from this sentiment. This sentiment also requires
the US to review its Taiwan policy, while not completely giving in to
China’s “overweening” demands on the Taiwan issue.

One can argue that the Nixon-Kissinger paradigm has stopped
working. A new paradigm will emerge for China-US relations that
will emphasise setting tough conditions in the negotiations on trade
disputes, strengthened partnerships for strategic hedging against
China and asserting American values. This paradigm change will
reflect in the US’ Taiwan policy as well and in the process, review
it. Shedding the caution and inhibition that the conventional policy
framework brought into being (see note 31), the US will be less
constrained in aiding Taiwan to retain its de facto independence.
This help will be seen in more generous and frequent arms sales,
diverse security cooperation, increasingly dignified official contacts,
more visibility for Taiwan-US relations and assistance to retain its
diplomatic allies.

On the other hand, any fundamental rewriting of its China policy
would still be counter-productive for the US and is almost unlikely.
China is no longer the China of 40 years ago. It is an economic
superpower, whose economy is deeply integrated with that of the
US. It has modernised its military in an impressive way in such a
short time that it is unparalleled in recent history. China has amply
demonstrated its military-technological capabilities in the South
China Sea where its military infrastructure building has come to be
termed as a “new normal” and there is general agreement that it
may not be possible for the US to impact the status quo ante. Given
the example of the South China Sea, one can envisage a situation in
which China’s rapidly modernising military power may eventually
persuade the US not to engage China on Taiwan, once the inflexion
point is reached when China will completely close the military
technological gap with the US.



70 | Chinese Power

However, this is open to debate whether the aforementioned
inflexion point will ever be reached. The loss of every advantage and
instruments of deterrence that the US has vis-a-vis China, leading
to its eviction from cross-Strait scenario, is hard to visualise. As a
matter of policy, the US has always supported cross-Strait dialogue.
There is no indication available that it can have any undeclared
political policy to oppose a peaceful and voluntary reunification.
Nevertheless, a strong argument continues that a Taiwan that
is separate from PRC would be in the US’ best military-strategic
interest as it restricts the manoeuvring space for the PLA Navy and
will be its advance strategic asset (“unsinkable aircraft”) in a China
contingency. Thus, its security-strategic interest in the continuation
of the cross-Strait status quo, normative and sentimental support for
Taiwan and concerns about its prestige as a reliable alliance partner
will possibly compel it to get willy-nilly involved in the eventuality
of a military invasion of Taiwan by China. Here, Bonnie S. Glaser’s
words, shared with the author, would best answer the difficult
question whether the US will stay the course:

The commitments under the TRA are US law. The TRA is not part
of a mutual defense treaty with Taiwan, as the US has with its allies,
however. The TRA obligates the US to sell defensive weapons and
services to Taiwan, and to maintain a US capability to prevent use
of force or coercion against Taiwan. It does not obligate the US
to defend Taiwan. The decision to defend, how to defend, or to
not defend Taiwan would be up to the American President and
Congress. Since Taiwan became a democracy, the moral imperative
has become a key factor, which, along with intensified US-China
strategic competition, has increased the likelihood that the US
would come to Taiwan’s defense.

—(see “A Note on Field Trips™)

Thus, the US’ present, hardened approach towards China and
China’s priority to salvage relations with the US may continue to
dissuade China from a military adventure against Taiwan. The
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uncertainty in the long term notwithstanding, the US policy of
strategic ambiguity that has worked well thus far, will continue to
be factored into China’s calculations for Taiwan in the foreseeable
future. And, therefore, one can argue that Xi Jinping, or the
leadership after him, would ideally prefer to settle the Taiwan issue
first with the US—as for China, Taiwan is essentially a strategic issue
with the US—instead of resolving it through military means directly
with Taiwan.

Conclusion

While the One China policy or the principle and commitment to
reunify Taiwan with the “motherland” appears to be cast in stone
for the PRC, there are no takers of “One Country, Two Systems”
in Taiwan—neither the two leading political parties nor society at
large.'”” The developments in Hong Kong from June 2019 onwards
have only solidified Taiwan’s resolve against the “One Country, Two
Systems” offer. However, in the face of PRC’s power and resolve to
thwart what it would perceive as pro-independence moves, the DPP’s
pro-independence sentiments and inclination are unmaintainable in
the long run, without a powerful US support. On the other hand,
the KMT’s adherence to the 1992 Consensus is also no solution
by itself and unsustainable in the long term. Whether it can buy
endless time for Taiwan and where it will lead are the unanswerable
questions. In the meantime, the KMT too has begun showing early
signs of revising its stance on the 1992 Consensus.'?* On the other
side, China’s ever-increasing power gives little hope that it will ever
accept anything short of unequivocal support for the “One China”
principle, as defined by it. However, there is equally a challenge for
it to have a prudent policy to bring even “heretics” of the “One
China” to the dialogue table in some form, and keep everyone in
Taiwan close, showing some flexibility, to arrest the increasing
distance between the two sides of the Strait.

In this complex backdrop, how long will the US remain
involved in the cross-Strait conundrum and “guarantee” Taiwan’s

de facto independence is always at the back of everyone’s mind.
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As of now, the US strategic ambiguity has worked well to deter
China from using force for reunification. Out of all “pending”
territorial claims, reunification of Taiwan is the most evocative for
Chinese nationalism. However, diplomatic suppression and military
posturing apart, Taiwan is yet to figure in President Xi’s nationalistic
assertion substantively. It is Hong Kong and the border with India
which have witnessed a play of his nationalistic assertion. Despite

» <«

all inherent ambiguities, the US> “legally non-binding” “political
commitment” for Taiwan is quite clear and integral to China’s
strategy for its reunification. Meanwhile, the US seems to be moving
beyond the post-TRA phase in relations with Taiwan, without
overtly undermining the “One China” policy.

Thus, this author only partially agrees with the view that there
is no US-PRC-ROC triangle any longer and Taiwan is merely
an irritant in China-US bilateral relations. This view, which he
frequently came across during his field-trip to China, stems from
a sense of confidence of power. This confidence is an inevitable
outcome of China’s emergence as an economic superpower and its
fast catching up with the US in the military and technology arenas,
and in the meantime, leaving Taiwan far behind on every scale of
power parity. The author argues that this view is true only in the
sense that Taiwan-US relations are a subset of the US’ China policy,
and Taiwan is unlikely to have a larger-than-life salience of the 1950s
and the 1960s. However, as long as reunification remains the issue
and the US has a “commitment” for Taiwan, it is difficult to treat
Taiwan as merely “a dot on the straight China-US line”. A latent,
irregular China-Taiwan-US triangle persists, which can come to the
fore if strategic exigencies require so. The discussion thus far, makes
a case to argue that at present, this triangle is active and very much
at play (see “A Note on Field Trips”).

It is hard to make a convincing prediction about anything in
the long term or indeterminate future; one can only visualise the
next stage of any strategic situation. As the “new Cold War” sets
in between the US and China, Taiwan will be in the spotlight,
which will be reminiscent of the Cold War era, though certainly
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not in the same way. For two decades during the Cold War, the
US recognised the ROC (Taiwan) as China and helped it retain the
China seat in the United Nations. At present, although Taiwan’s
maximalist expectations—such as de jure independence, diplomatic
recognition and membership in the international organisations
where sovereignty is the criteria—are unlikely to be fulfilled, the
US may exhibit a “non-committal” attitude towards the PRC’s One
China claims, to hurt and exert strategic pressure on it. The Taiwan
issue may, once again, become a priority issue between China and
the US. Therefore, in the coming period, one expects to see more
about Taiwan in international politics.
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5. Dreaming of a Strong Army:
The Chinese Military in East Asia

M. S. Prathibha

Introduction

The Chinese President, Xi Jinping, has mandated that the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) should develop into a strong army, dubbed
as the “dream of a strong army” (#7%4). Xi believes that a “strong
army” is when the PLA transforms itself into a capable fighting
force that serves the Communist Party of China (CPC; also, in
short, the Party) wholeheartedly and can “show the way forward”
to realise the Chinese Dream. This call for a strong army is often
justified through dire warnings that China will face stiff resistance
to its dream of becoming a fully prosperous country by mid-century.
The Chinese people are told to expect “some countries” to actively
derail the CPC’s strategic goals. Thus, a strong army is perceived
as fundamental in achieving national rejuvenation, and also as a
protection against such threats. It is termed as a security guarantee
for China becoming prosperous and poised to achieve the dream of
a “great modern socialist country” (f1:<> 3 XHIAALIE ).

In this context, nothing is more important for the CPC than the
unification of Taiwan with the mainland. The Chinese capabilities in
this neighbourhood are a testament to this: the military reforms of 2015
have shown that the PLA is being trained to win wars and the breadth
of the reforms show that the Chinese PLA is training for any eventuality.

The chapter analyses the following aspects. First, it sheds light
on the discussions within China behind the motivations for a strong
army. Second, among the capabilities that China has developed, those
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relevant in the Taiwan contingency are analysed. Third, it shows the
extent to which the Chinese military can achieve its objectives in
case of a conflict over Taiwan. Finally, the chapter also comments
on the United States (US) response to the rise in Chinese military
capabilities and the challenges it faces in shifting its resources to
Asia. There are, however, certain limitations to the discussions here.
The chapter confines itself to Chinese military capabilities in East
Asia, while acknowledging that the transformation of the Chinese

military is broader and long term.

Creation of a “Strong Army”: For What?

President Xi Jinping is not the first Chinese leader wanting to modernise
the PLA so that it can be used as an effective instrument of power
by the CPC. Xi has stressed the need for the Chinese military to be
“professional” and “strong” and, in turn, the need to fully comply with
reforms so that they can not only fight but also win wars.! Why is the
Chinese leadership showing a sense of urgency for the PLA to complete
its military development goals?? First, the Chinese leadership believes
that an economically prosperous country like China requires a strong
military. Without the support of military power to ensure security,
China cannot transform itself into a fully developed country.? Therefore,
the leadership has concluded that its military power is intrinsic to its
prosperity because it provides support to its goals for the future and
also prevents countries from causing obstacles to its strategic goals. The
justification is that when the Qing Empire collapsed due to persistent
colonial threats, the Chinese economy was prosperous. Due to the lack
of a scientifically and technologically matched army in accordance with
its wealth and status, it was not able to protect its prosperity. In the
Chinese view, with a weak military, war would be imposed on such a
country. It is not surprising that a rich country would want a strong
military to protect its interests. However, in the case of China, the
ambition to have a strong army goes beyond wealth protection and
towards keeping up with its global aspirations and status.

Second, the development of military power cannot supersede

national development. As economic slowdown has touched the
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Chinese economy, Xi has stressed that diverting resources for military
power cannot be pushed beyond the capability of national strength
as it would be a heavy burden. Hence, the leadership has advised
for a fine balance: build a military power compatible with rising
economic and political power of the country and avoid overspending
on the military at the cost of the national development strategy.*
As a result, combat readiness has been given clear preference and
training has been fine-tuned towards only spending resources to
modify training that reflect actual combat conditions.

For PLA to become a strong army, Xi has outlined the plan with
several timelines. For instance, a strong army means that the PLA
should achieve mechanisation by 2020 and modernisation by 2035.°
Once the modernisation of the Chinese military is completed by
2035, Xi expects the PLA to become a world-class military by 2050.
According to Xi’s vision, the building of a strong army is integral to the
China Dream, therefore the PLA needs to carry out the reforms and
restructuring according to his timeline. The political ideology behind
the concept of a strong army is “Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism
with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era”, which was enshrined
in the Constitution after the 19th National Congress of the CPC in
2017. According to Xi, since socialism with Chinese characteristics
has entered a new era (era of high-technology innovation), the PLA
must build a strong army in line with the country’s status. In other
words, “dream of a strong army” means that a Chinese military under
the leadership of the CPC is essential for achieving “rejuvenation of
the Chinese nation, i.e., positioning China to its former glory”.® The
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation is the centrepiece of the Chinese
Dream, which would be realised in the New Era.” The connection
between Xi’s new era and the PLA can be viewed in the defence white
paper, “China’s National Defence in the New Era”,® where China has
articulated that the national security threats and the new technologies
are becoming more challenging and the PLA has to keep up with
China’s future aspirations. Further, it indicates a coherence between
the political ideology and the strategic goals the Ch