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Porch: The Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1996

The Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1996
Strategic Implications for the United States Navy

Douglas Porch

TI—IE TAIWAN STRAIT CRISIS of March 1996 demonstrated that tense
relations between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Re-
public of China (ROC) constitute an Achilles’ heel of East Asian stability.
When the PRC began to fire missiles into the seas off Taiwan’s two major ports,
the United States demonstrated its commitment to the peaceful “unification”
(or “reunification”) of Taiwan with the mainland by dispatching an armada that
included two cartiers, the USS Independence (CV 62) and the USS Nimitz (CVN
68), in the most significant naval display in the area since the 1950s. Because the
crisis faded away and was soon consigned to distant memory, its implications
have failed to receive the attention they deserve.

This is a pity, for at least three reasons. First, this is a recurring problem, Al-
though the 1996 Strait crsis, like its predecessors in 1954 and 1958, was re-
solved short of open warfare, who is to say that this will be the case in future?
The fundamental disagreements between the two Chinese governments are far
from resolution. Taiwan remains the hinge of discord in East Asia, over which
Beijing, Taipei, and Washington may yet come to blows.

Second, the conventional wisdom, especially in U.S. government and naval
circles, may be wrong. It holds that the arrival of two carrers effectively
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deterred Beijing’s intimidation of Taiwan, Unfortunately, a close analysis of the
crisis yields little evidence to support this thesis.

Worse, from an American and Taiwanese perspective, the 1996 Strait crisis
and its aftermath reveal that while it is more imperative than ever that the
United States be able to support policy with military force, technology and
force structure may be working against it. Indeed, one consequence of the Strait
crisis of 1996 is that it increased the PR.C’s incentive to develop or purchase
new generations of weapons aimed at maximizing the advantages of its geo-
graphic position while exploiting vulnerabilities in the American and Taiwan-
ese force structures. Hence, the third reason for concern about the importance
of the crisis is that in a future confrontation the United States may find it far
more difficult to counter PRC pressure on Taiwan, because aircraft carriers,
submarines, and cruisers will give it diminished leverage over a continental
power like the PRC. The dreary but inescapable present assessment is that the
United States has no immediate counter to emerging Chinese {and other na-
tions’) technologies. Indeed, the Taiwan crisis, when linked with technologi-
cal—especially missile—developments, suggests that Washington’s ability to
ensure regional stability through forward presence and the deployment of naval
power may be nearing an end.

This article will examine the origins and events of the 1996 Strait crisis, the
consequences of that crisis for Taiwan-PRC~United States relations, and the
implications, both diplomatic and military, for the future,

Origins of the Crisis

The source of the 1996 crisis resides in the evolving political dynamic be-
tween the governments of Taiwan and China. Taiwan’s attempts, with the aid
of its political supporters in Washington, to increase its claims to status as an in-
dependent nation especially alarmed PRC policy makers and military leaders,
for several reasons. Most obviously, the prospect of a growing movement to-
ward explicit Taiwanese independence signaled a major policy failure: the
former PRC leader Deng Xiaoping had committed the Communist govem-
ment to develop economic and cultural relationships in preparation for the “re-
unification” of Taiwan with the mainland, which the independence movement
was rejecting. Second, the development caught China at a particularly delicate
time; the Communist government was struggling to maintain its legititnacy as a
new generation of leaders began to guide the PRC’s transition to a market
economy.

The decision by the PRC to employ threatening military measures in the
Taiwan Strait can be traced to the emergence of a new leadership in China as
early as 1992, when the Fourteenth Communist Party Congress named Jiang
Zemin head of the Taiwan Affairs Leading Small Group. The group concluded

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwec-review/vol52/iss3/2



Porch: The Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1996

Porch 17

that Deng Xiaoping's policy of peaceful engagement of Taiwan as the prelude
to “rcunification” was moribund. Taiwan, which according to that policy was
scripted to tumble like overripe fruit into Beijing’s basket, in fact clung tena-
ciously to its autonomy, while popular support for a formal declaration of inde-
pendence gathered momentum.

From Beijing’s perspective, Taiwan had developed into a hotbed of scces-
stonist sentiment, guided by a confederacy of island-born leaders determined to
evalve a polirical culture, cconomic mfrastructure, and foreign policy that de-
fines a destiny for their 1sland distinet from that of the mainland. 1n 1988, Li
Denghui succeeded Jiang Jingguo, Jiang Kaishek’s* son, as president of the
ROC without the chaos that many predicted would accompany the passing of
the Kuomintang old guard—chaos that would offer Beijing opportunities for
interventon in the island’s affairs. The Republic of China quickly shed its im-
age as a reliquary of Nationalist “bitter-enders” dedicated to a reconguista of the
mainland. Beijing looked on aghast as Li initiated reforms that increasingly dis-
tinguished Taiwan from its ramshackle mainland counterpart by the vibrancy of
its democratic structures. Li's government assiduously leveraged Taiwan's new
image, and incidentally its financial clout, with international organizadons and
with governments in Africa, the Middle East, and Central America. Li Denghui
simultancously cultivated relations with members of the Japanese Diet and the
U.8. Congress, Insurance against sudden swerves in the national policies of
thosc countrics in the PRC’s favor. PRRC leaders became incensed as Taipei
picked apart the Beijing-constructed arms embargo to purchase modern frigates
and aircraft from Prance and the United States.’

Sall, Li's dynamism and single-minded pursuit of Taiwan's interests ac-
counted for no more than half of his success; Deijing's infallible maladroitness in
the court of world opinion worked as Li's most valuable collaborator, A elations
with Washington and other Western capitals had plummeted following the
bloody repression of the 1989 Tiananmen Square demonstrations. Chinese ms-
trcatment of dissidents, religious groups {notably Chrisdans), and cthno-
nationalist movements (such as that of Tibet) were recurrent reminders that Ti-
ananmen had not been an anomaly.

Early in 1994, the PRC leadership apparently reached four alarming conclu-
sions: Li Denghui was committed to the creation of a separate Taiwanese state;
support for independence among the Taiwanese, as represented by the electoral
strength of the Democratic Progressive Party, was growing; Beijing’s attempts
to isolate Taipei diplomatically were foundering; and the ROC’s presidential
election 1 March 1996 would sct these trends in concrete. As a consequence,

o

In the Wade-Giles spelling, Chiang Kai-shek.
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the People’s Liberation Army was ordered to plan for action against Taiwan;
major exercises were accordingly carried out in Fujian Province opposite Tai-
wan, and in November 1994 a conference was called to publicize the PLA’s
new strategy of “local war under high~technology conditions.” On the basis of
the Chinesc analysis of the Gulf War, advocates of that doctrine preached that a
display of the PLA’s capabilities during a crisis would deter an enemy.’

Nevertheless, relations between Beijing and Taipei appeared calm in carly
1995; cross-Strait committecs narrowed differences over the repatriation of air-
line hijackers, the return of illegal immigrants, and the settlement of fishing dis-
putes. At the end of January, Jiang Zemin delivered a speech that (apart from a
reiteration of Beijing’s intention nof to renounce the use of force “against the
schemes of foreign forces to interfere with China’s reunification and to bring
about the ‘independence of Taiwan'”—a hint of menace considered almost
obligatory) was remarkably civil by prior standards. Diplomats were warm in
their approval of Jiang’s declaration that “Chinese should not fight Chinese.”
Li's reply in April restated Taiwan'’s positions in firm but restrained language.
Observers were gratified by the fact that the two Chinese leaders were engaged
in a dialogue, even if it was carried on through media interposition rather than
face to face.’

The calm proved deceptive, however., An American decision to grant Li a
visa to visit Cornell University in May 1995 coaxed the latent tension into the
open. Although Li's visit was a “private” one, Beijing screamed foul and lashed
Secretary of State Warren Christopher for deceit. Those who blame the uproar
on Chinese misperception of American politics point cut that it should have
been obvious to Beijing that the administration had denied Li a visa, in line with
U.S. policy, until Congress compelled the State Department to grant it. From
Beijing’s perspective, however, who had issued the visa was immaterial. The
important point was that Li used the trip to demonstrate his good standing in
America’s eyes and to boost his campaign for reelection as president in March
1996. During his U.S. stay Li took advantage of all the media attention he could
get; also, he repeatedly referred to the “Republic of China on Taiwan,” which
Beijing interpreted as a mere stepping stone to “two Chinas.” Soon afterward,
Li launched Taiwan’s fifth Ofiver Hazard Perry—class guided nussile frigate and
dispatched a “friendship flect” to Singapore, to the delight of the Chinese com-
munity there, Also at this time, Germany announced that it was casing restric-
tions on Talwanese weapons purchases; in response, PRC leaders warned
“foreign forces” not to “interfere” with China’s “reunification.”

The Crisis

Hard-line factions within the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the
military probably forced Jiang Zemin to respond to what they interpreted as
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deliberate provocations by Li Denghui, although some analysts argue that these
actions were merely an acceleration of a trend of increasingly agpressive behav-
ior on the part of the PR C against its own citizens and its neighbors. ' In fact, the
1996 maneuvers were a continuation, at an increased level of complexity, of ex-
ercises that had begun in 1993 to test new technologies and to develop the
PLA’s capabilities in combined arms and joint warfare. These maneuvers had
been carcfully scquenced; defensive assets had been deployed in advance, and
only when the defensive screen was 1n place had offensive air and sea assets been
conmitted. These maneuvers had acquired a momentum of their own, which
suggests that the Chinese had intended to continue them whatever the U.S. re-
sponse. Indeed, the PLA may have expected the Taiwanese or the Americans to
react and was preparing to deal with that.

Beijing’s decision to adopt a more muscular approach in its dealings with
Taiwan had at least two goals. The first was to propitate hard-liners among the
PLA generals and admirals and within the CCP. The second was to intimidate
Taiwan, to pour frigid water on illusions that the island could walk away from
“reunification” with impunity. To that end, missiles of the Second Artillery
Corps (the strategic missile service) were the weapon of choice; then as now,
missiles constitute the PLA’s trump card, the one area in which it possesses a
technological advantage over the ROC, the one weapon against which no
battle-tested defense so far exists, A possible third goal was to drive a wedge be-
tween Washington and Taipei by undermining the U.S. security commitment
to Taiwan.”

On 18 July, Beijing announced that missile tests would be carried out from
21 to 28 July about ninety miles northeast of Taipei, preceded by extensive de-
fensive deployments. Six missiles were fired between 21 and 26 July, all of
which appear to have been CSS-6/M-9 short-range ballistic missiles (SR BMs).
These firings constitute the first reported M-9 use in exercises. A sccond
“guided missile and artillery firing exercise™ was carried out berween 15 and 25
August in the same area, by about twenty PLA Navy ships and forty PLA Air
Force planes firing antiship and antiaircraft missiles. Coincident with these exer-
cises, on 18 August an underground nuclear test was conducted. In November,
as legislative elections approached in Taiwan, the PLA held large naval and am-
phibious exercises off Dongshan Island, opposite Taiwan, during which bomb-
ing and blockade tactics were rehearsed.” Beijing also announced major military
exercises for March 1996, scheduled to coincide with Taiwan's presidential
elections.

Beijing’s tactics seemed to bear fruit: the 2 December parliamentary elections
on Taiwan returned candidates favorable to reconciliation with China.

On 19 December, the United States responded by sending the USS Nimitz
battle group through the Strait, the first carrier to make that passage since 1979,
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The Crisis

July 1595 Six SRBMs fired

August 1995 Air/sea exercise, nuclear test

November 1995 Naval amphibious (blockade) exercise

December 1995 USS Nimitz vransits Taiwan Strait

January— SAMs and aircraft deployed; amphibious exercise; four
March 1996 SRBMs fired; U.S. CVs deploy

“This simple movement, belated in terms of events unfolding on Taiwan,
but nevertheless unprecedented in fifteen years, was clearly intended to symbol-
ize American concern,” concludes a July 1997 Naval Postgraduate School study
on forward engagement. “But it had no visible deterrent effect.”” Beijing did
file a diplomatic protest, labeling the transit potentially hostile.”

By February, the Hong Kong press was printing stories about the mobiliza-
tion of as many as four hundred thousand troops in Fujian Province, in an op-
eration code-named ExprEiss 60. The PLA also moved another missile unit
toward the coast. On 5 March, Beijing announced that between 8 and 15
March, missiles would be fired across important air and sea lanes into areas
thirty to forty miles off Taiwan’s two largest ports. Ships and aircraft were
warmned to avoid these zones. On the 8th, three M-9s were fired, landing about
twenty miles from ports in Taiwan’s north and south.

On the same day, Secretary of Defense William J. Perry joined Secretary of
State Christopher and National Security Advisor Anthony Lake for a meetingin
Washington with Liu Huaqiu, China’s vice minister of foreign affairs, in order,
Perry wrote, “to deliver a crystal-clear . . . strong and unambiguous message.”
“I have no doubt,” Perry continued, “that he immediately conveyed our mes-
sage to the highest levels in the Chinese government. However, our words
were not heeded. The Chinese announced on March 9 that they would hold
live-fire military exercises in the Taiwan Strait between March 12 and March
20, and during that period they conducted one more missile firing. Our diplo-
matic approach, although uncommonly blunt, had not been effective.”"

Consequently, Perry conferred with General John Shalikashvili, Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and, with presidential approval, directed the USS In-
dependence battle group toward Taiwan, shifted the USS George Washington
(CVN 73) from the Adriatic to the Persian Gulf, and ordeted the USS Nimitz
battle group from the Gulf to Taiwan—a transit of twelve days.

From 10 March, statements by Chinese foreign ministry spokesmen prom-
ised that Chinese forces would “resort to non-peaceful means” if “foreign
forces” attempted to “invade” Taiwan—quite different from a blanket threat
against those who “interfered” in China’s reunification. “Thus,” in the words
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of one analyst, “China blinked.”" A second arguiment that the carners” ardval
had a salutary effect 1s that they may have decerred a PLA escalation. The Chi-
nese had declined to conument on a 24 January 1996 New York Tinies report that
Beijing planned to escalate in the event that Taiwanese clections returned can-
didates favorable to independence, a reticence that justified the dispatch of a
large force capable of aiding the defense of Taiwan."” So, the carriers may have
closed out the option of escalating military pressure against Taiwan.

Other analysts remain unconvineed, pointing out that although the Chinese
reacted vigorously to what they regarded as “unnecessary meddling and inter-
ference” by U.S. forces, the “blinking™ appears to have been done purely on pa-
per.” This may suggest that while the appearance of U.S. ships may have given
the polirical leadership pause, the American presence did not cause the PLA to
alter its operations once jot—a fourth missile was fired on the 13th. More air and
sca exercises took place between 12 and 20 March along the Fujian coast oppo-
site the southern shore of Taiwan, and again on 18 to 25 March near Pingtan on
[aitan Island farcher north, in conjunction with amphibious assaults.

These exercises revealed several “firsts”™ for the PLA-—for instance, the de-
ployment in unprecedented numbers of newly purchased, advanced surface-
to-air missiles. Also, F-6s, F-7s and I'-8s appeared in record numbers.” Com-
plementing the capabilities of these fighters and air defenses were Su-27 inter-
ceptors, which played a prominent role in the exercises. The exercises also
witnessed the first dispatch of advanced Chinese submarines to the Taiwan
Strait. Observers were impressed by the deliberate nature of the exercise: a de-
ployment of air defenses, followed by ships and troops, and then launching of
SRBMs. The joint-force amphibious excrcises were the largest observed in the
PRC in two decades, and they might have been larger still had not bad weather
caused them to be curtailed. The planning and exccution of the exercises re-
vealed an operational sophistication hitherto unseen in Chinese forces. Navy
and Air Force aircraft exceuted a two-stage exercise, a counterair phase fol-
lowed by an attack phase. The PLA practiced air and amphibious assault, with
helicopter insertion supported by combined arms, including naval gunfire sup-
port.

Consequences of the Strait Incident

If the first Chinese goal of the Strait incident was to solidify Jiang's control of
the party and of the PLA, that appears to have been achieved. PLA leaders, for
their part, today believe that they demonstrated Beijing's resolve to dispel Tai-
wan'’s fantasies of independence.” Flowever, an American scholar of China, Ar-
thur Waldron, suggests that Beijing’s decision to rely on force (or the threae of
force) was flawed, in that it lacked military credibility and was diplomatically
counterproductive. The firing of nussiles, designed to demonstrate Taiwan's
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vulnerability, showcased instead PLA weakness, at lcast in the short run. Indeed,
for the moment, the PLA lacks punch. It lacks scalift, ability to provide air
cover, and enough highly trained troops to invade Taiwan, although it mighthe
able to seize one of the islands just off the mawnland. By rawtling its mussiles, the
military’s single “pocket of excellence,” Beijing threatened to undennine both
the stability of the region and its own economic future.' Its position today is
analogous to that of Wilhelmine Germany, for which peace offered every ad-
vantage but whose leadership “encircled itsclf ” through bellicose behavior de-
signed for home consumption. Beijing’s bullying raises Taipei's stature in the
wortld and makes China appear a threat to other countries in the region, It has
alrcady ignited an arms race in which the PLA is weli behind where its competi-
tors started.

The second goal of the Strait incident was to intimidate Taiwan. Here the re-
sults appear inconclusive. Those, like retired Admiral Eric McVadon, who ar-
gue that Beijing achicved its goal point out that the mssile firings alarmed the
Taipei stock market and stimulated capital flight. The missiles caused even
greater fissures in the ranks of the Taiwanese [Democratic Progressive Party,
never a unified group at the best of times. The anti-independence New Party
scored gains in the December 1995 legislative clections, although these may
have been due more to its anticorruption platform than opposition to Li’s poli-
cies.

Li actually capitalized on the missile firings, winning the March 1996 presi-
dential clection by an impressive 54 percent. Li does appear to have moderated
his provocative behavior somewhat; he has curbed his “vacation diplomacy”
and has no further plans to visit the United Seates, although he continues to
court other countrics.” Conversely, Li remains adamant that “Taiwan’s destiny
isn’t China’s to decide.” As il to undetline this point, an estimated 40 percent of
Taiwanese now [avor outright independence from China, while only 18 per-
cent desire unification, even in the long run." Even if this number fails to grow,
it is obvious that Taiwan has more to lose than to gain from unification, both
politically and economically.

Short of a cataclysmic change that brings a more enlightened leadership to
power in Beijing, then, “peaceful unification” remains a mirage. The Strait in-
cident of 1996 suggests that unification by force is also out of the question for
the foresceable future. However, the “status quo” works poorly for Beijing, be-
cause it means an open-ended future of de facto independence for Taipei.

One reason why unification by force is out of the question in the short term
is that it is ambiguous whether China achieved a possible third goal of the Strait
incident—to undermine U.S. security commitments to Taiwan, As noted, nei-
ther the passage of the Nimitz through the Strait in December 1995 nor the ap-
pearance of the American armada in March 1996 appears to have caused China
to alter its military operations. However, for the moment, it is impossible to
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know for certain what political impact these events had in Beijing. One may
well begin by asking: “Would the Chinese have provoked the Strait incident
had they known that Washington would deploy fourteen ships to Taiwan, in-
cluding two arrcraft carriers and an Aegis cruiser, in the largest show of force in
the Strait since the 195052”"” Arthur Waldron belicves that they would not have
done so, that the goal of Bejjing’s missile rattling was to intimidate Taiwan
while remaining below the threshold of U.S. intervention,™

The best-case interpretation is that Washington’s reaction will induce cau-
tion among PRC leaders in the future. Here, not only did the United States re-
spond firmly, but the Strait incident proved diplomatically counterproductive
for Betjing, because it drove many of China’s neighbors—notably Japan, the
Philippines, and Australia—to strengthen their security alliances with Washing-
ton.” On the plus side for Beijing, the Strait crisis did cause President William
Clinton to underline the limats of the U.S. commutment to Taiwan during his
1998 visit to China.

Still, Beijing has not renounced the use of force against Taiwan. On the con-
trary, some observers believe that while PRC leaders have always been willing
to fight to prevent Taiwan’s independence, the Strait incident of 1996 con-
vinced them that war has become more likely, especially if Taipei convinces it-
sclf that U.S. naval support will thwart PLA retaliation.”” For this reason, the
Chinese government has accelerated PLA cfforts to develop counters to U.S.
naval superiority, with a goal of neutralizing American sca power in the region
and thereby acquiring the capacity to coerce compliant behavior from Taiwan.

Reelations between Washington and Beijing have been defined by the so-
called “three communiqués™ of 1972, 1979, and 1982. As national security ad-
visor to Richard Nixon, Henry Kissinger accepted the “one China” formula,
which included Taiwan as part of China-—although he did not necessarily mean
a China exclusively dominated by the Communists. The sticking point for Bei-
jing has been that Kissinger and subsequent U.S. diplomats have made it clear
that unification, when it comes, is to be voluntary and peaceful.

In 1979, the Carter administration transferred diplomatic recognition from
Taipei to Beijing, stating that “the United States expects that the Taiwan issue
will be settled peacefully by the Chinese themselves.” What looked to be the
nail that sealed the coffin of Taiwanese independence was hammered home in
1982, when the United States declared its intention “to reduce gradually its sales
of arms to Taiwan, leading over a period of time to a final resolution.””
Weaponless, Taiwan's ability to defend itself must have gradually withered; but
in 1979 Congress, by the Taiwan Reelations Act, had linked diplomatic relations
with the PRC to “the expectation that the future of Taiwan will be determined
by peaceful means.”” With the Taiwan Relations Act, in Waldron's words,
Congress “came within a micron of committing the United States to Taiwan’s
defense.”” Deng Xiaoping, who sealed diplomatic relations with a visit to the
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United States in 1979, appeared willing to accept this condition. After all, in the
heady pre-Tiananmen days, the only challenge to Communist Party control of
the mainland resided in a geriatric clique of refugees in Taipei. Deng was also
acutely aware that China’s ability to shift its defense priorities toward Taiwan
was limited by the Sovict threat.

Washington, perhaps fixated on the post-1989 revolution in Europe and the
crisis in the Persian Gulf, appeared slow to grasp the security implications for
East Asia of the collapse of the Soviet Union and of the decline, and eventual
death, of Deng, Warren Christopher’s frequently vapid statements about the fu-
ture of Taiwan may have led Beijing to believe that Washington’s Taiwan pol-
icy had lost focus. The U.S. response to the Chinese occupation of Mischief
Reefin a zone claimed by the Philippines, and to the firing of missiles in Tai-
wan's general direction in 1995, was mild enough perhaps to have encouraged
Jiang Zemin to view the threat of military force against Taiwan as a low-risk,
high-reward strategy.™

Still, it would require immense insensitivity on the part of Beijing to believe
that bullying Taiwan would be free of charge. Beijing had heen the object of
universal condemnation and econoniic sanctions since its repression of the pro-
democracy demonstrations in Tiananmen Square in 1989. France had con-
cluded a major arms deal with Taiwan in 1991, followed by President George
Bush’s approval of the sale of F-16 fighters to Taipei the following year. In
1993, President Clinton had linked China’s application for most-favored-
nation trading status to human rights (although he dropped the policy the fol-
lowing year). Washington had complained about the “reeducation” of monks
and nuns in Tibetan monasteries, and about an estimated 2,500 “prisoners of
conscience” in Tibet and elsewhere in China,

The Strait crisis did force the United States to come oft the fence. U.S. policy
toward Taiwan up to the time of the incident may be characterized as one of
“strategic ambiguity,” This “ambiguity” had been the product of a general con-
vergence of the goals of both the United States and the PRC since relations
were cstablished 1972. A major reason that Deijing elected to “normalize” rela-
tions with Washington in the 1970s was that it seemed the best means to dis-
mantle gradually the underpinnings of U.S. support for Taiwan; shorn of U.S.
backing, Beijing calculated, Taiwan would be forced to reintegrate with the
mainland. Once Beijing opted to fire missiles at Taiwan, it should have under-
stood, one would think, that the United States could not stand idle while its cli-
ent was intimidated. Beijing’s provocation placed “the credibility of our policy
toward Taiwan, and perhaps in Asia generally” in doubt.” Nor should PRC
leaders have been surprised that their actions in the Strait would drive Japan to
scek closer sccurity ties with the United States,™
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Implications of the Strait Crisis for the Future

What arce the implications of the Strait crisis of 1996 for the future? Taiwan
will continue to be a fulcrum of tension in East Asia, because the crisis in the
Strait did not resolve the differences between Beijing and Taipei. On the con-
trary, if anything, it accentuated tensions between the PRC, Taiwan, and the
United States. This is bound to impact the security environment in East Asia.

From Beijing’s perspective, the future of Communist control of the main-
land—and the future of China fout courr—hinges upon the maintenance of a
“one China” policy. If Taiwan manages to gain even the de facto status of anin-
dependent power (rather than its present “temporarily separated” mutual depic-
tion), Beijing fears, there will he an avalanche of demands for autonomy from
other provinees, especially Tibet, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia. What would
clsewhere appear a healthy exercise 1n administrative decentralization or feder-
alism holds special terror for the Chinese Communist Party. An experiment in
provincial autonomy would not only discard the theoredcal foundations of
Marxist centralization but also. 1n the context of Chinese history, might induce
a political and geographic unplosion of China. Such an implosion, as the party
depicts it, would replicate the worst decades of the “century of humiliation,”
when a weak central government left China at the mercy of foreign powers,
warlords, and rebel movements. So far, the party has maintained control
through repression of political dissent, by posing as the chamipion of Chinese
national interests (which has helped to keep the PLA in line), and because eco-
nomic prosperity has worked to the government’s benefit. Beijing has adopted a
program of “forcible recentralization™ to prevent an evolution toward local and
regional autonomy. Ilow long the heirs of Mao Zedong can keep the lid on po-
litical change is an open question, especially given the dynamism of China’s
cconomy.

The Strait crisis vividly undetlined Beijing’s repeated assertion chat it will not
rule out force to resolve an intractable political problem on which, in Beijing’s
view, the very future of the PRC rides. The increasing militarization of China’s
Taiwan policy from 1993 through the Strait crisis of 1996 might be explained
by the fact that the PR.C is in the midst of a delicate political transition, one that
Professor Jia Qing-quo of Beijing University has characterized as a shift from a
personal, chansmatic leadership style characteristic of Mao and Deng to a “bu-
rcaucratic and technocratic™ model.”

China has no stable political tradition, no anchor of political culture, no sec
menu of practices and customs to guide political responses and automatically
garner the respect and loyalty of its population. The inability of the imperial sys-
tem that ruled China for centuries to reform and restructure, and to respond to
Western and Japanese impenalism, brought about its overthrow in 1911, The
republic that replaced it, and more especially the Kuomintang, frittered away
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the hopes of many Chinese for a national renaissance in an orgy of corruption,
political compromise that left warlords in place, and murderously inept military
campaigns against a powerful and efficient Japanese army. Disgust with the re-
gime of Jiang Kaishek caused many Chinese to transfer their loyalties to the
Communists with hardly a qualm. The absence of opposition was striking, as
the PLA rolled up the vestiges of Jiang’s forces in Manchuria in 1948 and moved
south to claim the rump of the country in 1949, Once in power, however, Mao
Zedong squandered his political capital in cccentric, destructive, and ideologi-
cally driven “great leaps forward” and a Cultural Revolution that left his coun-
try politically riven, psychologically exhausted, and economically retarded.

The capacity of the current government to retain legitimacy and hence sur-
vive will depend on its ability to achieve economic prospernty while restraining
the evolution toward political pluralism. Taiwan threatens the legitimacy of
Communist rule, because it represents a successful political and economic alter-
native. In a party and a country where stability is grounded in networks of per-
sonal relationships rather than in a transparent political process and the rule of
law, the inevitable rotation over time of those in power could invite significant
political instability, as happened during the transition of power from Deng to Ji-
ang Zemin after 1992,

Because of his need both to exert political control over the PLA and to pre-
pare it for possible action to rein in a rogue Taiwan, Jiang has sought to mod-
ernize, and to encourage more professional attitudes in, his military. For the
moment, Jiang appears to be more securely established in political power than
he was in 1995-96, less beholden to the PLA. Deng’s supporters have retired or
transferred their loyalties to Jiang. Jiang counts no rival who can claim a follow-
ing in the Chinese military, which is untroubled by at least obvious ideological
or regional divisions, {As elsewhere, however, bureauncratic and interservice ri-
valries abound.) Haunted by the memory of the warlord era, Beijing rotates
commanders to discourage the emergence of regional power bases,” General
Zhang Wannian, whose forces were involved in the 1996 Strait incident, and a
leading advocate of PLA modernization, was handpicked by Jiang in September
1997 as executive vice chairman of the Communist Party’s Central Military
Commission, the PLA equivalent of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staf.

General Zhang appears typical of a new breed of “technicians” promoted to
the top of the service on the basis of their operational abilities. To emphasize
that he expects the PLA to play a nonpolitical role, Jiang did not appoint Zhang
to the Politburo Standing Committee, the PRC’s most influential policy body;
instead, Zhang joined the defense ininister, General Chi Haotian, on the less
prestigious Politburo. Chi Haotian, whose background is that of a political
cominissar, is considered Jiang’s most loyal military supporter in the PLA.* In a
February 1998 speech at Japan’s National Institute for Defense Studies, Chi
stressed that the PLA would focus on improving quality within the economic
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limitations of a developing Chinese economy and in ways that will not provoke
a regional arms race.” A new national defense law passed in March 1997 under-
scores that the PLA is “subject to the leadership” of the Conununist Party.” Ji-
ang appears intent on forcing the PLA to concentrate on soldiering, placing
defensc industrics under civilian control, and ending the corruption and nepo-
tism that have characterized many aspects of Chinese military life.™

Military modernization cannot occur without economic development,
however. Jiang sceks to nudge China away from a ngidly directed socialist
cconomy toward a frecr, market-based model—a courageous experiment for
any government. Stephen S. Roach, the chief cconomist of the brokerage firm
of Morgan Stanley Dean Wicter, has called Beijing’s about-face in ¢conomic
policy quite simply “the greatest cconomic reform and restructuning of this cen-
tury.” The potential payoft is huge, i terms of a more prosperous life for ordi-
nary Chinese but also in the political leverage that China can acquire as one of
the world’s cconomic powerhouses. Roach and other observers foresce an eco-
nomically innovative China displacing a stodgy, conscrvative, protectionist Ja-
pan as Asia’s cconomic titan,” A more dynamic industrial base would also allow
China to update its military arsenal, either through the purchase of advanced
systems or, over time, development of a sophisticated indigenous arms industry.

China’s bold cconomic experiment is not without risks for the PR.C. The
most obvious resides in its potential for derailment, which, as the current Asian
cconomic casis demonstrates, is high. The political costs of economic failure
would also be enormous. China must modernize to remain competitive. For
this reason, it requires social and political stability at home as well as interna-
tional investment, trade, and more advanced technologics. Even in good times,
however, capitalist economies exact social cosis—regional development can be
uneven, and social and occupational groups often are left stranded by change.
Economic downturns may cxcite social uarest or, worse, revolution. Indeed,
according to “liberal” doctrine that informs America’s strategy of “engage-
ment,” even cconomic success—especially economic success—incites political
participation and democratic reform, Whether after a half-century of Commu-
nist rule the Chinese have any residual faith in the moral mandate of their lead-
ers is questionable.

For the moment, there is tremendous popular pride in the economic gains
made by China over the last few years. This pride may discourage political un-~
rest, but it has deepened the dilemmas of leadership. On one hand, economic
success, together with its ability to protect and advance Chinese national inter-
est, remains virtually the sole justification for the continuation of the present re-
gime. On the other, the very pragmatism on which present Communist Party
success has been buile has done great violence to the economic and social phi-
losophy of communism. The logical contradiction of a communist government
perching its legitimacy on its success in dirccting a capitalist cconomy must be
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apparent to cven the least educated peasant. Indeed, some fear that the (at lcast
in Western cyes) incompatible combination of cconomic liberalization and po-
litical repression will induce a Sovict-style implosion. Famine, mass migration,
and rogue proliferation of nuclear weapons could be among the consequences.™

Precisely because the Communist government feels insecure, Beijing is com-
pelled to assert its authority in East Asia and to brandish the whip over Taiwan
and thosc who would support the island’s pretensions to independence. PRC
leaders appcar haunted by the fate of their former Soviet counterparts, who in
their attempt to modernize lost control to centrifugal forces of nationalism and
liberal reform. Such forces lurk close to the surface in China, and they have un-
raveled previous regimes. For any PRC leader ambitious to secure the “man-
date of heaven”—and incidentally the support of the People’s Liberation
Army—the future of Taiwan is a nonnegotiable issue. Any concession on Tai-
wan threatens to open the dikes to democracy and regionalism. For this reason,
Beijing’s conditions for a resumption of high-level dialogue between the PRC
and the ROC remain immutable: both the mainland and Taiwan must adhere
to a “onc China” policy; any movement by Taiwan toward independence must
be opposed; foreign intervention in the internal affairs of China must cease; and
all exchanges that are conducive to reunification must be promoted.” For the
moment, Beijing has stepped up its diplomatic campaign to isolate Taiwan,
punishing countries, like Guatemala, that dare advance diplomatic courtesies to
their rival.

An obvious consequence is that military action in the Taiwan Strait remains
a distinct possibility. The PR.C and the ROC appear to be headed in opposite
political directions. The PRC leadership may also wish to play the Taiwan card
again to shore up its political support at home, especially given the risks of insta-
bility inherent in its political and economic reforms.

The Soviet analogy is often evoked by America’s China specialists. Is Jiang
Zemin a Chinese version of Mikhail Gorbachev, a man who believes that he
can institute a benign and liberal form of Communism, or an apparatchik, more
in the image of Leonid Brezhnev? Clearly, the Clinton administration chose in
1998 to believe that Jiang is a man capable of leading China toward a more re-
sponsible international role. The president’s Reepublican critics, on the other
hand, complain that dealing with Jiang, reminiscent of the policy of détente
with the Soviet Union under Brezhnev, only reanimates an otherwise mori-
bund regime and suggests to Asian allies that Washington seeks to marginalize
them by concocting a “strategic partnership” with Beijing." However, Jiang is
unlikely to lead China willingly down Gorbachev's path to political dissolution.
He cannot. The unity and legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party require
a tough stand over Taiwan, as well as little tolerance for political dissent at
home.
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In any case, the evolution of the strategic environment in East Asia has given
Beijing greater freedom of strategic mancuver. The constraints on Beijing’s be-
havior are not what they once were. In the past, Beijing’s uncompromising
militancy toward Taiwan could be moderated by outside influences, In 1958,
for instance, a combination of U.S. carriers and Soviet pressure caused Mao to
back off from the bombardment and blockade of Quemoy.” The Soviet threat
kept Deng on his best behavior i the 1980s. However, alterations in the strate-
gic situation in East Asia have removed the constraints once provided by Mos-
cow. On the contrary, by becoming a major arms supplicr to China, Russia has
contributed to the militarization of the Tarwan 1ssue. The disappcearance of the
Soviet Union and the development of cordial relations with Russia overnight
altered the PRCs strategic outlook. The obliteration of the major land threat to
China has allowed Beijing to concentrate on 1ts oceanic interests, of which Tai-
war 18 paramount.

Finally, PRC aggression may be encouraged if Beijing convinces itself that
the United States lacks the resolve to support Taiwan. As has been suggested
above, Washington’s tepid response to China’s escalation of military tensions in
the Stmit and elsewhere in 1995 may have convinced Beijing a few months later
that missile shots would clicit near indifference in Washington. Many of the
PR.C’s leaders are men whose cunning and survival instincts have been honed
in the Stalingrads fought within the Chinese Communist Party; few have expe-
ricnce of the world outside. In the arena of international relations, they are
forced to fall back on stercotypes, especially vis-a-vis the United States. One of
the fears expressed by observers is that President Clinton’s June 1998 visit to
China may have reinforced Beijing’s unsophisticated view of American political
culture as one defined by raw capitalism and pragmatism, shaped exclusively by
a quest for economic relations and profit. Failing to appreciate that American
politicians must justify forcign policy on moral grounds, the PRC leaders also
may not understand the staying power of issues like human rights, tecbnology
eransfer, espionage, and political interference in the American electoral pro-
cess.” Even if it could be explained to them, the subtle relationship between
Congress and the president, especially as it influences Washington’s Taiwan
policy, would scem a ludicrous fiction to men indoctrinated in a political cul-
ture where losing a political argument means hard labor on a pig farm in Yenan
Province. They could also tumble into the assumption that ensnared Saddam
Hussein: that the United States is averse to casualties to the point of strategic pa-
ralysis."'

Given the political and strategic conditions for PRRC military action against
Taiwan, would a military offensive be feasible? In fact, it may not matter—the
absence of feasibility does not always rule out military action as an option, espe-
cially not for China, The PIAC civilian leadership is compelled to adopt a hard
line on Taiwan for its own rcasons. That Jiang now seems to have the PLA well
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in hand does not mean that the military is no longer a player in Chinese decision
making. Talwan is an issue over which the PLA has significant influence, espe-
cially as Beijing's political strategics appear to be stecaming at full speed toward
calamjty."2 PR.C ofhcials, who lack the imagination, confidence, or the secure
political basc to cxplore a more “federalist” solution to unification, may be all
the more willing to utilize the technologically modern and operationally effi-
cient military they appear keen to create,

Whether the PLA can actually succeed in an invasion of Taiwan may be im-
material. After all, Mao attacked U.S. forces in Korea in 1950 against the advice
of his generals because he believed that the political benefits of uniting China
behind the Communist Party and standing up to the United States in world and
Chinese opinion were well worth the investment of a million or so casualties,”
In a future Strait cmsis, revolutionary nationalism, combined with “niche”
weapons like tactical ballistic missiles, may seem to Beijing to compensate for its
overall military weaknesses. Suffice to say that the 1996 Strait incident illus-
trated that military options can be attractive given an impoverishment of polici-
cal thinking or a perccived absence of peaceful alternatives. This is a special
danger in China, where the strategic culture assumes that great nisks can brng
great rewards. Sun-tzu argued that bluff, audacity, and deception can compen-
sate for the lack of raw power. Chinese officers assert that technological superi-
ority is immaterial if one adopts “correct strategic principles, proper strategies,
flexible tactics and high operational efficiency.”™ It is this line of reasoning, as
Waldron points out, that causes China’s reach regularly to exceed its grasp.”

History is full of examples of military campaigns launched on the most slen-
der expectations of success, especially when political leaders felt that they had no
alternative. The Chinese may convince thenselves, however, that despite their
relative backwardness as against dynamic and innovative U.S. and ROC forces,
they possess the abality to impose their will on Taiwan. The 1996 Strait crsis
validated the PLA quest to develop and refine its capacity to coerce Taiwan,
possibly even to invade it. At the very least, one obvious objective of the PLA
investment in missiles 1s to nmnimize a potental U.S. role in any future crisis by
holding the U.S. Navy at bay. Missiles remain the near-term PLA trump card.

Conventional wisdom holds that theater ballistic missiles (TBMs) are an inef-
fective investment for at least three reasons. First, they can be countered by so-
phisticated ABMs, like Patriots or the weapons soon to be carried on Aegis
cruisers and destroyers. Second, they are primitive weapons, without the ter-
minal homing necessary to hit moving targets at sca—for instance, a U.S. carrier
battle group sent to bolster Taiwan’s defenses. Third, ballistic missile assaults
have seldom produced strategic results, as campaigns against Britain, Iran, and
Iraq testify. In this view, missiles can decisively affect a campaign or a war only if
they are armed with nuclear, chemucal, or biological warheads, thus becoming
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*“weapons of mass destruction”—a dangerous escalation that governments so far
have been unwilling to undertake.

While these arguments may once have been well founded, their validity is
rapidly eroding. Hardly had the last shots of the Gulf War been fired than the ef-
ficaciousness of Patriots was challenged. The problem was what commanders
called inadvertent or unintentional “penetration aids,” effects producing fuzzy
or complex radar returns that hinder interception. For instance, a Scud reenter-
ing the atmosphere is likely to break into several pieces. The battery com-
mander has the choice of firing nussiles at all the pieces or of waiting until the
warhead, which descends fastest, separates itself from the debris—by which time
it will be over the target and likely to cause damage even if intercepted. Addi-
tionally, it is difficult for the same Aegis ship to scan for both stecp-trajectory
TBMs and over-the~horizon cruise missiles.

The second argument—that TBMs are ineffective against maritime tar-
gets—also rests on specious logic. TBMs at present cannot hit (except acciden-
tally) ships steaming at thirty knots, but vessels in confined waters, engaged in
mancuver-restricting activities like gunfire support or underway replenishment,
or in flight operations, are less able to dodge. Besides, maritime targets are not
limited to ships at sea. In February 1991, the U.S. Navy came within a whisker
of disaster when a Scud struck the water within a few meters from a quay in
Al-Jubayl-—a quay crowded with ships, including the amphibious assault ship
USS Tarawa (LHA 1), and stacked with munitions.

Saddam Hussein's anmy invariably fired Scuds singly at maximum range,
with the result that the slightest performance degradation meant an impace short
of the tirget. Even TBMs without terminal seekers might have been employed
to greater effect had they been launched in clusters of five or six, as Soviet doc-
trine required. While there is nothing to suggest that the Chinese have fitted
terminal seckers on their CSS-6s and CSS-7s, doing so is not a challenging
proposition; indeed, it is thought that the Soviets developed (but never de-
ployed) a terminally homing version of the Scud. The technology that already
exists for the cruise missile can be fitted to hallistic weapons as soon as demand
justifies it. When this happens, the flectest ship on the seas will discover that its
speed cannot save it. Also, a ship that tries to hide from a terminally guided re-
entry vehicle hy shutting down radiofrequency emissions on which the weapon
might home lays itself open to attack by antiship cruise missiles, of which the
Chinese have many—HY-2, HY -4, and C-801 weapons launched from ship,
shore, and aircraft,

The third argument is that TBM assaults never produce strategic results. This
is true insofar as TBMs are designed as tactical, not strategic, weapons, Saddam
Hussein’s decision to use Scuds as stand-alone weapons was onc of his many op-
erational mistakes. The Chinese are more likely to ecmploy TBMs as part of an
arsenal that includes cruise muissiles, mines, submarines (with wake-homing
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torpedoes), and aircraft. The point would be to force the enemy—in this case
the U.S. Navy—to stand so far off shore and spend so much energy protecting
its ships that it would be reduced to impotence. In such a case, TBMs might
produce strategic results against a small nation like Taiwan wich a relatively
small number of critical targets.”

PLA Force Modernization

Experts remain divided over the significance of PLA modernization. One
school links China’s military uppgrades with its alleged ambitions to become a
world power by 2020, and to displace the United Staces as the Pacific hegemon
well before that. These analysts insist that China’s defense budget has grown 159
percent since 1980, as Beljing restructures its forces to project power beyond its
shores, secure oil in the South China Sea, and dominate Taiwan. They point
out that PLA renovation comes at a time when the PRC faces no external en-
ey, and they criticize Beijing’s tendency to define regional disputes as serictly
domestic matters.” They ascribe to Washington a reflex of dismissing China as
a backward nation, incapable of challenging the power of the United States,
simply because the PLA force structure does not resemble its own,

At the very least, they argue, the Serait incident of 1996 accelerated within
the PLA both force restructuring to increase proficiency in amphibious opera-
tions and development of technologies that would augment strategic options in
a future Strait crisis. Such technologies—which include antiship and theater
ballistic missiles, wake-homing torpedoes, computer viruses, and electronic
Jjamming—could give Beijing a capacity to inhibic the U.S. Navy’s ability to
protect Taiwan. “China 1s a weak military power by American standards, and
will remain so for some time,” writes Peter W. Rodman, director of national
security programs at the Nixon Center. *Nevertheless, China will be in a posi-
tion—in the near term—to raise the costs, risks and inhibitions for an American
President in the Taiwan Strait or South China Sca.”" In this view, the end of
the “casy monopoly” enjoyed by the U.S. Navy for a hall-century in the Pacific
1s looming, to be followed by “a significant geopolitical shift” in China’s favor.

A sccond school takes a broad view of Chinese military development. They
argue that the PLA’s groping toward modernity is an old story, one that began
in the 1970s and has proceeded at a glacial pace ever since. PLA talk of expand-
ing its power to “the first and second island chains” remains for the moment
purcly theoretical. The PLA is so hopelessly antiquated, these analysts find, soill
adapted to the new strategic and technological landscape, that even a major up-
grade will leave it far behind ULS, forces in technology, organization, and logis-
tics. At best, PLA modernization means acquiring capability without the
capacity for employment.™ The disappcarance of the USSR, and subsequent
friendlier relations with Russia, have removed the need to maintain a
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cumbersome and unwieldy army designed to absorb a Soviet invasion, The Gulf
War was something of a deterrent, because it demonstrated to the PLA the ca-
pabilities of technologically sophisticated weapons applied to a limited, local-
ized conflict; China would infer, clearly, that one should not fight the United
States on its own terms. Finally, while the 1996 Serait incident forced Beijing to
upgrade its navy and air force and the Second Artillery, 1t has been pointed out
that the seemingly huge amounts China is spending on defense shrink when one
factors in inflation and the Asian financial crists, which has delayed and scaled
down Chinese goals.” This school also recalls that alarmist estimates of Soviet
military potential were propagated by some American defense experts in the
1980s at a time when the Soviet forces were 1 fact falling hopelessly behind.
Whether deliberate or not, the argument is made that, as in the 1980s, one
chooses to view China as a threat to justify inflated defense budgets.™

The truth probably lies somewhere in between. China does have ambitions
to replace the United States as the premier power in the western Pacific at some
tie in the future. For the moment, its attempts to achieve technological and
operational proficiency have encountered problems; however, that is not to say
that the PLA could not prove a formidable opponentin a military confrontation
over Taiwan. First, the PLA can tailor its force for a limited number of regional
contingencies, at the forefront of which is Taiwan. In contrast, the United
States requires a navy that can cope with global responsibilities and threats. How
far the capabilities the U.S. Navy requires to defend Taiwan are transferable to
other theaters, like the Persian Gulf,, is a subject of debate. [However, to achieve
its goals in Taiwan the PRC does not have to defeat the United States—it needs
mercly to hold American forces at bay, In this respect, geography works for
China; the U.S. Navy's abiliry to support Taiwan will depend in great part on
the availability of forward bases in Japan and elsewhere. Technology may also
favor the PLA, to the extent that (unlike the U.S. military) it can concentrate its
research and development—yparticularly on command, control, communica-
tions and intelligence systems that supporr its doctrine of “local wars under
high-technology conditions,”™

How do the Taiwanese react to the growing PR C threat? They have no sin-
gle view of their future, except that it is one of uncertainty and hence insecurity.
One of the great ironies, and politically counterproductive outcomes, of the
Strait incident for the PRC is that it narrowed the options for Taiwan and
helped to unify normally divided island opinion. But this highlights the increas-
g improbability that the trajectories of the two Chinese factions can be recon-
ciled-—as Taipei's desire to design a future independent of the mainland grows,
so does Beijing’s ability and determination to prevent that independence. On
one hand, Taiwan gains 1n economic strength and political confidence year by
year, which makes it even less willing than in the past to contemplate a “one
China” future on the PRC’s terms. The PRC’s policies of isolation and
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mtransigence towatrd Taiwan, combined with Beijing’s unwillingness to de-
moctatize, supply Taipel with precisely the incentive to declare the independ-
ence so drecaded by the mainland leadership.“ On the other hand, the PRC's
growing economic strength, diplomatic influence, and military power reduces
Taiwan’s margin of independence. President Clinton’s visit to the PRC in June
1998 increased the anxiety level of an island society that is only too well aware
that without U.S. support, its days would be numbered.

Most Taiwanese recognize that smooth relations between Washington and
Beijing help to moderate Chinese behavior toward Taiwan, but they fear being
sold out by a United States eager to secure Beijing’s favor.” Indeed, although
President Clinton insisted that the “substance” of U.S. policy toward Taiwan
remains unchanged, Taipel manifested deep distress about statements he made
during his June visit that seemed to support Beijing’s view of Taiwan’s future.™
In its relations with the PR.C, Taipei insists on equality in bilateral relations and
that Beijing remove its insistence on “one China, two systems.” Taiwan wants
Beijing to cease impeding its attempts to expand its international relations and
to renounce force as an option in their dealings. For the moment, Taiwan con-
tinues to participate in regional and international organizations like ASEAN and
the United Nations. It continues contacts with the U.S. State Department and
presses for a high-level dialogue with Beyjing. It has a powerful and influential
lobby in Washington.”

The corollary, indeed the raison d’étre, of President Li's vigorous diplomacy
is to allow Taiwan to acquire the means to defend itself. While he realizes that
Taiwan'’s ability to retain its independence will depend ultimately on U.S. sup-
port, Li appears intent on demonstrating that Taiwan’s determination to fight a
PR C incursion imposes a moral obligation on the United States to regard it as a
worthwhile ally. U.S. arms sales to Taiwan, however, have become a major
sticking point in the relations between the United States and the PRC.* Under
Li, Taiwan’s defense policy shifted in 1991 from “offensive-defensive” to a
purely defensive military posture. The disadvantage, from a strategic perspec-
tive, is that diplomacy or political developments in Taiwan that suggest an incli-
nation toward independence invite a military reaction from Beijing that would
preempt the strategic initiative. It could not have been otherwise, however, be-
cause the small island cannot intimidate the mainland short of arming itself with
nuclear weapons, which the United States, let alone Beijing, would never
countenance.

Thus, Li’s strategy is to make Taiwan so “hard to swallow” that Beijing’s of-
fensive options will be limited to peripheral attacks or to militanily ineffective
and diplomatically counterproductive demonstrations like that of 1996. Bei-
jing's counter has been to invest in a missile program that may invalidate Tai-
wan'’s measures to protect air and sca access to the island. Taiwan is pursuing the
development of an anti-TBM surface-to-air missile and a phased-array radar
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system, and it is adding to its current inventory of two full batteries of Patriot
PAC-3s; the Chinese will probably counter with something like an antiradiation
(radar-secking) missile and saturation missile tactics. In a crisis, the Taiwanese
may expect support from U.S. Aegs warships; still, it is important to note that
Acgis is designed to defend fleets, not islands, letalone one as large as Taiwan.”

From a strategic perspective, because Beijing’s strength for the moment re-
sides in its army, Taiwan’s purpose must be to keep that army from reaching its
istand. To that end it has organized a “defense in depth,” one consisting of sev-
eral defense lines. A “front line” of small oftshore islands, including Matsu,
Wuchiu, and Quemoy, festooned with heavy artillery and surface-to-surface
missiles, is a ROC trip wire for the defense of the main island. A second line of
defense comprises over sixty Mirage 2000V fighters, 150 F-16s, and four E-2T
Hawkeye II carly warning/command-and-control aircraft keeping watch over
the Taiwan Strait.

The ROC places great importance on its air force’s ability to meet and defeat
PRC aircraft and to interdict an amphibious assault, and it is seeking advanced
medinm-range air-to-air missiles for air superiority. As for sea denial, PLA Navy
suibmarines arc a mateer of special concern, to which the ROC Navy's frigates
arc a response, although Taiwanese admirals would prefer to have advanced
submarines of their own. MWW 50—class minchunters are Taiwan’s counter to
any attempt to close down its maritime trade through mine warfare.

Should PLA forces reach the coastline of Taiwan, they would be met by
heavy artillery and Hsiung Feng antiship missiles. Antiaircraft defenses include
Patriot, third-gencration Hawk, and Stinger surface-to-air missiles. The Tai-
wanese army’s arsenal includes AH-1W Cobra and OH-58D Kiowa helicopters
and M-48H and M60A3 main battle tanks. Taiwan is also planning to decentral-
ize its command structure to allow a more flexible, interservice response to any
PLA attack.”

Taiwan's formidable military machine has weaknesses, however, several of
which it shares with the PLA. Despite Taiwan’s massive currency reserves,
PRC pressure on foreign governments and the reluctance of third-party nations
to encourage an arms race in the Taiwan Strait has placed obstacles in the way of
Taiwan’s military procurement.” Nor have programs to modernize their forces
always gone smoothly for the Taiwanese.” Ultimately, Taiwan’s defense will
depend on the willingness and the ability of the United States to support it.

Nonetheless, while Taiwan is extremely important to the United States, that
island’s security is a very delicate problem for Washington. Beijing considers
Taiwan the central question on which the future of U.S.-PRC relations hinge:
Betjing must prove to its own people that it controls its own fate, independent
of U.S. interference.

The Strait incident pointed up in vivid terms the contradictions of Chinese
sccurity policy in the Pacific. The PRC welcomes the U.S, presence as a way to
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“contain” Japan, but it is this very U.S. military presence that limits Beijing’s
freedom of action vis-a-vis Taiwan. Beijing paid a huge price for the Strait inci-
dent, in the form of the reaffirmation in April 1996 of the U.S.-Japan security
alliance, followed by a Defense Guidelines Review by the two nadons made
public in 1997, These were setbacks to the PR.C’s long-term goal of gradually
separating Tokyo from Washington. The U.S.-Japanese agreements give Ja-
pan’s Self-Defense Force (SDF) greater latitude in cooperating with the United
States to promwote and preserve regional security in “situations in areas sur-
rounding Japan.”" Beijing has chosen to interpret this tightening of U.S.-Jap-
anese security relations as an offensive alliance.” The Strait incident, and the
PLA’s modernization generally, has proven especially counterproductive in that
Tokyo had been bending over backward ot to become involved in anything
that Beijing interpreted as a “domestic™ concern—neither ‘Taiwan, nor Tibet,
nor Tlananmen. However, many in Japan are now concerned that the expan-
sion of the PLA Navy, the modernization and increasing power of Chinese mis-
siles, and the growth of Russian-Chinese security cooperanon will threaten
Japanese mantime and defense interests.

In addition, the Republic of Korea has realized that the Strait incident may
have implications for Chinese behavior toward the Korean Peninsula.” Austra-
lia and the Philippines are also edging toward greater cooperation with the
United States.

Finally the United States cannot simply accept Beijing's contention that Tai-
wan is merely an internal matter, of no concern to Washington. Washington
dares not allow Taiwan to be swallowed; this would destabilize a region where
the United States has enormous interests.” It would undermine America’s cred-
ibility in the Far East, which could slide into confrontation and chaos. The
American president blamed for “losing Taiwan” would find himself in consid-
erable political peril. As Waldron notes, “the fundamental political fact” about
U.S. attitudes since the “opening” to China of the 1970s is that “effectively no
constituency supports hurting Taiwan.” Any attempt to reverse that policy
would be regarded as “a sort of Eastern Munich.”” Under happier circumn-
stances, Taiwan could be the poster child for “engagement,” pro-American al-
most to a fault. In contrast, Jiang Zemin is portrayed as the Grand Inquisitor of
democrats, Tibetans, and Chinese Christians, a tnan who sows chaos and lines
his pockets by exporting weapons of mass destruction to rogue states. This im-
age lends moral credibility to pleas for support put forward by Taiwan’s sophis-
ticated and active lobbyists in Washington. When Clinton departed for China
in June 1998, it was with a chorus of Reepublicans, journalists, and emigré dissi-
dents crying “appeaser” at his heels.” As they saw it, at the very moment when
Clinton was restating the U.S. commitment to peaceful resolution of the issue,
Beijing’s ability to overwhelm Taiwan by force was increasing.
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What Are the U.S. Military Options?

The PLA is developing, then, new weapon systems that the United States,
especially its navy, would find difficult to counter. U.S. military capabilities in
the Pacific, formidable as they are, may be insufhcient to deter China in some
future Strait crisis. Chinese strategy 15 expected to focus on “access de-
nial”—keeping as many as four U.S. aircraft carriers at bay to isolate Taiwan
from outside support.

The United States has at least four military options, none of which are espe-
cially promising. The first is to strengthen forward presence. Unfortunatcly, a
PR.C strategy of access denial would pose serious problems for the existing U.S.
force structure.” A strengthened forward presence may invite the PLA to at-
tempt to demonstrate that carriers and carrier air power are no longer effective
in the Strait. A sccond problem is thata U.S. Navy deployed to deter China may
have to weaken its presence clsewhere, such as the Persian Gulf or Europe.
China has no such tradeoffs to consider, Beijing has to be strong only at a single
point—the Taiwan Strait.

A second U.S. option in a future Strait crisis would be to escalate by attacking
the Chinese mainland with Tomahawks or air strikes. The PLA has even war-
gamed scenarios that take into account such attacks.™ A strategy that has not co-
crced a geographically contained Iraq will probably work even less well against a
continental power like the PRC. It would be difficult to sclect targets whose
destruction will produce political resules. What is the danger of escalation be-
yond that? Iraq could not retaliate; Beijing can. Beijing will surcly wager that
Taiwan is far more important to China than it is to the United States. Beijing
may well ask, indeed it has asked: “ls the United States willing to exchange
Taipei for Los Angeles?” The obvious retort is, “Is Beijing willing to trade
Shanghai for Los Angeles?” The reality, however, is that the United States is un-
likely to use nuclear weapons in defense of Taiwan.,

A third option is to encourage allies in the region, specifically Japan and Ko-
rea, to develop their own deterrent forces. This may not be advantageous, be-
cause it is precisely the specter of a Japanese military buildup that now gives the
United States its greatest leverage with Beijing. lronically, U.S, naval power
may survive as a deterrent because, by attempting to demonserate its impotence
in a future Strait crisis, Beijing would be hurting, rather than helping, its strate-
gic position. Beijing needs an American military presence in the Pacific, both to
contain Japanese rcarmament and to dissuade North Korea from attacking
south. Beijing’s missile rattling over the Strait, combined with North Korea’s
development of missiles and possibly of a nuclear capability, simply pushes Japan
farther toward rearmament.”

Some propose that the United States should assist Taiwan in the develop-
ment of missile defenses, much as it has indicated a willingness to do with Japan.
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The problem is that for the moment, few weapons exist in the U.S. or Taiwan-
ese arsenals that could break the PR C strategy of access denial and cause Beijing
to halt an attack on Taiwan. The United States can pressure Russia and Israel to
stop selling missile systems to the Chinese or giving them the technology to
build their own sophisticated missiles.” But this may be difficult to do, given the
recent reevaluations by the Senate Sclect Comunittec on Intelligence that lax
nionitoring of the launching of American satellites in China allowed the PRC
“to improve its present and future space launch vehicles and ICBMs.” This
came on the heels of allegations that poor security at Los Alamos National Labo-
ratory had permitted a Taiwan-born scientist to download for China’s benefit
secret computer codes used in the development of nuclear weapons.” Finally,
revelations that in 1997 Beijing’s spies were able to steal U.S. space radar tech-
nology that will allow the detection of nuclear submarines at considerable
depths rather undermine the argument that non-U.S. companies are allowing
China to upgrade the sophistication of its forces.”

Washington can sell Taiwan technology and supplement its defense with
American missiles.” But while U.S.-Taiwanese defense cooperation may make
sense militarily, the spectacle of cooperation between the U.S. military and sol-
diers of a government that Beijing considers illegitimate could enflame the
situation. Talk of extending the THAAD (theater high-altitude area defense)
missile defense shield to Taiwan, and even to Japan in the wake of the North
Korean tests, threatens to ignite a regional arms race and invite preemptive ac-
tion by the PRC.™ (This argument bolsters the U.S. Navy’s contention that its
Aegis/SM-3 system is potentially preferable to a ground-based missile system to
defend Taiwan., Acgis ships with this ABM capability could be sent into the
Strait in a time of crisis, protecting Taiwan but not arming it. Besides the fact
that this system is not yet operational, there are significant issues about the poli-
tics that would be invelved.)

A Taiwan Strait War

What might a Taiwan Strait war of reunification look like? Let us begin with
the least likely scenarios.

Chinese Nuclear Blackmail, Tt can be argued China has fewer constraints on the
use of its “small but improving” nuclear arsenal than would other countries, and
that “escalation to a relatively high level of force” is part of PRC strategic cul-
ture.” It is unlikely Beijing would actually use nuclear weapons, but they could
be a deterrent should a crisis over Taiwan escalate—if, for instance, the United
States threatened to strike the Chinese mainland as a necessary aspect of defend-
ing Taiwan under attack.

An Invasion of Taiwan. Analysts are divided on this issue. Some argue that for
the PLA an attempted invasion would be collective suicide.” Even were it
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militarly feasible, this school considers, invasion would be political overkill.
Beijing has no desire for unification now; it prefers to wait until the PR C has
developed cconomically so that Taiwan can ease into reunification. Besides,
these analysts ask, quite apart from the huge diplomatic risks of alienating the re-
gion, why destroy Taiwan to unify it with the mainland? For these reasons, they
feel, Beijing has no desire to overwhelm and occupy Taiwan, only to control its
political behavior.

A second group argues that an invasion scenario falls increasingly within the
PLA’s capabilities, all the more so as the Chinese military develops weapons de-
signed to counter Tarwanese and U.S. superionty. Therefore, this group holds,
Beijing's strategy could become increasingly “operationalized,” as it was in Ger-
many at the beginning of the two world wars. In this view, China’s strategy is
expected to focus on access denial in several ways. Chinese forces could fill the
seas around Taiwan with submarines equipped with wake-homing torpedoes.”
With U.S, ships held at bay—or even neutralized by a quick, preemptive
strike—Taiwan could be pummeled by CSS-6 and CSS-7 missiles, which the
Chinese possess in significant numbers. These niissiles could either destroy Tai-
wanese fighters on the ground or force them into caves, effectively denying air
control to the defenders.” Taiwanese command and control could be disabled
by missiles, electronic jamming, and computer viruses. Paratroops could seize
vital targets and sow confusion among the defenders, in conjunction perhaps
with uprisings on the island prepared in advance. The PLA would then act to
“isolate the theater” further, such as by threatening Japan.

A third group, represented by Admiral McVadon, holds that the attack need
not be military at all but rather an assault on Taiwan’s banking system through a
computer virus or an electromagnetic pulse. The EMP can be produced by a
nuclear burst, but nonnuclear explosions, or even kinetic devices placed around
the island by stealth, could shut down all communications. Thrown into a
panic, the business community would pressure the ROC government to alter
its line and bend to demands of the mainland government.

Blockade. A blockade would offer Beijing several military options more com-
patible with its political goals than outright invasion, allowing the mainland to
control the strategic pace of the crisis, as American rules of engagement would
prohibit the United States from shooting first or escalating unless there was ob-
vious hostile intent. PR.C blockade options range from a total blockade of the
island, using mines and missiles, to a partial blockade, which might involve
stopping ships on the high seas or harassing Taiwan’s fishing fleet. Alternatively,
a blockade might be applied to one of the offshore islands—which, ironically,
are supplied largely from the mainland. The U.S. military response to a block-
ade would have to be carefully calibrated with respect to the form of the block-
ade imposed and the political message to be conveyed. A battle group, as in
1996, would signal U.S. resolve to pursue its policy of peaceful resolution of the
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Taiwan dispute. The PLA Navy might respond with a threat of submarines or
antship missiles. Merchant vessels carrying vital cargo to Taiwan might be “re-
flagged” and escorted by U.S. warships. American minesweepers might cooper-
atc with ROC mineswecpers to keep Taiwanese ports open, This might be
done in conjunction with allies, in particular the Japanese Maritime Sclf-
Defense Force, although that would constitute a serious escalation of the crisis.”

An Attack on an Offshore Island. There is probably little that Taiwan or the
United States could do to thwart a resolute attack on Pratas, Wuchiu, Matsu, or
Quemoy.” On the other hand, the mere threat may be more likely to achieve
Beijing’s politcal goal than an actual acack. If U.S. intelligence could detect
troop movements eatly, Washington might move to defuse the crsis; at the
very least, carriers could be dispatched, garrisons might be reinforced, and
planes placed on alert in Japan. Once an attack began, however, 1t would likely
conclude very rapidly.

Intimidation Scenarios. In a repeat of 1996 to a greater or lesser degree, missiles
would be fired into the sea off Taiwan, or over Taiwanese airspace, or at Tai-
wan proper—variously into uninhabited areas, inhabited areas, or at specific
strategically vital targets.” Itis unlikely, however, that Beijing would achieve its
political goal in this way. The purpose of missile firings would be to threaten
and intimidate, to change Taiwan’s behavior. The threat of missile firings and
their gradual escalation would be more likely to achieve political results than
would firing the missiles quickly. Missile attacks might be combined, as in 1996,
with manecuvers, air demonstrations, information warfare, or electronic sabo-
tage to neutralize Taiwan's conunand and control.

Winning by Losing

The Strait incident of 1996 demonstrates forcefully that the ingredients of a
future crisis in the Strait remain frmly in place. Taiwan, in the process of de-
mocratizing under a new and dynamic generation of leaders, appears increas-
ingly to thirst for autonomy and independence from the mainland. Meanwhile,
the PRC is in the midst of a delicate transition, as its dgidly conservative and in-
creasingly decrepit political system attempts to manage the breathtaking social
and cconomic changes unleashed in China. For its part, the United States re-
mains committed to maintaining a stable environment while the two Chincse
factions resolve their differences. The June 1998 U.S,-PRC summit gave the
impression that Jiang Zemin is firmly in control in Beijing. Whether Jiang’s
relative political security has reduced the volatility of PRC policy on Taiwan
remains to be seen. Is this a new era or simply a détente in U.S.-PRC relations,
the prologue to a further penod of tension and confrontation, as the violent
demonstrations at the American embassy in the wake of the Kosovo bombings
seem to suggest?” It is difficult to interpret signals from a closed and secretive
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government that, on one hand, ofters an unprecedented opportunity for dia-
loguc but on the other appears to be assiduously acquiring the military capabili-
ties to challenge the United States over Taiwan. It is easy enough in retrospect
to analyze statements for indications of hostile intentions. However, af the time
many obscrvers interpreted the overall tone of press and official statements dur-
ing the 1995-96 run-up to the Straic crisis as fairly moderate, even conciliatory.
The more threatening statements by Jiang and others were dismissed as minor
footnotes, the ritualistic exercises that one would expect in PRC-Taiwan rela-
tions. “The violent, stage-managed reaction to the Belgrade bombing . . . sug-
gests that improved relations between Washington and Beijing have rested on a
dangerously unstable foundation,” in the view of the New York Times."

Arthur Waldron has argued that the solution to the Taiwan issue must be a
political one, because Beyjing lacks the power to achicve its political objectives
conceming Taiwan by force. The most obvious political solution lies in some
sort of “federalist” approach, with Taiwan integrated as part of a “greater
China” political framewaork. In short, Bejjing should simply declare “reunifica-
tion” and move on. But, for reasons discussed above, Jiang has ruled this out.”
Therefore, Beijing’s inability so far to settle on a realistic political compromise
makes more military crises likely. Indeed, the PRC's violent opposition to Nato
action in Yugoslavia can be explained in great part by Beijing's fear that Kosovo
sets a precedent for support for autononiists in China, netably in Taiwan.

Unfortunately, while most would agree with Waldren's contention that Bei-
jing’s threat of military force is diplomatically counterproductive, others would
take exception to his insistence that Beijing's threat to use force lacks military
credibility, The U.S. military presence in East Asia may deter Chinese military
adventurism, but only to a point.

The danger is that the PLA may convince itself that the relative inability of
U.S. forces to counter a PLA submarine and missile assault may leave room for
“adventunsm.” Of course, the PLA docs not speak with a single voice. One
hopes that Chinese generals and admirals appreciate that a military solution to
Taiwan, even if it could be achicved, would come at a grievous military and
diplomatic price. But, as Admiral McVadon notes, once its arduous process of
reaching a decision is complete, the PRC quashes or dismisses actempts to mod-
ify that decision, whether by internal doubters or outside forces. PLA leaders
may come to belicve, and wish to demonstrate, that carriers and carrier aviation
are no longer cffective deterrents in the Strait; they may underestimate U.S. re-
solve to defend Taiwan; they may convince themselves that a “quick strike”
strategy can achieve their goals before the United States can intervene.

In fact, Beijing could opt for a military solution even if the military outlook
appeared unfavorable. Like Saddam Hussein in the Gulf War, Beijing could
“win by losing.” The Chinese analysis of the Korean War provides a useful, and
sobering, analogy to a mindset chat imighe facilitate a Strait confrontadon. From
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1950 to 1953, the PLA displayed its tactical inflexibility, logistical incompe-
tence, and technological inferiority in Korea, while absorbing more than a mil-
lion casualties. Nevertheless, Beijing claimed “victory.” It did not assess that its
military had performed particularly well, or that the long-term diplomatic and
economic consequences were necessarily favorable for China—on the con-
trary.” Rather, “victory” lay in China’s rightcous stance against an enemy that
threatened its interests and its identity, a stance that contrasted so markedly with
the "century of humiliation” when China had been bullied and occupied by
outside powers. The leadership in Beijing might interpret the Strait crisis of
1996 1n this light." Worse, it might resort to a similar calculation in a future cri-
sis over Taiwan.

The People’s Republic of China may also opt for military measures if the
Communist regime in Beijing believes that its grip on power is slipping. For in-
stance, a crisis with Taiwan could be provoked to sidetrack demands for demo-
cratic reform in China, Internal quarrels within the Chinese Communist Party
could lead to a flexing of military muscle to restore party unity. Or, Beijing may
feel the need to make a firm military demonstration against regional autonomy,
especially if Taiwan makes a concerted bid for UN membership, for instance, or
if Li's “vacation diplomacy” appears to be gaining momentum. Beijing might
also do so to discourage major powers from selling particular arms to Taiwan.
For instance, the prospect of the extension of an effective missile shield over Ja-
pan and Taiwan would likely cause Beijing, in the literal sense, to “go ballistic.”
Even a decision to sell submarines to Taiwan or to update Taiwan's antisubmarine
capabilitics would worry Beijing immensely, because it would counter the strat-
egy of fending off U.S. carriers with its own submarines.

Finally, as in the 1996 crisis, the PRRC might react violently to influence Tai-
wanese clections in which independence was a central issue. The pro-
independence Democratic Progressive Party suffered setbacks in the elections of
1998, in part because it was less well organized and financed than its rival, the
Kuomintang. Some observers believed in 1996 that Li Denghui intended to
proclaim Taiwan *“The Republic of China on Taiwan™ as a way to deter voters
from supporting the DPP. This would not have consttuted a formal declaration
of independence, but it might have been interpreted as a “specific step™ toward
that goal, one that Beijing would have felt obliged to punish by force.” The po-
tential for future crises over the Taiwan Strait remains high. The Strait incident
of 1996 and its aftermath suggest that current trends do not favor a rapid resolu-
tion of the Taiwan issue. Time does not appear to be working for the success of
America’s policy of peaceful unification of Taiwan and the mainland. With less
and less incentive to unify with Beijing, a new generation of Taiwanese leaders
appears cautiously to be moving their island toward independence. The key to
the resolution of the crisis lies with Beijing, but so far the PRC refuses to de-
mocratize in a way that would make unification more attractive to Taiwan, or
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to implement a more imaginative and flexible “federalist” solution. On the con-
trary, Beljing pursues a program of modernization of its missile and antiship ca-

1

pabilitics that suggests it secks the capacity to resolve the “reunification” issue
by military means,

A PRC attack on Taiwan would catapult East Asia, a region where the
United States has its greatest economic and strategic interests, into disorder.
Washington cannot easily abandon Taiwan, for it would lose credibility with its
allies and enemies in the region. Taiwan's supporters in the United States would
exact a high political price from any American president who “lost” Taiwan,
President Clinton appears to have concentrated on controlling Taipei’s behav-
ior while encouraging Bening to behave “responsibly” as a great power. U.S.
leverage over Beijing, however, may diminish as the PRC becomes economi-
cally powerful and develops military capabilitics that give it more options in
dealing with Taiwan. In the end, Beijing may be willing to escalate the issue of
the reunification of Taiwan to a contest of arms.

Finally, forward presence based on existing U.S. capabilitics may be less of a
deterrent as the PLA force structure evolves than it is today. ‘The Strait incident
of 1996 and its aftermath suggest a trend toward the operationalization of PR.C
strategy. The danger is that PLA leaders, having persuaded themsclves that a
military resolution to the Taiwan issue is in their hands, may convince their po-
litical chiefs that a combination of missiles and submarines can keep the United
States at arm’s length while the PLA deals with Taiwan,

These are not encouraging developments for U.S. forces, especially the
Navy, which might well sec its ability to calm a future crisis gradually whitded
away. Consequently, U.S. commanders and very senior policy makers will have
to balance the importance of proximity and visibility of naval units as manifesta-
tions of the diplomatic goal of deterring PRC aggression, on the one hand,
against the tactcal desirability of remaining undetected should fighting begin. A
carrier battle group sailing through the Strait may be intended as a strong diplo-
matic signal; it would be far less vulnerable to surprise attack, however, if it were
to remain east of Taiwan.

The challenge for the United States, and particularly for the U.S. Navy, is to
devisc a deterrent that can deal very promptly with a political crisis across the
Taiwan Strait, that can if necessary transmute itself into a fighting force to defeat
any form of aggression against Taiwan, and chat will also have the capacity to as-
sure relative stability in other arcas of vital concern elsewhere in the world.
Given the problems and attitudes of the Chinese Communist Party leadership,
the cconomic and political trajectories of both the PRC and the ROC, and the
effects of technological advances on the military balance of power in East Asia,
that challenge is great and growing,
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