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Strategic “balance”—a fading legacy of the Taiwan Relations Act

Introduction

There is a rich literature regarding the US experience with the Taiwan Relations Act (TRA), including numerous scholarly articles and books, and collections of personal reflections from important US actors like James Lilley, David Dean, Nat Bellochi, Charles Cross and many others. I particularly highlight the recent authoritative review of the US experience in relations with Taiwan and China done by my Georgetown University colleague, Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, Strait Talk (Harvard 2009), and I also express appreciation for the collection of reflections on 20th anniversary of TRA published by Professor Hungdah Chiu at the University of Maryland.

Purpose and Scope. 
My purpose today is to introduce two patterns and seeming legacies of the American experience with the TRA. I will focus on one of these legacies—a longstanding US emphasis on sustaining appropriate balance in cross strait relations. I will spend some time showing how and why this legacy of the TRA is being lost in the recent period, and some implications for American policy that seem to flow from that loss. I’ll also offer a few recommendations for US policy.
Legacies of the TRA

The patterns/legacies of the TRA highlighted here are:

· Opposition to secrecy and elitism in US policy toward China and Taiwan. Broad American constituencies represented in the Congress who have a stake and an interest in US policy toward China and Taiwan have worked through and used the TRA as well as other means in order to have those interests taken into account in US administration policy that often has been far from transparent and has reflected narrower concerns of small circles of US policy elites.
· Strong and continuing interest in the Congress and on the part of constituencies represented in the Congress to use the TRA and other means in order to sustain a balance of influence in the Taiwan area favorable to Taiwan and the United States and where US influence on the balance remains strong. 

Key benchmarks in the evolution of these patterns/legacies included the following:

· The TRA was formed amid intense debate between Congress and Administration over issues in US policy toward China and Taiwan regarding secrecy, elitism and balance, among others. Those issues remained strongly debated until late 1982/early 1983.

· The US debate subsided amid a clearer congressional understanding in the rest of the Reagan administration that the United States developing relations with China would be accompanied by support for Taiwan consistent with the TRA, seen notably in President Reagan’s Six Assurances to Taiwan, US support for Taiwan’s continued membership in the Asian Development Bank, and US arms sales and dual use transfers to Taiwan.

· The sharp decline in US relations with China after Tiananmen and the end of the Cold War, and the prominence and attractiveness of democratic reform in Taiwan led to strong congressional support for Taiwan and the TRA. The result proved excessive and contrary to broader American interests when almost uniform congressional support for a Lee Teng-hui visit to the United States resulted in the first major face-off between US and Chinese military forces in the Taiwan area in almost 40 years.

· It was common in this period for US administration and congressional officials to speak erroneously and in extreme terms regarding the TRA requiring US support for Taiwan in terms similar to defense treaties the United States has with other countries. Also in this period, the Congress supported administration efforts to shore-up Taiwan’s position vis-à-vis China through membership in APEC and the WTO, some cabinet-level visits, and sometimes very large US arms sales to Taiwan.

· The Republican-controlled Congress sharply attacked Democratic President Clinton’s perceived tilt in favor of China at Taiwan’s expense, seen notably in Clinton’s announcing in 1998 the so-called Three Nos policy governing US support for Taiwan’s international position. The Congress seemed to share President George W. Bush’s initially very strong support for Taiwan. As time went on, however, Congress also seemed to share the president’s growing concern and frustration with perceived provocative actions in cross-strait relations of the Chen Shui-bian administration and with political gridlock in Taiwan stymieing coherent Taiwan defense and other policies. 

Explaining the fading legacy of strategic balance
American backlash against the repeated provocations of the Chen Shui-bian administration that raised cross strait tensions to dangerous levels provide important context for the fading of US interest in sustaining strategic balance in the Taiwan Strait. Taiwan voters also seemed to experience a similar backlash as they voted in droves to support opponents of Chen Shui-bian who promised more moderate and improved relations with China in legislative and presidential election campaigns in early 2008.

In the recent period, U.S. policy supports Kuomintang (KMT) Party leader and President Ma Ying-jeou’s efforts to ease tensions in the Taiwan Strait.  Ma’s moderate approach since his election in 2008 stands in welcome contrast to the confrontational and disruptive cross strait policies of his predecessor, President Chen Shui-bian, and his Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) colleagues.

As in Taiwan, attention in the United States has focused on progress in further easing tensions though Ma’s policy of interchange with and reassurance of China. Rapidly developing China-Taiwan economic and social contacts are complemented by much slower progress regarding Taiwan’s international profile and the military buildup China continues to direct at Taiwan. US policymakers and other interested observers watch carefully to see if Beijing will reciprocate Taiwan’s accommodation by allowing Taiwan to participate in the activities in international organizations, and if China will ease its military pressure through confidence building or other measures. The U.S. inclination to support the positive in Ma’s reassurance policy toward China adds to an overall “positive and constructive” U.S. approach to China voiced during Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s trip to Asia in February, President Barack Obama’s meeting with Chinese President Hu Jintao in London in April, and the initial meeting of the China-US strategic and economic dialogue in July. U.S. and Chinese leaders play down U.S.-China differences in the interests of advancing cooperation on important economic, environmental, and regional issues.

Although Chen Shui-bian’s Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), now in the political opposition, remains strongly opposed to many aspects of recent cross strait developments, Chen is in jail on corruption charges and the DPP seems fragmented and weak. Support for the positive in recent cross strait relations in both Taiwan and the United States has overshadowed those focusing on possible negative trends in cross strait relations for Taiwan and US interests. Thus, those in the United States—including this writer--who point to risks and potentially adverse trends affecting US interests in the cross strait dynamics get little hearing.
 The encouraging U.S. approach to China and U.S. support for President Ma’s strong efforts to reassure China have not directly addressed changing realities of power and influence regarding Taiwan. While support for Taiwan’s outreach to China eases tensions and promotes stability, it also coincides with and sometimes indirectly reinforces ever growing and deepening Chinese influence over Taiwan that appears to pose risks for Taiwan and the United States. At minimum, it appears to undermine the longstanding US goal, evident since before the passing of the TRA, to sustain a balance of influence in the Taiwan area favorable to Taiwan and the United States and where US influence on the balance remains strong. 

Economically, this trend of growing Chinese influence is seen in deepening Taiwan trade and investment commitment to China, culminating recently in the proposed Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement, later called the Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement.  Diplomatically, China’s effectiveness in isolating Taiwan has reached a point where it appears to many observers that Taiwan is directly seeking China’s permission in order to gain the ability to interact with the World Health Assembly and other organizations. Militarily, the cross strait balance continues to tip in the favor of China and its large buildup during many years of much less than rigorous defense spending and military preparations on Taiwan.

U.S. policy has not publicly addressed these trends in cross-strait power dynamics that appear to this observer to go against the longstanding US objective of sustaining a balance of power and influence in the Taiwan Strait favorable to the United States and Taiwan and influenced strongly by the United States. This goal was a centerpiece of US policy in the Cold War. And, as noted above, even after the break in official relations, U.S. efforts to shore up Taiwan diplomatically, economically, and militarily in seeking appropriate balance in cross strait relations were seen in provisions of the Taiwan Relations Act in 1979, as well as in subsequent US efforts to preserve Taiwan’s seat in the Asian Development Bank in the 1980s, in US efforts to support Taiwan’s representation in APEC in the 1990s, and in US support for Taiwan’s entry into the WTO in 2001.
 

US leaders still talk in terms of maintaining a favorable balance in the Taiwan area. Presidential candidate Obama noted the need for such a “healthy balance” in commentary on proposed US arms sales to Taiwan in October, 2008. Director of National Intelligence and former head of the Pacific Command, Admiral Dennis Blair, reassured a congressional committee on February 12, 2009 that the United States maintained a commitment to help Taiwan sustain a military balance in the face of China’s buildup.

US policymakers may yet take steps to strengthen Taiwan’s position relative to rising China. At the same time, it may be more likely that US policymakers will come to agree with prominent non-government US specialists who argue that balance should not be overemphasized. Balance is seen by them as merely a means to the end of a peaceful resolution of the Taiwan issue, which under present conditions appears more likely to be reached than at any time in the past.
 

This observer supports the wisdom of the past that maintained Taiwan would be unlikely to achieve a worthwhile settlement with China without clear military, economic, and international strengths, and that it was in the interests of the United States to support those strengths. An assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of Taiwan as it deals with rising China today seems to show fairly clearly that the balance of influence is shifting markedly in China’s favor. At bottom, the Ma government recognized that it has inherited a weak position from which to pressure China for changes desired by Taiwan. It continues to put emphasis on reassurance, diplomacy, and persuasion as the most appropriate means under the circumstances in order to move China to follow policies compatible with Taiwan’s interests. If these policies and practices fail to elicit acceptable Chinese behavior or otherwise seem to run contrary to Taiwan’s interests, it is argued by senior Taiwan administration leaders that the policies and practices can be reversed in favor of a more confrontational approach relying on greater Taiwan defense efforts and renewed international diplomatic competition with China.
 

This observer agrees with those in Taiwan and the United States who see such a possible Taiwan effort to return to past confrontational approaches to China as unrealistic in the extreme. Overall, Taiwan will be hard put to find the will and the means to reverse the current course of ever growing Chinese influence and considerable dominance over economic, diplomatic, and military matters affecting the strategic balance in the Taiwan Strait. He also judges that it is unwise and probably naïve to put undue emphasis on what could turn out to be ephemeral progress on such minor issues as participation on a UN affiliated assembly and meetings on confidence building while publicly ignoring China’s rise and what it means for advancing Chinese influence and preponderance in cross strait relations and for a seeming accompanying reduction in US influence over cross strait relations.

The author comes to this position of concern over China’s rising influence over Taiwan and its seeming implications for US influence and interests with a strong record in various publications arguing against exaggeration of China’s rising influence in Asia and underestimating the power and influence of the United States. The United States remains by far Asia’s leading power and neither China nor any other power or coalition of powers will be in a position to challenge that position anytime soon.
 The author also acknowledges various forces in Taiwan that could be expected to resist any move by Taipei toward China deemed as an excessive compromise of Taiwan’s interests.

However, China’s influence is spreading incrementally and strongly in most areas adjoining China that become ever more closely integrated with China economically, socially, politically and in other ways through burgeoning trade and investment, enhanced communications, infrastructure connections, united front exchanges, espionage and other means. Taiwan appears to be a good example of these trends, showing growing Chinese influence. As a result of increasing connections with China, plus the preponderance of Chinese military power—starkly evident in the case of Taiwan, leaders in Asian governments bordering China tend to avoid actions that would offend the powerful neighbor. 

There is plenty of evidence that these kinds of connections and Chinese gains are seen in the case of Taiwan. Taiwan’s economic and diplomatic dependence on China is noted above. Significant majorities of Taiwan leaders and public opinion show little interest in following the advice of US supporters in providing consistent funding for Taiwan defense efforts to complement American actions to balance the PLA buildup. The Kuomintang Party leaders are more than willing to engage in so-called united front activities with the Chinese Communist Party leaders that duly benefit constituents in Taiwan as they build Chinese connections with influential leaders and constituencies on Taiwan. The scope of Chinese espionage in Taiwan is unknown, but past reports of senior Taiwan intelligence officials retiring and moving to China seem important to some Americans concerned about penetration of Taiwan.
 

In this context and against the backdrop of the failed provocative policies of Chen Shui-bian, President Ma Ying-jeou pragmatically sees Taiwan’s interests as best served by reassuring China and avoiding confrontation or disagreement that might result from stronger Taiwan efforts to work with the United States and others in an effort to balance against rising Chinese influence over Taiwan. For now, this is not seen as a problem for US policy. US leaders in the latter years of the Bush administration and in the initial period of the Obama administration have remained loath to take strong efforts to balance against the rise of Chinese influence over Taiwan as the United States pragmatically has sought common ground and tended to put aside differences in dealing with China. Senior Taiwan officials and some US specialists expect some actions by the Taiwan and US governments to enhance the Taiwan-US relationship,
 but these may not reverse the continued growing Taiwan dependency on China. 

Thus, the above trends reinforcing growing Chinese influence over Taiwan seem likely to continue and grow. Their development appears at odds with past US views of an appropriate balance in the Taiwan area and raises questions for U.S. policy.

Implications for US policy

· How best to promote Chinese accommodation of Taiwan? Of immediate interest, does the growing imbalance make China more or less likely to be accommodating to Taiwan’s requests for participation in international affairs, and Taiwan’s requests for concessions regarding easing Chinese military pressure to Taiwan? Given its ever stronger influence, China may see little incentive to make sensitive concessions involved in meeting Taiwan’s requests unless Taiwan, presumably with U.S. support, works more effectively to show China that if it does not accommodate Taiwan on these issues, Taiwan will follow a different international and military path with the strong support of the U.S. government. Unless faced with a serious cost, China has shown great agility in stringing out talks and other processes while avoiding concessions on sensitive issues regarding human rights, relations with Burma and Sudan, territorial disputes in the South China Sea and with India, Japan and others. For now at least, neither the U.S. nor Taiwan governments show much interest in demonstrating such resolve toward China, preferring to emphasize the positive and reassure Beijing.

· How to deal with growing imbalances in cross strait relations? Is it wise for US policy to emphasize the positive in cross strait dialogue and exchanges without addressing growing imbalances in the relationship between China and Taiwan? Policy experts in the camp of presidential candidate John McCain and others argued for a robust buildup of US support for Taiwan in order to counter what they viewed as recent adverse trends toward greater asymmetry between Taiwan and China. But this approach has been overshadowed by concerns in Washington and Taiwan regarding fostering positive relations with and reassuring China.

· Should the prospect of cross strait accommodation override US concern with balance? If so, how should this change of policy be explained to Americans? As noted above, policy specialists and officials in Washington and Taipei privately say that recent easing of tensions and cross strait trends work well for longer-term U.S. interests regarding Taiwan. They assert that support for those trends should supersede traditional US concern with sustaining balance. That case has not yet been made effectively by the U.S. government. The argument also does not seem to be well understood by many congressional officials as well as media and other representatives with an interest in US policy toward Taiwan who still see US interests based on seeking appropriate balance that is influenced by the United States. Also, at least some in the latter group are skeptical that Taiwan can reach worthwhile agreements on sensitive issues with China based on Taiwan’s perceived weak bargaining position as a result of China’s growing influence over Taiwan. 

Recommendations for U.S. policy
Against this background, it appears that appropriate actions and adjustments regarding US policy include:

· Taiwan Policy Review. A quiet but careful review of U.S. policy options should be done by the incoming US government that takes account of the full implications of China’s markedly increased influence over Taiwan along with the perceived benefits of reassuring Beijing in the interests of cross strait stability.

· Shore up the balance? In the seemingly unlikely event that the US policy review determines that substantial efforts to shore up Taiwan’s position are warranted, it would be necessary to determine whether or not major U.S. efforts to shore up support for Taiwan militarily, diplomatically and/or economically would be welcomed by a Ma Ying-jeou administration focused on reassuring China in cross strait relations; and whether or not those US actions would be seen as more or less likely to prompt Beijing to ease diplomatic and military pressure against Taiwan.

· Explain policy shift to US stakeholders If, as seems likely under prevailing trends, the policy review determines to put aside or seriously modify the longstanding U.S. emphasis on sustaining a balance of influence in the Taiwan area favorable to and heavily influenced by the United States, U.S. policymakers need to consult closely with, educate, and persuade congressional, media, and other representatives with a stake in U.S. Taiwan relations on the benefits of the new approach. Otherwise they risk a repetition of major negative backlash—seen in congressional handling of the TRA and other past episodes of US policy toward China—that could adversely affect contemporary US-China relations.

· Explain policy shift to Japan; adjust US contingency plans in Asia-Pacific US policy makers also need to address how modification of past US emphasis on balance in the Taiwan Strait in the face of China’s ever growing influence in the Taiwan area affects broader US strategic plans to work with Asia-Pacific allies, notably Japan, and other regional partners in constructing contingency plans to hedge against the possibility that rising China may become aggressive or disruptive to the regional order. In this context, US policy would appear to need to come up with a clearer understanding about whether or not Taiwan was considered inside or outside US contingency plans to hedge against the rise of China’s power in Asia. 
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