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Bilveer Singh

What is often ignored is that China and Afghanistan share a land border albeit a short
one. The 76-kilometer border brings together China, Afghanistan and Tajikistan in what
is known as the Wakhan Corridor. The border is in northeast Afghanistan, and the
nature reserve of Tajik Autonomous County and the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous
Region in China. The China-Afghan-Tajik border region was part of the historical Silk
Road even though the China-Afghan border was established in 1895 following the
Russo-Anglo agreement as part of the Great Game in the region. The final China-Afghan
border delineation was made in 1963. Historically, Chinese dynasties had established
control over different parts of Afghanistan in order to safeguard the Silk Road. This
geographical contiguity alone, in part, accounts for China’s immense interest in
Afghanistan. This is not to mention that Afghanistan is one of the largest state
bordering China in Central Asia.
Historically, the Chinese are very cognisant of the ‘Great Game’ that was played
out between the British and Russian empires in the 19th and early 20th centuries for
dominance in Afghanistan, with China itself being a victim of these great powers in the
nineteenth century. 1 While Russia feared that the British had plans to dominate
Central Asia, the British, likewise believed that the Russians were thinking of invading
British India. This resulted in a century of distrust and fear of war between the two
European powers. This conflict and competition had immense impact on both the
European powers as well as the adjoining territories of British India and Persia, just as
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
The Chinese description of a ‘Century of Humiliation’ followed the manifold political, economic and territorial
concessions that were extracted by the Western great powers and later Japan, following the outbreak of the
Opium War in 1839 to 1949 when the People’s Republic of China was born.
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the contemporary crisis in Afghanistan has direct implications for China, India, Pakistan,
Iran and the Central Asian states.
While China has eschewed any desire to partake in the Great Game in Central Asia
today, especially following the precipitous US military drawdown from Afghanistan, by
publicly espousing that it respects the territorial sovereignty of Afghanistan, it has also
signaled its abiding interests that demands an active role in the region. While China
has repeatedly referred to Afghanistan as the ‘Graveyard of Empires’ and denied any
intentions of sending military forces to Afghanistan to fill the vacuum left by the
departure of the United States, how exactly a powerful China would adjust to a Talibancontrolled Afghanistan poses serious dilemmas that will be analysed below. Thus far,
adopting a military option in China-Afghanistan relations has been ruled out with
Chinese leaders reiterating, “China knows no foreign county can dominate
Afghanistan”.2 Still, China keystone interest in Afghanistan has always been security
and this remains uppermost today with the country under the Taliban.

The US invaded Afghanistan following the twin attacks by New York and Washington,
D.C. by Al Qaida on 11 September 2001 (911 attacks). As the then Mullah Omar Talibanled Afghanistan, who was related to Al Qaeda’s Osama bin Laden, the US accused
Afghanistan of providing sanctuaries to terrorists such as Al Qaida and as part of
George Bush’s ‘Global War on Terror’, the US and its allies invaded Afghanistan and
deposed the Taliban by force in November 2001. This led to the beginning of what was
to be a 20-years military campaign with great cost of lives on both sides and without
the US being able to achieve its strategic goal of destroying Al Qaida or the Taliban.
While China had minimal ties with the Taliban when it was in control of
Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001, following the US invasion of Afghanistan, Beijing has
maintained low-level relations with the Taliban, including hosting various visit by
Taliban leaders to China.3 China has also used its close ties with Pakistan to establish
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Sean Mantesso, “As the US Withdraws, China pins Regional Stability Hopes on the Afghan Taliban,” ABC News,
August 9, 2021, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-08-09/china-afghanistan-war-united-stateswithdrawal/100355708.
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contacts with the Taliban since 2001.4 In 2015, China hosted talks between the Taliban
and the Afghan government in Urumqi, capital of Xinjiang. In 2016, the Taliban senior
political chief in Qatar, Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanekzai, led a delegation to Beijing.
In 2018 and 2019, Chinese officials had met Taliban envoys but not at a high level. In
June 2019, Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, the Taliban’s second-in-command and the
political chief of the Taliban, visited Beijing. On 28 July 2021, China’s foreign minister,
Wang Yi hosted Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, in Tianjin. China. The leaders of the
Taliban’s Religious Council and Publicity Committee were also part of the Baradar’s
delegation. While Wang criticized the US for its ‘hasty withdrawal’ from Afghanistan, he
also recognized Taliban as a ‘pivotal military and political force’ that was ‘expected to
play an important role in the country’s peace, reconciliation, and reconstruction
process’.5 Taliban’s spokesperson, Suhail Shaheen have also stated that “we have been
to China many times and we have good relations with them. China is a friendly country
that we welcome for reconstruction and developing Afghanistan”.6
In many ways, it was Donald Trump who made the first move to end the US
military presence in Afghanistan. This was following the Doha agreement in February
2020, signed by Zalmay Khalilzad, Trump’s Special Representative on Afghanistan and
Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, Taliban’s co-founder. The Doha agreement committed
the US and allied forces’ withdrawal from Afghanistan by May 2021. In April 2021,
President Joe Biden announced that the US would be totally withdrawing from
Afghanistan by the 20th anniversary of the 911 attacks, leading to the quick takeover of
the country by Taliban by mid-August 2021.

Now that the Taliban have seized power in Afghanistan, China is likely to recognize and
legitimize the new leadership within the coming weeks or months. Prior to the fall of
Kabul, Beijing’s official position was to support reconciliation between the warring
sides—even as it officially engaged with the Taliban since 2019 and unofficially for
several years before that. On July 28, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi welcomed
Taliban representatives for consultations in Beijing, the most visible sign of
warming Chinese-Taliban relations yet. Just before the Taliban took control, there were
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already reports Beijing was planning to recognize a Taliban regime.
China’s recognition of the Taliban is almost inevitable as the former leader’s
retake following the American exit after 20 years of mismanaged occupation. While
China was never a supporter of the US invasion and occupation of Afghanistan since
2001, the manner the US decided to leave in August 2021 created problems for China.
As the US undertook a chaotic military withdrawal from Afghanistan, the twin key
concerns for China have been to prevent the Afghan instability from spillover into
China, especially in the Xinjiang region and to ensure that China’s investments in the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) are not hurt. In this regard, it also welcomed the Taliban
as the most important political and military force that was in a position to bring some
stability to the country even though this was driven more by political necessity than
choice. As such, China’s spokesperson, Hua Chunying stated, China’s “respects the
wishes and choices of the Afghan people” and hoped that the Taliban’s declarations
that it would establish “an open, inclusive Islamic government and ensure the safety of
Afghan citizens and foreign mission” would be carried out.7
China’s positive outlook towards the Taliban, as least to date, is due not just
because of these past relations since 2001 but also the belief that the Taliban may be
in a position to bring stability to the country, rein in the terrorist groups that have been
operating in the country and where the ensuing stability could provide the basis for
Afghanistan’s reconstruction and development. This in turn could safeguard China’s
past investments in Afghanistan but also act as a boost to China’s strategic political and
economic plans that are enshrined in the BRI. Compared to the earlier Taliban that
ruled Afghanistan, the new Taliban is seen as much more moderate and pragmatic in
orientation and with whom China could do business politically and economically.

POWER VACUUM IN AFGHANISTAN AND TALIBAN’S ROLE
Beijing’s key concern is to ensure that Afghanistan does not return to the instability and
infighting among the warlords as happened in the early 1990s among the various Mujahidin
groups, that eventually culminated in the Taliban’s takeover of the country. China hopes to
ensure that the mayhem experienced by Afghanistan following the Soviet withdrawal would
not be repeated as the stability in the war-torn country is critical for China.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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TALIBAN AND THE GREAT POWERS
The US’s dramatic collapse in Afghanistan represented a devastating military, political,
diplomatic and strategic defeat for the US, especially in Asia. While helicopters airlifted
American diplomats from the Kabul embassy and American officials, including
Secretary of State, Antony Blinken rejected comparisons to similar scenes during the
1975 fall of Saigon, clearly, the US has suffered a serious hit at its credibility in the
region and marked another military defeat following its over-extended military
commitment abroad.8
The US’s defeat and withdrawal from Afghanistan has opened the strategic space
for great powers such as Russia and China as well as regional states such as Iran and
Pakistan to assert their influence. India, a strategic rival of China and Pakistan, and
which rode on the coattails of American invasion and occupation of Afghanistan, has
emerged as key loser in Afghanistan. The key question would now be how both Russia
and China as well as Iran and Pakistan would work with the key great powers in
ensuring stability in Afghanistan while safeguarding their respective enduring interests.
Yet, what is unmistakable is that in the emerging Sino-US rivalry, the Chinese are doing
well in Asia as a whole, including in Central and Southeast Asia, and with the US’s defeat
in Afghanistan, China’s influence is expected to rise in the region.
HOPE FOR A TALIBAN’S QUICK CONTROL OF AFGHANISTAN
Following the lighting Taliban takeover of the country except for some pockets,
especially in the Panjshir Valley in north-central Afghanistan, about 150 kilometers
from Kabul, China hopes that a modicum of stability would return to the country under
the Taliban.
TALIBAN’S ABILITY TO DENY SANCTUARIES TO TERRORIST GROUPS
What China fears is the return of the old Taliban that ruled Afghanistan from 1996 to
2001 and where one of its hallmarks was its policy to give sanctuaries to terrorist
groups such as the Al Qaida. Today, the repeated demand that Chinese officials have
exhorted from the ‘new’ Taliban is that Afghanistan does not give sanctuaries to
terrorist groups as this would undermine and destabilize the region, including Central
Asia and China. For its part, the Taliban has promised that it “will not allow any forces

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
“U.S. Embassy Staff in Afghanistan Are Evacuated to Kabul's Airport,” NPR, August 16, 2021,
https://www.npr.org/2021/08/16/1028027315/u-s-embassy-staff-in-afghanistan-are-evacuated-to-kabuls-airport.
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to use Afghanistan’s soil to harm China”, which Chinese leaders have welcomed.9 Yet,
Chinese analysts have remained cautious as the Taliban had deep-rooted and complex
relations with various extremist groups in the past and that it was too early to ignore
this despite the Taliban’s disavowal of wanting to maintain ties with extremist groups
that could harm other countries, especially its neighbors.10 In particular, China have
concerns with the long Taliban’s ties with Al Qaeda, ISIS-Khorasan, Pakistan’s Taliban
branch known as Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and the
East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM).
China’s

concerns

with

terrorism

in

Afghanistan

and

Pakistan

is

understandable as Chinese targets have been attacked in the past, especially those
associated with CPEC. For instance, in 2021 alone, there have been three attacks on
Chinese targets in Pakistan; a car bombing of a hotel where the Chinese ambassador
was due to stay, a bus explosion that killed nine Chinese nationals and a non-fatal
shooting that injured two Chinese engineers. 11 Following the ISIS-Khorasan suicide
bombing in Kabul Airport on 26 August 2021 that killed 13 American soldiers and more
than 150 Afghans, the opportunity to collaborate between Taliban and China and
probably other powers such as the US, Russia and Iran have increased, in turn, that
would strengthened the Taliban’s goal of ending the presence of terrorist groups in the
country in line with China’s interests.
TALIBAN’S ABILITY TO STALL ETIM AND PRO-UIGHURS SEPARATIST MOVEMENT
Of particular concern is China’s worry with the East Turkestan Islamic Movement, that
had been classified as a terrorist organisation by the West, including the US and the
United Nations. However, in November 2020, the US delisted ETIM as a terrorist, which
China objected vehemently, viewing it as part of Washington’s move to hurt China’s
position in Xinjiang. 12 The US has accused China of human rights abuses included
forced labour and large-scale detentions that amounts to genocide against the Uighurs.
China has accused ETIM of fomenting unrest and insurgency in Xinjiang with the aim
of promoting independence in the strategically important territory of China. Hence,

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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China would like to ensure that the Taliban does not support or provide sanctuaries to
ETIM as it could create serious security problems for China in Xinjiang. While China has
desisted deploying troops in Afghanistan, it has two military bases in Tajikistan,
including one near the Wakhan Corridor. The base is supposedly for the purpose of
counter-terrorism efforts in the region.
Thus far, Taliban leaders have been receptive and sensitive to China’s interests
and concerns. During his July 2021 visit to China, Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar stated
that his country would “never allow any force to engage in acts detriment to China”.13
Similarly, the Taliban spokesperson, Suhail Shaheen promised that the Taliban would
refrain from interference in China’s internal affairs, a clear reference to Xinjiang.14
TALIBAN’S RECEPTIVITY TO CHINA’S ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES IN AFGHANISTAN
China has clear economic goals in Afghanistan, both direct and indirect. Afghanistan is
a resource-rich landlocked state with resources worth trillions of dollars. It is reputed
to be rich in rare earth metals including lanthanum, cerium, neodymium, aluminium,
gold, silver, zinc, mercury, lithium, copper, and petroleum.15 Hence, some have argued
that China has clear commercial motivations in cozying up with the Taliban as it gains
control of the country following the US withdrawal.16
China is also keen to integrate Afghanistan into its globally oriented economic
plans under the auspices of the BRI. The Chinese have responded positively as the
Taliban has also openly expressed its desire to attract Chinese economic investments.
According to a Chinese spokesperson Hua Chunying, the Taliban has “on multiple
occasions” expressed the desire that “it looks forward to China’s participation in
Afghanistan’s reconstruction and development”.17 As such, Hua argued that “we are
ready to continue to develop good-neighbourliness and friendly cooperation with
Afghanistan and play a constructive role in Afghanistan’s peace and reconstruction”.18
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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According to Ahmad Shah Katawazai, a former diplomat in Afghan embassy in Washington, Afghanistan has
resources to the value of US$3 trillion. See Tan Weizhen, “China May Align Itself with Taliban and Try to Exploit
Afghanistan’s Rare Earth Metals, Analyst Warns,” CNBC, August 17, 2021,
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/08/17/taliban-in-afghanistan-china-may-exploit-rare-earth-metals-analyst-says.html.
15
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Against the backdrop of the US sudden military drawdown and China’s growing ties
with the Taliban and where some analysts talked of China filling the military vacuum in
Afghanistan, Chinese analysts have dismissed this as ‘totally groundless’ but
emphasized that China was willing to “contribute to post-war reconstruction and
development, pushing forward projects under the China-proposed Belt and Road
Initiative”.19 An important part of China’s BRI is to establish networks with the ChinaPakistan Economic Corridor, in the hope of developing the region as a whole.
Yet, China’s past economic activities in Afghanistan have not borne fruits. In
2008, the Chinese Metallurgical Group Corporation and the Jiangxi Copper Company
Limited consortium won a 30-year lease to extract the second largest copper deposit
in the world, valued at US$50 billion in the Aynak copper mine. In 2011, the China
National Petroleum Corporation won a US$ 400 million bid to drill three oil fields for
25 years in the Amu Darya basin, believed to contain about 90 million barrels of oil.
However, due to the security situation in Afghanistan since the US’s invasion of the
country, very will progress has been made in these projects, something the Chinese
could be reversed following the Taliban’s recapture of the country.20
TALIBAN’S INTERNATIONAL IMAGE
China also hopes that the Taliban’s responsible takeover of the country and its
eschewing of its past policies, including discrimination and persecution of women,
would assist in its being accepted and recognized internationally.

Just as in the past, China has always been concerned with developments in Afghanistan.
While China opposed the US invasion of Afghanistan, the manner it has withdrawn has
raised new dilemmas for China’s interests, especially security ones. While as a strategic
rival, the US’s actions would signal continuing American weaknesses and decline, yet
the big question as to who would fill the security and strategic void and whether the
Taliban would be able to hold the country remains unanswered. The apparent US
defeat in Afghanistan would in a zero-sum game enhance China’s status, and yet, there
are clear security threats that can emerge from Afghanistan, especially to China’s
position in Xinjiang and with regard to its policies towards the Uighurs. Hence, despite
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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the American military defeat and withdrawal, China would continue to walk a tightrope
in Afghanistan due mainly to the fast evolving and uncertain security situation in the
country. For those expecting a Pax Sinica in Afghanistan and elsewhere would be
disappointed as this is something not in China’s interest nor play of its playbook as
Beijing understands the Afghan psychology better than any other great powers.

※

Bilveer Singh, PhD is the Deputy Head, Department of Political Science, National University
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Jung-Ming Chang

Small states are often underestimated, if not ignored, in world politics. However, this
is not always the case such that the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what
they must. A recent case demonstrates this well. Lithuania just opened the Taiwan
Representative Office in Vilnius in July 2021.1 This is the first-ever outpost using the
name of “Taiwan” in Europe and deemed by China as a serious challenge to its selfproclaimed ‘one China’ principle. China soon recalled its ambassador to Lithuania,
demanded Lithuania reciprocate the move, and put a hold on the rail freight link in
August. However, Lithuania’s move was welcomed by the United States. As U.S.
Department of State spokesman Ned Price put it, “we do stand in solidarity with our
NATO Ally Lithuania.” 2 The Lithuanian case is perhaps just the beginning. As more
small states join this campaign and with the help of big countries, they could probably
turn the tide in the current world.

China usually forces other countries to accept its ‘one China’ principle as the foundation
for establishing bilateral diplomatic relations. The principle predefined by the Chinese
communist government goes like this: there is only one China in the world, Taiwan is

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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an inalienable part of China, and the government of the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
is the sole legal government of China. 3 This predetermined principle is a favorable
policy for China, but maybe not for other countries in the world. So far, the principle
applies to any issue associated with Tibet, Xinjiang, Taiwan, and, recently, Hong Kong.
The result of not adhering to the ‘one China’ principle is punishment. After the
Dalai Lama’s trip to Ulaanbaatar on November 19, 2016, China blocked the Gants
Mod crossing in southeastern Mongolia by levying new border fees. 4 Additionally,
bilateral talks on China’s provision of US$4.2 billion loans to Mongolia and economic
cooperation were postponed. 5 Consequently, Mongolian Foreign Minister Tsend
Munkh-Orgil expressed regret that the Dalai Lama’s visit hurt ties with Beijing, and
added that Mongolia will no longer allow the Dalai Lama to visit the country. 6 On
January 24, 2017, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi told Mongolia’s Foreign Minister
Tsend Munkh-Orgil over the phone that he hoped Mongolia had taken this lesson
to heart and that Mongolia would “scrupulously abide by its promise” not to invite
the Dalai Lama again. 7 Afterwards, Chinese economic assistance to Mongolia
resumed.8
Moreover, China placed sanctions on individuals and entities of the United States,
Canada, United Kingdom, and the European Union to counteract their sanctions on
Chinese officials related to the human rights violcations in Xinjiang. 9 In addition,
following the U.S. sanctions in support of Hong Kong protests against the AntiExtradition Law Amendment, China imposed sanctions on individuals or organizations
of the United States in return.10

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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Taiwan, at the core of the “one-China” principle, suffers from this assertive
principle the most. The Taiwan issue is the most sensitive one for China. Compared
with other pro-secessionist entities, such as Xinjiang and Tibet, not only does Taiwan
have strong economic, trade, and technology ties with the rest of the world, Taiwan is
also a country having armed forces, backed by the United States. Therefore, Taiwan’s
any move towards independence gets on China’s nerve and might encourage other
pro-secessionist entities to do so.
Aggravatingly, any country or international organization that wants to develop
relations with Taiwan often faces political and/or economic coercions from China. In
September 2020, Czech Senate President Miloš Vystrčil led a delegation comprising 36
high-tech enterprises to visit Taiwan. Not only were members of the delegation under
China’s sanctions soon after they left Taiwan, but China’s Ministry of Culture and
Tourism suggested that Chinese citizens not to travel to the Czech Republic.11 This was
an implicit boycott against the Czech Republic. A similar action happened when Beijing
indefinitely postponed the Prague Philharmonic Orchestra’s tour to China and the
postponement was believed to be connected with Prague mayor’s support for Tibet
and Taiwan.12
These incidents show that the “wolf warrior diplomacy,” adopted during Chinese
President Xi Jinping’s term of office, not only interferes with foreign countries seeking
to build political and/or economic ties with Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong, or Taiwan, but
affects cultural and religious exchanges as well. The ‘one China’ principle creates
asymmetric pressure for countries, especially the small ones, in the world as China
grows stronger. The principle serves only PRC’s political interests, but not for those of
small countries.

Formal ties between any pair of countries shall be based on mutual benefits, rather
than unilaterally preset conditions. For example, the U.S. policy towards China and
Taiwan, the ‘one China’ policy, contains documents such as the Three Communiqués,
Taiwan Relations Act, and Six Assurances. The U.S. ‘one China’ policy, compared with
China’s ‘one China’ principle, is more flexible and provides a better variant for the U.S.
national interests when dealing with cross-Strait issues. It is obvious that recent
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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episodes of coercion in the aforementioned cases demonstrate that big countries can
stand firm in face of Chinese political/economic pressure, whilst small countries must
thrive to not follow China’s demands. As China becomes more powerful and adopts its
‘one China’ principle coercively, collective actions from countries in different sizes to
stop China’s aggressive diplomatic actions is necessary.
The Lithuanian case has at least two implications: 1) small states are no less
important than major states; 2) the United States could garner support from small
states in its competition with China. For the first implication, one would argue that
small states are not highly dependent on China in terms of trade and this is why they
dare to challenge the ‘one China’ principle. To some extent, this is true. However, no
country in the world can really get rid of China’s political/economic pressure since the
country has become a ‘world factory’. Therefore, it is biased to say and too early to
determine that Lithuania does not have much to lose by defying the ‘one China’
principle. As the incident develops over time, Lithuania is likely to lose new contracts
and licenses for exports to China. 13 In this situation, small countries are to be
applauded for making greater achievements than big countries by not accepting the
‘one China’ principle.
For the second implication, it makes sense for the United States to unite with not
only major states but small states as well in its competition with China. U.S. President
Joe Biden has adopted a policy that is quite contrary to his predecessor President
Donald Trump. Instead of following the course of competing with China unilaterally,
Biden has attempted to garner support from the U.S. traditional allies in Europe. In that
vein, Biden embarked on June 9, 2021, his first foreign visit after taking office and the
first stop was in Europe. After a meeting with United Kingdom Prime Minister Boris
Johnson, Biden also attended a G-7 summit. Subsequently, Biden participated in a
NATO summit and an EU summit. Some even suggest to search the potential wrinkles
in the Moscow-Beijing friendship after Biden and Putin Summit in Geneva.14
Reactions from the European allies were satisfying. The United Kingdom
announced that a carrier strike group, led by Elizabeth aircraft carrier, will depart in
September to visit Yokosuka, Japan. Additionally, a U.K. littoral response group,
comprised of two patrol ships, will be deployed in Japan permanently. 15 France also
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played her part in demonstrating the will to protect its overseas territory, the French
Polynesia, in the Indo-Pacific through the Heifara Exercise in late June this year.16 In
the exercise, a contingent of three Rafale fighter jets along with two A330 tankers and
two A400M cargo planes flew from three bases in France to the South Pacific with only
one stop in Travis, California. After the exercise, French President Emmanuel Macron
urged countries in the South Pacific to establish a coast guard network to crack down
on ‘predatory’ fishing in the region.17
However, more could be done by the U.S. side to assist small states when they
choose not to follow the ‘one China’ principle. The Mongolian case in 2016 and
Lithuanian incident in 2021 comprise two cases for comparison. Mongolia failed to
carry out non-adherence to the ‘one China’ principle due to the lack of support by major
powers, namely the United States. Conversely, Lithuanian persisted in letting Taiwan
open the Taiwan Representative Office in Vilnius after receiving support from the
United States. And it is encouraging to see that U.S. backing of Lithuania does not only
happen once but has been conducted in a continuous fashion. When asked by
Lithuanian President Gitanas Nauseda for consistent U.S. support for the policy vis-àvis China, U.S. President Joe Biden responded that the United States is closely following
Lithuania’s steps and that the United States supports Lithuania on this path during an
informal conversation at the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26)
November 1, 2021, in Glasgow.18 In order to win the competition with China, the United
States should give a hand to small countries when needed.

The ‘one China’ principle is gradually not applicable to the current international
structure. Not only does the principle prevent countries from pursuing their best
interests due to China’s economic coercion, the principle also does not contribute to
China’s long-term development which depends on a freer economy and society. The
United States and like-minded countries in the world should let China understand that
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a less restrictive ‘one China’ principle will be a better option. Currently, the United
States still approaches only the major powers in the West. This has been a hard habit
to break in international relations. However, it is simply not enough if the ultimate goal
is to compete with China. More allies and partners are needed in the international
arena as well. Lastly, maybe China could also consider revising its ‘one China’ principle
and allowing countries in the world to recognize China and Taiwan at the same time.
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In modern historical events, more practices challenged the adequacy of contemporary
international legal system in armed conflicts. Among those, three stands out for their
significance of representing in categories in their times: the 9/11 case in 2001, Israel
2006 the Israeli military operation against the Shia Islamist political party Hezbollah in
Lebanon and, Kenya’s “Operation Linda Nchi” (Protect the Country) to Somalia in 2011.
To well elaborate, this article aims to discuss the international legal framework
governing transnational armed conflicts, and further explore how the contemporary
law deal with cross border invasions by non-state groups from another state.

International Humanitarian Law (IHL) distinguishes between international armed
conflicts (IAC) and non-international armed conflicts (NIAC). In terms of Common Article
2,1 the scope of application of IHL is extended to all cases of declared war or of any
armed conflict which may arise between two or more of the high contracting parties.
According to Article 2, IHL is therefore applicable to inter-state armed conflicts. The Third
Geneva Conventions makes IHL applicable to all cases of partial or total occupation of the
territory of a high contracting party. Moreover, Protocol I introduced an international
armed conflict in which people are fighting against colonial domination and alien
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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occupation.2 The Common Article 3 to the Geneva Conventions codifies rules of human
treatment in non-international armed conflicts. In terms of the International Court of
Justice (ICJ) in Nicaragua v United States, the principles enshrined in Article 3 constitute
elementary considerations of humanity and are applicable to all situations of armed
conflict.3
The scope of NIAC in terms of Additional Protocol II (AP II) of 1977, requires that
non-state groups engaged in armed violence against a state satisfy certain strict
requirements of organization. That is, non-state groups need to be organized armed
groups which, under responsible command, exercise such control over a part of its
territory as to enable them to carry out sustained and concerted military operations and
to implement this protocol. According to AP II, such NIAC do not include internal
disturbances and tensions, like riots, isolated and sporadic acts of violence and other
acts of a similar nature. Article 1.1 emphasize that AP II does not affect the scope of
Common Article 3. Instead, it develops and supplements Common Article 3 without
modifying its existing conditions of applications.
IHL does not define the concept of armed conflict. The Appeals Chamber of the
International Criminal Tribunal of the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) emphasised that “an armed
conflict exists whenever there is a resort to armed force between states or protracted
armed violence between governmental authorities and organised armed groups or
between such groups within a state.”4 The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
endorsed the ICTY test in the ICRC Opinion Paper.5 The Rome Statute of the International
Criminal Court (ICC) also endorsed the ICTY test with the definition of “war crimes” in its
Article 8.2.6 Though the ICTY makes it clear that non-state groups may be parties to the
conflict, however, it does not specify the characteristics of such armed groups.
It is important to state that there are certain possible combinations of actors involving
a transborder conflict. Firstly, a conflict may be categorized as an international conflict
between two states. Secondly, a non-international conflict between a state and a non-state
group on more than one state territory, and thirdly, conflicts between non-state actors.
Unfortunately, Common Article 3 does not provide details for the transnational
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conflict between state and non-state groups. Instead, its territorial scope is limited to
conflicts taking place on the territory which ought to be a state party. According to
scholar Mindia Vashakmadze who is well-known for his International Peace and the Rule
of Law, the omission of the transnational conflict may be due to the obscurity of such
conflicts in 1949.7 It wasn’t until the tragedy of September 11, 2001 that such armed
conflicts had started to attract more international debates. For instance, after the
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, the Bush Administration declared that the United
States was engaged in a global “war on terror”.8
The initial made by the Bush Administration was that the United States was
engaged in an international armed conflict, against a nonstate actor, namely Al Qaeda
and its associates. The Bush Administration seemed to imply that transnational armed
conflicts could amount to armed conflicts, but that IHL was not applicable to them.9
The Obama Administration abandoned the terms “war on terror” and “unlawful
combatants”. In its June 2011 National Strategy for Counterterrorism, the Obama
Administration argued that an armed conflict exists and that the laws of armed conflict
apply between the United States and the Al Qaeda, as well as the Taliban and associated
forces.

10

In October 2018, President Trump issued the National Strategy for

Counterterrorism of the United States of America, which adopted a strategy that pursues
most of the policies of the Obama Administration to prevent and counter the terrorist
threat.11
However, the European Court of Human Rights deny that transnational conflicts
are armed conflicts and conclude that international human rights law applies to the use
of force against suspected terrorists.12 Human rights norms cannot provide adequate
protection during hostilities, because those norms follow a different goal of protecting
the individual primarily in peacetime. In contrast, the essence of IHL is to provide
protection to civilians and persons hors de combat, and to minimize unnecessary harm
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during armed conflict. The main disadvantage of applying human rights norms during
armed conflicts, is that they lack precision with regard to the conduct of hostilities, and
their reliance on the indeterminate standard of proportionality. There is, however, a
criteria under Principle 9 of the United Nations Basic Principles on the Use of Force and
Firearms, determining proportionality in human rights law that are applicable to armed
forces while carrying out law enforcement duties.

In response to the 9/11 attacks that killed approximately 3,000 people, thenPresident Bush ordered an invasion of Afghanistan.13 During the summer of 2006, the
Israel military operation against the Shia Islamist political party Hezbollah in Lebanon
was launched and it involved the state and non-state actors.14 Furthermore, on the 16th
October 2011, Kenyan troops entered Somalia to launch a military offensive against alShabaab under the name “Operation Linda Nchi” (Protect the Country).15 To justify the
invasion, Kenya stated varying reasons, like insecurity caused by al-Shabaab in the Horn
of Africa, as well as concerns over border security.
Common article 2 to the Geneva Conventions extends the action of IAC to the High
Contracting Parties, that is, states only. The Law of Armed Conflict (LOAC) is not directly
applicable to non-state actors. However, if the military actions undertaken by armed
groups are attributable to a state, this therefore, results in the applicability of the LOAC.
The legal situation gets more complicated when there is no indication that the action of
a non-state armed group can be attributable to the respective state.
With regards to the Israel conflict, against Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Commission
of Inquiry set up by the United Nations Human Rights Council, considered that an
international armed conflict had taken place, although in its view, the Lebanese armed
forces had never taken part in the fighting. In its November 2006 report, the
Commission held that the Hezbollah should be considered a militia belonging to a Party
to the conflict, within the meaning of Article 4 (A) (2) of the Third Geneva Convention. The
Commission supported its position by stating that Hezbollah, as a legally established
political party, was represented in parliament and in the Lebanese government.
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The Commission indicated that, the conflict in 2006 assumed an international
character by virtue of the existing link between Hezbollah and the state of Lebanon at
that time. According to the legal advisor in the Legal Division of the International
Committee of the Red Cross, Sylvain Vite, the Commission’s arguments were not enough
to show a sufficient narrow link between Hezbollah combatants and the Lebanese
government. For that link to exist, the ICTY, in the Tadic case, held that in order for
irregularities to qualify as lawful combatants, international rules and state practice
requires control over them by a Party to an international armed conflict and, by the
same token, a relationship of dependence and allegiance of those irregulars vis-à-vis
that Party to the conflict. The ICTY’s emphasises on paragraph 4, is that, this is how the
expression ‘belonging to a Party to the conflict’ must be understood in Article 4 A (2) of
the Third Geneva Convention.

Legal challenges arise in cases of occupation, that is, when the occupying state conducts
military operations against non-state actors as part of the existing armed conflict. This
is the issue in the Horn of Africa. For instance, in October 2011, Kenyan troops occupied
Somalia by launching a military offensive against al-Shabaab, in an on-going armed
conflict in Somalia between Somalia and al-Shabaab. According to the ICTY in the Tadic
case, this is a case of an armed conflict.16
Article 5 of the Fourth Geneva Convention allows some limitations on the rights of
individuals in an occupied territory who are definitely suspected or engaged in activities
hostile to the Security of the state. However, this provision, is intended for a limited
number of persons.17 Thus it may not be used in hot conflicts between the occupier
and organized armed groups of the occupied state.

For example, in the case of Israel,

Israel claimed to be in a hot conflict with armed groups in the occupied territories like
Fatah or Hamas. The Israel Supreme Court based its judgment on the premise that a
situation of continuous armed conflict existed between Israel and the various terrorist
organizations active in Judea, Samaria and the Gaza strip.18
Among the various possible qualifications of the armed conflict with terrorist
groups, the court decided to characterize this situation as international. It further held
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that, even those who are of the opinion that the armed conflict between Israel and the
terrorist organizations is not of international character, think that IHL or international
human rights law applies to it. The court moreover referred to the ICTY case law, and
the U.S. Supreme Court in the case of Hamdam v Rumsfeld, 19 to the effect that
minimum rules apply to both categories of conflict. Hence, when the occupier itself is
involved, the law of international armed conflict should apply. Furthermore, Common
Article 3 is applicable to any armed conflict. Thus, there will be a situation where the
rules on international armed conflict and Common Article 3 apply concurrently. This
would be the position in the 2006 Lebanese case, in as far as the Hezbollah military
actions are not attributable to Lebanon, as well as Israel and Lebanon.

With regards to the issue of jurisdiction, the application of the Tadic criteria to
transnational armed conflicts seems to be defensible. Furthermore, the minimum rules
of Common Article 3, Article 75 of AP I and customary law may be considered under any
circumstances including transnational armed conflicts. 20 Moreover, the ICJ in the
Democratic Republic of Congo case, held that the provisions of Article 3 constitute an
emanation of general principles of law, namely, elementary considerations of humanity.
On the strict criteria, Article 1 of the AP II requires non-state actors to be objectively
identifiable and sufficiently organised to carry out sustained and concerted military
operations in the territory of a High Contracting Party. Moreover, the cross-border
violence must reach a certain level of intensity. 21 This is known as the quantitative
threshold. Thus, AP II does not apply to situations of internal disturbances and tensions,
like riots, isolated and sporadic acts of violence and other acts of similar nature, as not
being armed conflicts. The threshold requirement reflects the fact that self-defence
action on the territory of another State which has not launched an attack, is of an
extraordinary nature and it ensures that the consequences for public order that flow
from such military response are not promptly triggered.

However, Article 1 cannot

cover certain terrorist armed groups who are loosely organized and internationally
dispersed. Thus Article 1 is not effective in counter terrorist combat. Furthermore, Article
1 paragraph 2 specifies that AP II shall not apply to situations of internal disturbances
and tensions, like riots, isolated and sporadic acts of violence and other acts of similar
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nature, as not being armed conflicts. Therefore, in line with the ICTY case law, parties to
the armed conflict should possess a minimum degree of organization to ensure the
application of basic humanitarian protections guaranteed by Common Article 3.22
Thus, the Tadic criteria should apply to transnational conflicts between states and
non-states actors rather than the strict requirement of Article 1. To ensure the
applicability of IHL to each case of an armed force, the degree of organization required
to engage in protracted violence should be lower than the degree of organization
required to carry out sustained and concerted military operation.

In conclusion, a finding is drawn that the international legal framework, namely LOAC,
does not embrace the prevalent issue of cross-border armed conflicts. IHL distinguishes
between two types of armed conflicts, namely IACs and NIACs. Moreover, IHL further
establishes a distinction between NIACs in the meaning of Common Article 3 and NIACs
falling within the definition provided in Article 1 of AP II. Therefore, legally there is no
other type of armed conflict that exist beyond the scope of the Geneva Conventions.
Furthermore, Common Article 3 refers to conflicts occurring in the territory of one of the
High Contracting Parties. Article 1 of AP II refers to conflicts which take place in the
territory of a High Contracting Party. According to the aim and purpose of IHL, the
wording in the above articles must be understood to mean that treaties apply only to
their state parties. This imply that conflicts that oppose states and organised armed
groups and spreading over the territory of other states are non-international armed
conflicts, thus opening a gap in protection. This gap could not be explained by states’
concerns about their sovereignty. Thus, these concerns make the contemporary law
more rudimentary.
With regard to human rights rules, they are not precise as compared to IHL norms
which are objective on armed conflicts. The most favourable legal approach on the
prevalent issues of cross-border armed conflicts and jurisdiction is the application of
the Tadic criteria to transnational armed conflicts because it is defensible.
It is evident from the above analysis that IHL has as its aim the limitation of the
effects of armed conflicts, thus not being an effective instrument to solve transnational
conflicts. It unfortunately does not include a full definition of situations that fall within
its material field of application, thus creating confusion to readers as it might not be
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able to solve transnational conflicts. IHL also refer to various types of armed conflicts
and further afford a glimpse of the legal outlines of the multifaceted concept. Therefore,
further research is needed to express the multifaceted concepts in concrete terms.
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Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States announced the establishment of
a newly enhanced Australia-UK-US trilateral security partnership (AUKUS) on September
15, 2021. The leaders of the three countries, in a virtual meeting, stated in the joint
statement that “guided by our enduring ideals and shared commitment to the
international rules-based order, we resolve to deepen diplomatic, security, and defense
cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region.” 1 A key component of the new security
partnership is to increase cooperation on defense-related capabilities, which are
highlighted by its first initiative to support Australia in the acquisition of nuclearpowered submarines (SSNs) , at least to build 8 ones, based on “common tradition as
maritime democracy”.
Although no reference to China in the joint statement, it is well-acknowledged that
a security subtext of the AUKUS agreement is to counter China. Beijing condemned
AUKUS as “extremely irresponsible” that “seriously undermines regional peace and
stability and intensifies the arms race”. 2 However, Taipei welcomed the new trilateral
security pact that will improve peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region.3 To explore
strategic implications of AUKUS for Taiwan’s national security, this article seeks to identify
new factors affecting Taiwan’s strategic environment, to analyze the Biden
administration’s diplomatic ways of military deterrence by enhanced military cooperation,
and then examine to what extent AUKUS is relevant to Taiwan’s security strategy.
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The AUKUS establishment is a new ingredient of a US-centred security network but also
a fresh deal to counter China in the Indo-Pacific. Both changes have imposed new
variabilities to the regional strategic context, affecting Taiwan national security
accordingly. AUKUS is an enhancement of the three states’ defense arrangements, 4
longstanding and ongoing for decades, although there is no military commitment
involved in AUKUS. Nevertheless, it is unlikely any of them, if under attack, will just sit
by while there are defense treaties between each other. AUKUS ensures a more
coordinated posture to synchronize and consolidate among the three states’ bilateral
defense ties. The enhanced security pact also shows both Australia and UK are aligning
themselves with the US, and signals both countries’ commitment to play a more active
role in the Indo-Pacific region. As a result, AUKUS, along with the Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue (QUAD) and the Fives Eyes (FVEY), has been a new component of American
constructed security network in the region that will complicate Beijing’s military
expansionism if Washington decides to intervene in the end.
The phenomenon of China’s rise has become one of the most important factors
defining security order in the Indo-Pacific. In the pursuit of Chinese national
rejuvenation, Beijing’s increasing confidence and assertion of territorial claims to
Taiwan and the South China Sea by military coercion has generated an acute threat to
the regional peace and stability. Australian security expert Guy Boekenstein describes
AUKUS as “a big deal” to show that all three nations, publicly with combined stance, are
drawing a line in the sand to start and counter China’s aggressive moves in the IndoPacific. 5 Other than American commitment to the region, Britain shows more
involvement in the Indo-Pacific after Brexit and Australia is increasingly concerned
about China’s influence after deteriorated relations with Beijing. The Integrated Review,
the UK’s blueprint of “Global Britain” published in March 2021, makes it clear that Britain
plans to have the "broadest and most integrated presence" of any European nation in
the Indo-Pacific region.6 Australia Prime Minister Morrison justified the striking deal of
nuclear-powered submarines as “accelerating changes to regional security make
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
The US-UK Mutual Defense Agreement (1958), the Australia, New Zealand, and US Treaty (ANZUS) (1951), and
the Five Powers Defense Arrangement (FPDA) (1971) respectively.
4

Suranjana Tewari, “AUKUS: UK, US and Australia Pact Signals Asia-Pacific Power Shift,” BBC, October 16, 2021,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58540808.
5

“Global Britain in a Competitive Age: the Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign
Policy,” UK Cabinet Office, 16 March, 2021, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/global-britain-in-acompetitive-age-the-integrated-review-of-security-defence-development-and-foreign-policy.
6

26

conventional submarines unsuited to our operational needs in the decades ahead”.7
Although the AUKUS statement and remarks of the three leaders did not mention China,
Beijing seriously criticized AUKUS as a “closed and exclusive clique” with “the outdated
Cold War zero-sum mentality and narrow-minded geopolitical perception”. 8 Chinese
hostility toward AUKUS reflects this new security pact that presents a further step
toward a shift of balance of power to check China in the region.

The AUKUS establishment, a US-centred with military-technology-initiated trilateral
security partnership, is a diplomatic arrangement to deter competitors by enhanced
military ties under President Biden doctrine “diplomacy first”. Following the U.S.
withdraw from Afghanistan, Biden made it clear that Washington intently prevents the
aggressive use of military force and instead concentrates on building and strengthening
alliance to maintain America’s global status against threats. This reflects Biden’s call of
“America is back, diplomacy is back.” The creation of AUKUS, therefore, can be regarded
as a diplomatic preemptive arrangement to update the three countries shared ability to
in a cooperative and collective ways to prevent conflicts and ensure stability in the IndoPacific over the long term.
In the AUKUS joint statement, "diplomacy, security and defense" are listed as three
major domains where they will strengthen cooperation. Based on the existing and
trustworthy relationships, the new ways to amplify the alliance, as AUKUS emphasized,
are to deepen the cooperation of the three sides in security and defense-related
capabilities with further information and technology sharing. The collaborative
partnership will focus on “deeper integration of security and defense-related science,
technology, industrial bases, and supply chains.” 9 The Australia's nuclear-powered
submarine project initiates the three parties to enhance the newly coordinated
relationships. The goal of this enhanced partnership is to increase “interoperability,
commonality, and mutual benefit”.10 These initial efforts will concentrate on four areas:
“cyber capabilities, artificial intelligence, quantum technologies, and additional
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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undersea capabilities”.11 The initiative of referred defense-related cooperation shows
AUKUS’s intention to counter the security challenges by establishing collective military
preparedness.
The AUKUS security pact could be understood as a deterrence mechanism, with
enhanced diplomacy, security, and defense ties, to prevent war by posturing more
ready and credible military strengths. It is an idea of win without fight. The deterrence
mechanism aims to compel competitors with sufficient cost to ensure they will advance
their aims through internationally recognized rules, instead military force. While
alliances and partnerships are at the heart of this competitive effort, AUKUS articulates
its vision to compete and deter in this environment. Achieving this vision requires a
credible military capability, as the cornerstones of this mechanism, with a more robust
cooperation of like-minded allies to ensure favorable balance of power in the IndoPacific. AUKUS vows to work together, along with other important allies and partners,
to meet the challenges of the twenty-first century. This reflects Washington’s intention
to apply alliance-diplomacy in forging the deterrence mechanism as President Biden
formerly said, “America’s alliances are our greatest asset, and leading with diplomacy
means standing shoulder-to-shoulder with our allies and key partners once again”.12

Taiwan is a frontline state in resisting China’s expansionism while Beijing claims Taiwan
as its own territory under the so-called “One-China principle”. AUKUS did not explicitly
express its aim to counter China expansionism, and even deliberately emphasized that
the security pact was not against any single state. Nevertheless, as the three leaders of
AUKUS referred repeatedly that regional security concerns have “grown significantly”, it
is believed that AUKUS is a move to check and balance China’s increasing influence,
especially in security and defense terms. In fact, President Biden defines China as “our
most serious competitor”, while he intends to apply a diplomatic means of reinforcing
alliances to maintain America’s global leader status. 13 The Interim National Security
Strategic Guidance (NSSG) issued by the Biden Administration, on the one hand, criticizes
China for seeking unfair advantages, adopting aggressive and coercive actions, and
undermining the core rules and values of the open and stable international system. On
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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the other hand, NSSG makes it clear that Washington supports Taiwan as a major
democracy and a key economic and security partner because this is in line with the
United States' long-term commitment.14 The 2021 G7 Summit Communique, for the first
time, raised the Taiwan issue that "we underscore the importance of peace and stability
across the Taiwan Strait, and encourage the peaceful resolution of cross-Strait issues."15
Obviously, Beijing’s ambition to annex Taiwan has ratified China’s expansionism as the
major threat to the region security.
In the context of against China’s military expansionism, AUKUS’s “commitment to
the international rules-based order” is an opportunity for Taiwan to make itself relevant
to the new security pact. Taiwan’s Foreign ministry spokesperson said Taiwan has “taken
note” of the AUKUS pact’s commitment to maintain the regional order and has shared
common interests and values with the three countries. 16 One day after AUKUS
announcement, the Joint Statement on Australia-U.S. Ministerial Consultations stated
mutual intent to “strengthen ties with Taiwan”, which was described as a “leading
democracy and a critical partner for both countries”.17 Taiwan indeed has very reason
to appreciate a strengthened cooperation between AUKUS members, as the security
partnership to deliver an Australian nuclear-submarine program could provide
“invaluable deterrence against China”. 18 Accordingly, the cross-Strait issue has been
further internationalized in a much larger scale by the enhanced American-centred
security network.

Taipei’s strategy of maintaining the cross-Strait status quo makes Taiwan’s position
relevant to AUKUS’s aim to “sustain peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region”. To
demonstrate its opposition against Taiwan president Tsai Ing-wen’s consistent
declination of the “One-China principle” and US-Japan leading multilateral military
exercise around southwestern of Okinawa, Chinese military aircraft have broken
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consecutive records, with 150 dispatched warplanes from October 1 to 5, 2021, entering
Taiwan’s Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ). The United States condemned China’s
actions as “provocative” while Australia urged China against the use of force. 19 In
response to the Chinese military intimidation, President Tsai said she hopes for an
easing of tensions across the Strait but vowed no one will force Taipei to take the path
laid out by Beijing. President Tsai emphasized Taiwan would not “act rashly” but “there
should be absolutely no illusions that the Taiwanese people will bow to pressure”.20
Then she proposed “four commitments” as “the bottom line and common denominator”
of the people in Taiwan to engage China: “a free and democratic constitutional system,
the Republic of China and the People's Republic of China should not be subordinate to
each other, to resist annexation or encroachment upon our sovereignty, and the future
of the Republic of China (Taiwan) must be decided in accordance with the will of the
Taiwanese people”.21
President Tsai’s new “four commitments” not only constructs narratives of Taipei’s
principles to engage China, but also makes ways to strengthen ties AUKUS’s
commitment with like-minded partners to protect shared values and promote security
and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific. In her article entitled "Taiwan and the Fight for
Democracy - A Force for Good in the Changing International Order" of Foreign Affairs,
President Tsai warns Taiwan falling to China would trigger “catastrophic” consequences
for peace in Asia as “it would signal that in today's global contest of values,
authoritarianism has the upper hand over democracy."22 In the speech of 2021 Taiwan
national day, President Tsai reiterated “Taiwan is willing to do its part to contribute to
the peaceful development of the region,” as well as called for “maintaining the status
quo, and we will do our utmost to prevent the status quo from being unilaterally
altered”.23
In fact, since President Tsai took office in 2016, Taipei’s cross-Strait policy of
"maintaining the status quo" has been consistent and becomes her doctrine of Taiwan’s
national security strategy. As international society has grown concerns on the crucial
role of the Taiwan Strait, President Tsai believes, “from a global strategic standpoint,
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Taiwan is more important than ever. Stabilizing relations across the Taiwan Strait is no
longer just an issue for the two sides. It is a concern for the whole Indo-Pacific region
and has already become a focus of international attention.”24 While President Biden
reiterated America’s commitment to defend Taiwan if China attacks,25 AUKUS, with its
enhanced military ties in particular the joint nuclear submarine program, will increase
Beijing’s difficulties of military invasion against Taipei in case of Washington’s
intervention.

AUKUS is an enhanced construction of American security network in the Indo-Pacific.
The establishment of AUKUS has cast new and important variables on the regional
security. From Taiwan’s perspective, under the threat of China’s invasion, Taipei is
keen to see the new security pact to balance China, especially with its enhanced
military coordinative posture and capabilities. Although initiated by Australia’s pursuit
of nuclear-powered submarines, AUKUS reflects President Biden’s global strategy to
“bring diplomacy back” by a means of utilizing and enhancing its relationships with
allies to construct an America-centred multilateral security network for upholding
stability and order in the Indo-Pacific. Amid Beijing’s intimidation and coercion,
President Tsai Ing-wen’s strategy of “maintain the status quo” with patience and
resilience has significantly internationalized the cross-Strait issues and made Taiwan
relevant to AUKUS. Moreover, regarding the maintenance of regional security as “a
significant part of Taiwan's overall government policy”, Taipei has played a low-profile
strategy of not “turn adventurist” even when it accumulates support from the
international community. This further demonstrates Beijing’s expansionism as a
troublemaker in the region that AUKUS intends to deal with. Accordingly, Taiwan
seems to be a beneficiary of the new trilateral security pact. Taiwan may not be a
game changer in the Sino-American great power competition, but Taiwan does have
an indispensable role of American security network to play for countering China’s
expansionism in the Asia-Pacific region.
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An unprecedented number of 150 sorties of PLA’s military aircraft breaching Taiwan’s
Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) between October 1 and October 5 drew a great
attention of international society. Even though the PLA began their frequent presence
and harassment of the island since 2016 when President Tsai won the election, released
data from the Ministry of Defense of Taiwan starting from September 2020
demonstrates a significant rise in the trend. (See Figure 1)

FIGURE 1: A Run Chart of PLA Aircraft Incursion into Taiwan since September 2020

Source: MoD, Taiwan
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From January to October this year, 2021, moreover, the total sorties have been more
than 600, in which one fourth sorties took place in the first five days of October. In the
meantime, six national navies, including the US, the UK, Japan, Canada, New Zealand,
and Netherlands were involved in a joint exercise in the Western Pacific, and followed
by the US, the UK, Japan, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia navies reportedly
convergence in the Southeast China for another two-week exercise. Putting these
military exercise activities near Taiwan together, tensions erupted and escalated by the
warplanes and warships shadowed the Indo-Pacific region. (See Table 1)
TABLE 1: PLA Incursion into TW Airspace and B ig Event (Oct.1-5)

Date

PLA Military Aircraft Number

10/1

J-16 (fighter)

*28

SU-30 (fighter)

*4

H-6 (bomber)

*4

Y-8 ASW (transport aircraft)

*1

KJ-500 (early warning aircraft)

*1

Total:

*38

J-16 (fighter)

*26

US, UK, Japan, Canada, New Zealand,

SU-30 (fighter)

*10

and Netherlands joint exercise in the

Y-8 ASW (transport aircraft)

*2

Western Pacific

KJ-500 (early warning aircraft)

*1

Total:

*39

J-16 (fighter)

*38

SU-30 (fighter)

*2

Y-8 ASW (transport aircraft)

*2

H-6 (bomber)

*12

KJ-500 (early warning aircraft)

*2

Total:

*16

J-16 (fighter)

*38

Joint exercise held by US, UK, Japan,

SU-30 (fighter)

*2

Canada, New Zealand, and Australia in

Y-8 ASW (transport aircraft)

*2

the South China Sea

H-6 (bomber)

*12

KJ-500 (early warning aircraft)

*2

Total:

*56

Y-8 ASW (transport aircraft)

*1

Total:

*1

10/2

10/3

10/4

10/5

Incidents

Source: MoD, Taiwan
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PRC National Day

Analysts have warned that the risk of war breakout is indeed growing, if not
unlikely. Kuo-cheng Chiu, the Defense Minister of Taiwan, acknowledges at a meeting
of Legislative Yuan that the current situation over the Taiwan Strait is the most difficult
occasion since his service in the military. 1 Against this background, any misstep of
action by one side might trigger irreconcilable and uncontrollable consequences.
This essay aligns with an argument that the intention of the recent Chinese
aggressive moves might not to launch war, but to pose blare political and military
menaces and then achieving certain goals. To consider proper ways of response, Taiwan
needs to accurately interpret the situation.

Since President Tsai won the election in 2016, Beijing has adapted to a unilateralist
stance in its Taiwan policy. The authority closed the previously established official
communicating platforms with Taipei and squashed Taiwan’s international space over
the past years. It also suspended the issuing of travel visas to the Chinese mainlanders
who planned to visit the island. Then came into the public notice is the Chinese military
activities with various tactics such as gray-zone warfare in operation. Swarms of sand
dredgers and fishing boats from China kept crossing the middle line and stayed near
Taiwan’s Matsu and Kinmen islands. There were also reported incidents caused by the
PLA military airplanes. The tension has been straightforward. The PLA tried to exhaust
Taiwan’s force strength and they are posing a clear but intimidating signal.2
Applying the observation insight to the Chinese recent behaviors, we are sure that
China is replicating its means of deterrence against Taiwan and many international
defenders, particularly the U.S. Blatantly to say, China is presenting its red line with
armed forces that China’s sovereignty over Taiwan cannot be compromised. China will
be willing to pay a price to counter those international behaviors that are defined as
crossing such a red line. We have seen similar scenarios when the PLA sent more sorties
into the ADIZ in the past one year when the US senior officials visited Taiwan, and when
Taiwan was mentioned by global leadership at the G7 Summit.
While Taiwan is rapidly expanding its global network with the support from the US
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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and from the like-minded alliance and benefit from China’s failed wolf warrior
diplomacy, China seems to continue its courses of action based upon the above logic.
It has been heard that China’s activities in the early October this year were to target
the joint exercises near the South China Sea, where Taiwan only played a limited role.
Accordingly, the exercise dates were prescheduled and revealed in advance, and that
was the first time for the US, the UK and Australia to perform joint action after their
creation of AUKUS. Whatever Beijing’s perception will be, however, it could take
advantage of sending military aircrafts to express its protests under the cloak of a
training program. This ambiguity offered China a cover of its real intention.3

In addition to posing a signal of intimidation, the PLA’s proactive incursions into Taiwan
airspace served as another purpose for the Chinese domestic propaganda. October is
a sensitive month for both China and Taiwan as their individual National Day are in the
same month. More sensitivities added to this year is due to the 100th anniversary of the
Chinese Communist Party. On 1 July, Xi Jingping in his speech asserted the CCP’s
historical mission which was to resolve the Taiwan question and to realize China’s
complete reunification; he said that was also an unshakable commitment of the CCP.4
Such a tone appeared again on the occasion of the 110th anniversary of Xinhai
Revolution, dated on October 9 when Xi reaffirmed the necessity and inevitability of the
Chinese national reunification.5 Many observers believe that Xi’s talk target and satisfy
the nationalist audience, which is rising in China.
It is argued that the Chinese authority planned to show its “hard power” in the
early October to mobilize the domestic sentiment, which was expected to transform
into a public opinion to support the CCP.6 Furthermore, the sentiment was expected to
help the ruling party to tackle the domestic problems.
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The CCP is right now facing tough challenges in and outside China, those including
the endless waves of COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, and emerging issues such as the
electronic power shortage, economic recession as well as the strategic competition with
the US on bilateral and multilateral occasions. To deal with them, the authority adopted
various way, including tightening social space and deepening control on Big Tech which
have been witnessed in recent months. Having taken these measures, many analysts
do not rule out that the Beijing would resort to military manner to Taiwan to distract
the domestic attention. As Xi is paving the way of maintaining his power at the 20th
Party Congress in 2022, domestic stability must be listed as the main priority.7

The third implication from the PLA’s aggression focused on the military aspect. Arguably,
China wanted to demonstrate its resentment and military capability against the US-led
series of joint exercises in the Indo-Pacific region, if we examine the frequency and
timing.8 As has been noted, China might believe that it can wear down the Taiwanese
society as well. For Taiwan, on the other side, we also capture some significant aspects
from these Chinese military activities.
First of all, the surged number and intensity within a short time demonstrates that
the PLA has forged a mature chain of logistics.9 Benefited from that progress which
would provide important support to the troops, the warplanes can then conduct
sophisticated and long-distance tasks more effectively and efficiently. In line with this
point, the PLA must have upgraded their command-and-control capability to manage a
larger scale of air force than before.
The second point, raised by many military and strategic analysts, is the possibility
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whether the J-16D electronic warfare airplanes have been deployed in these operations.10
If confirmed, not only will the Taiwanese force but also the military troops of neighboring
states need to build their countermeasure. The J-16D airplane is reportedly outstanding
in its capability to disrupt radar and electronic systems. The airplane can effectively
support and combine with other sorts of fighter jet to undermine air defense on lands,
guaranteeing the PLA’s advantage in contrast to its adversary. On the first day of October,
we observed a complete task force with sufficient types of bombers, fighters, and warning
and control aircrafts, and we must keep our eyes on.11 That is why the scale as well as
the types of planes caught international attention.
In addition, we can foresee future constitution of PLA aircraft deployed in the
region. Taiwanese media have reported that during one of the six navies exercises, a
group of attacking forces appeared, and it was constituted as tens of J-16 jets coming
first along with H-6 bombers, and then KJ-500. Such a formation (number and order)
was in place to perform the Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) tactics.12 Due to the lack
of first-hand information we are not going to dig further such content here, but given
the knowledge about the specific features of the shown warplanes, picturing the PLA’s
operation in advance might be workable.

Overall, the Chinese sudden and rising military presence intends to achieve multiple
goals. One of which, China looks for having a “substantial and meaningful” dialogue with
the US. Since President Joe Biden took office in January, China was not yet able to
reverse the US’s current China policy set up by the Trump Administration. As a result,
taking Taiwan as a potential breakthrough might be risky, but worth trying, as it is also
in line with Beijing’s intention of deterrence on President Tsai.
On October 5, President Biden himself expressed his concerns over Taiwan. Biden
said that he had a phone call with Xi Jinping and they both agreed to follow the “Taiwan
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Agreement,” which subsequently was clarified by the White House staff what Biden
referred to was Taiwan Relations Act. On October 6, the US national security adviser
Jake Sullivan held a close-door meeting with China’s Central Foreign Affairs Commission
Director Yang Jiechi in Zurich. Both sides, 8 hours later, agreed to hold a US-China
Leadership Summit, presumably to be in the form of online. 13 Although their
interaction was rarely interpreted as warm, there is an indicator that the two sides are
ready to improve their current strategic rivalry. However, neither show a willingness to
prevent Taiwan from turning into sparks of fire, despite the communication.
To look forward, tension should remain, and pressure turn to be heavier over the
area of Taiwan Strait, if no one is willing to concede, though war arguably is not
imminent. The strategic competition between the US and China would no doubt fuel
the fire. Still, the thing that the distance between competition and conflict is just one
way step. Having said so, all engaged actors explicitly express their interests and
concerns respectively and yet practically they would balance tactics to prevent from
accidental violent conflicts. To conclude, no one side should be going to faceoff with
military means in the short term,
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but the spiral of uncertainty and pressure of conflict

are rising for all.
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