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With the election of a new pro-independence president in Taiwan, the current détente 
in the cross-strait relations is likely to fade away. If Taiwan chooses to proclaim 
independence, it could invite a Chinese invasion and possibly lose the support of 
the United States. While Taiwan is advanced both economically and militarily, China 
could find many ways to hurt it and impose its will on the island nation. Therefore, 
Taiwan has to contrive its own version of an anti-access/area-denial strategy in 
order to deter a Chinese invasion.

As Taiwan is undergoing political changes in the coming months and China is 
starting to feel the weight of its own problems, it is worth taking a look at the political, 
economic, and foremost, the military balance between the two nations.

Political and Economic Background

The relations between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Republic 
of China (ROC or Taiwan) have always been marked by tension and military 
posturing. Ever since the end of the single-party rule of the Kuomintang (KMT) 

and Taiwan’s gradual transformation into a multi-party democracy the discussion 
of the parties about the fate of the relations has varied between independence and 
reunification. In the 1992 Consensus both parties agreed to the “One China policy” 
in principle which means that there is only one China without declaring which one 
is the One. So far, only the former President of the Democratic Progressive Party 
(DPP) Chen Shui-bian rejected this consensus which led to the deterioration of the 
relations between the PRC and the ROC at that time.

As the PRC went through its rapid economic ascension and the accompanying 
military modernisation in the last 30 years, the tides have turned in their overall 
balance. While Taiwan is considered one of the “Asian Tigers” for its fast economic 
growth in the late 20th century, as a result of its size and the population nowadays 
it cannot hold a candle to China’s rise. But even though China towers over Taiwan 
in aggregate economic size, population and other metrics, the island nation is still 
considered one of the more advanced economies in the world with a sophisticated, 
export-oriented technology industry and one of the most formidable militaries in 
the Asia-Pacific.

This growing disparity made ripples in the political domain as well. In the recent 
years, the KMT went from a confrontational tone to a more appeasing one. This 
could have proven to be one of the main ingredients for its loss at the elections 
this January as the Democratic Progressive Party won comfortably against the 
incumbent KMT with Tsai Ing-wen becoming the President of Taiwan this May. 
The DPP is deemed as a pro-independence party, in stark contrast with the pro-
unification KMT, but it is very unlikely that the rhetoric will translate into a formal 
declaration of independence. What can be expected, however, is that the new 
DPP government will also reject the 1992 Consensus, even if it cannot negotiate 
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from a position of strength. The upset in the elections reflects the message of the 
Taiwanese people: kickstart the economy but, importantly, be wary of China!

On the other side of the Taiwan Strait, Xi Jinping is steadfastly consolidating 
his power on a scale not seen since Mao Zedong or Deng Xiaoping. Corruption 
purges to clean up the party cadre, heaping up new titles (like the Commander-in-
Chief), and cracking down on dissent with the strongest censorship and legislation 
in decades have characterised his ascension to power. This concentration of power 
and control over the information enabled the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to 
weather the ramifications of the Panama Papers which included some high-ranking 
Chinese figures as well.

Economically, the two sides have grown closer to one another in the recent 
years. With the Three Links policy, transportation, postal and trade services were 
opened up in 2008, and ever since then the economic ties boomed. This opening-
up has turned out to be mutually beneficial as Taiwan proved valuable to China in 
terms of high-tech imports, while Taiwan reaped the fruits of cheap Chinese labour. 
The annual bilateral trade reached 170 billion dollars in the last seven years. The 
tourism industries mutually benefited from the increased number of visitors, despite 
a daily quota of 5000 tourists. A big increase can also be observed in foreign direct 
investments, mainly from China. But even in the face of this trade liberalisation, 
Taiwan is still wary of Chinese investment and labour, as well as of Chinese tourists. 
Recently, there have been further attempts to strengthen the ties in investments, but 
the Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement sparked huge controversy amongst the 
Taiwanese population who protested on the streets and occupied the parliament 
building. The economic overtures which will bind Taiwan to China will most likely 
be overturned as Taiwan recognises that it itself has to diversify its economy and 
distance itself more from China as the PRC is slowing down. Whether China will 
experience a hard landing is still unclear, but by reading the tea leaves, its future 
looks gloomy. Now with the slowing Chinese and global growth, and ineffective 
economic policies, the Taiwanese economy is headed towards an economic 
slowdown as well. This interconnectedness can also be observed through the GDP 
slowdown spillover effect: the Chinese slowdown and rebalancing will affect Taiwan 
the hardest, with the biggest potential GDP decrease in the Asia-Pacific.

Whereas the economic ties have improved, the military relations saw exactly the 
opposite of that, as China continues to amass its coastal forces near Taiwan and is 
mounting mock attacks on Taiwan’s presidential palace.

The inauguration of the DPP and its pro-independence rhetoric (backed by more 
than two-thirds of the Taiwanese population) will most likely bring a clear shift to 
the currently semi-stable cross-strait relations and will also certainly draw China’s 
ire. China’s position on a Taiwanese declaration of independence is clear. It even 
enacted a law, named Anti-Secession Law, proclaiming that it will use “non-peaceful 
means” to prevent Taiwan from announcing independence. However, whether it will 
stick to its promises is contingent both on the internal and external dynamics of 
China.

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-35333647
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-35333647
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2015-04-20/xis-corruption-crackdown
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2015-04-20/xis-corruption-crackdown
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/02/23/asia/china-xi-jinping-propaganda/
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/apr/07/china-ramps-up-panama-papers-censorship-after-leaders-relatives-named
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/apr/07/china-ramps-up-panama-papers-censorship-after-leaders-relatives-named
http://www.mac.gov.tw/ct.asp?xItem=56807&ctNode=6148&mp=3
http://thediplomat.com/2015/11/china-and-taiwan-leaders-emphasize-kinship-1992-consensus-in-historic-talks/
https://piie.com/publications/chapters_preview/5010/01iie5010.pdf
http://www.theepochtimes.com/n3/571517-taiwan-legislature-taken-over-by-students-wary-of-china-trade-deal/
http://www.theepochtimes.com/n3/571517-taiwan-legislature-taken-over-by-students-wary-of-china-trade-deal/
http://www.economist.com/news/finance-and-economics/21678276-weaker-growth-exposes-downside-ties-china-straitened-circumstances
http://www.economist.com/news/finance-and-economics/21678276-weaker-growth-exposes-downside-ties-china-straitened-circumstances
https://twitter.com/IMFNews/status/727393683251814400
https://twitter.com/IMFNews/status/727393683251814400
http://www.voanews.com/content/a-13-2009-08-20-voa17-68706212/409333.html
http://www.voanews.com/content/a-13-2009-08-20-voa17-68706212/409333.html
http://thediplomat.com/2015/07/chinese-pla-simulates-attack-on-taiwans-presidential-office/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/jnylander/2015/02/14/strong-support-for-independence-in-taiwan/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/jnylander/2015/02/14/strong-support-for-independence-in-taiwan/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A15294-2005Mar7.html
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thE military BalancE

So with the specter of a possible Chinese military invasion hanging over Taiwan, 
how do the two sides stack up militarily? Before China’s economic surge, the 
military balance was more even. But in the last 15 years, China has seen 

an astronomical growth in its defence expenditures. Up from the official figure of 
14.6 billion dollars in 2000, the 2015 defence budget is officially around 145 billion 
dollars. Since the official spending is constantly underreported, the real defence 
spending is put around 216 billion dollars. In particular, China has embarked on 
a thorough modernisation of its naval, air and missile forces, while cutting back 
on its 1.5-million-strong standing army. It is also moving away from imports, and 
strives to establish a domestic military-industrial complex with indigenous projects 
(helped by industrial espionage), like stealth aircraft.

These developments are all in line with the ambiguous strategy China is pursuing 
militarily. Close to its shores, that is the First (and soon the Second) Island Chain, 
it is trying to establish an anti-access/area-denial strategy with its new supersonic 
cruise missiles, manoeuvrable anti-ship intermediate-range ballistic missiles 
(IRBMs), improved destroyers and submarines, and the notorious artificial islands 
acting as de facto “unsinkable aircraft carriers”. But at the same time, the PRC is 
pursuing additional aircraft carriers, nuclear submarines and eyes new port-of-
calls for its vessels around the world, which are definitely the signs of an aspiring 
blue-water navy. This arms build-up, however, is not particularly aimed at Taiwan, 
rather at other third-parties (notably the US or Japan) who would meddle in the 
self-declared Chinese territorial waters or who would come to the aid of Taiwan. 
Surely, China has long-term global aspirations for which a strong blue-water navy is 
essential but for now it is constrained by geography, the US and its allies in the First 
Island Chain, the lack of proper training/warfighting experience, and the still mostly 
outdated military equipment.

Judging solely by the numbers, Taiwan seems entirely outmatched, but the 
size is only one indicator of military strength. Taiwan has one and a half aces 
up its sleeve, and one of that is sophistication. While its defence budget is only 
around one-fifteenth of that of China (at 10.7 billion dollars), Taiwan has the United 
States as a supplier of high-end weapon systems. Therefore, it possesses limited 
quantities of relatively advanced F-16A/Bs, E-2 Hawkeye early warning aircrafts, as 
well as Apache and Kiowa helicopters. Additionally, Taiwan has advanced (but few) 
submarines, destroyers with serious anti-ship capabilities, and Patriot air and missile 
defence batteries. The wish list is only growing, as the ROC aims to procure F-35s, 
Arleigh Burke Class Aegis destroyers, and M1A2 tanks but the budget constraints 
will likely impede such high-profile procurements efforts.

http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/budget.htm
http://www.sipri.org/media/pressreleases/2015/milex-april-2015
http://www.sipri.org/media/pressreleases/2015/milex-april-2015
http://csis.org/files/publication/150901_Chinese_Mil_Bal.pdf
http://www.wsj.com/articles/chinas-unsinkable-aircraft-carriers-1438880237
http://csis.org/files/publication/150901_Chinese_Mil_Bal.pdf
http://amti.csis.org/taiwans-defense-spending-the-security-consequences-of-choosing-butter-over-guns/
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/taiwan/weapons.htm
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/policy-budget/warfare/2015/05/27/taiwan-requirements-submarine-frigate-destroyer-helicopter-budget-china/26860647/
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The other half ace I have alluded to, is the support of the United States. It is 
only half an ace because the United States maintains strategic ambiguity regarding 
the defence of Taiwan. While the Mutual Defense Treaty was terminated in 1979, 
the Taiwan Relations Act of the same year implies a US response to an attack on 
Taiwan but refuses to assert it in order to dissuade the declaration of independence 
by Taiwan. Therefore, whether the United States would come to aid or not, is 
more or less contingent upon the current global situation and the propensity of 
an incumbent president for intervention. This propensity has varied between the 
presidents from the Bush era “do what it takes to help Taiwan defend herself, and 
the Chinese must understand that” rhetoric to the current administration’s relative 
tranquillity on the issue.

What is increasingly likely, however, is that the United States will not send a 
Carrier Strike Group (CSG) in the Taiwan Strait anymore. Usually, when the tensions 
flared up between China and Taiwan, the US would send in an aircraft carrier as 
an instrument of the gunboat diplomacy. But going in to the future, the United 
States cannot operate its CSGs with impunity in non-permissive environments, like 
the Taiwan Strait. This would also complicate a potential American response to 
a potential Chinese action against Taiwan. If the US chose to intervene, it would 
require substantial assets from its part, and while Taiwan would bear the brunt of the 
attacks, it would result in extensive losses on the American side as well. However, 
the United States would most likely be able to defend Taiwan in the short-run even 
though it would entail the risk of escalating the situation to DEFCON 1.

PunitivE oPtions for china

Although realistically unlikely, but the Taiwanese DPP could endorse 
independence in the near future. China then would likely not go back on 
its promise in order to avoid a loss of face (and the repercussions for Tibet 

and Xinjiang) and will hazard a forced incorporation of Taiwan. In a 2013 National 
Defence Report, the Republic of China asserts that the PRC could mount an attack 
on Taiwan by 2020. What are the military options for China and how could Taiwan 
defend itself?

Given that China has around 1200 missiles aimed at Taiwan, torrents of 
missile strikes could be one of the options. While these would likely to be used as 
decapitation strikes, it carries two risks. First, while the missiles most likely to be 
used (DF-11s and DF-15s) have a circular error probability of 5–30 meters, given the 
population density of Taiwan (650 people per km2 – 18th in the world), they would 
still wreak havoc in Taiwan. This strategy would be extremely counterproductive 
as China wants to incorporate Taiwan into its economy, and it would need to foot 
the bill of the reconstruction. Second, provided that all missiles hit their intended 
targets (government and military buildings, airfields, roads, utilities), which in itself 

http://www.cato.org/publications/commentary/what-strategic-ambiguity
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35855.htm
http://thediplomat.com/2014/12/aircraft-carriers-in-the-taiwan-strait/
http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR392.html
http://thediplomat.com/2013/10/china-can-attack-taiwan-by-2020-taipei-says/
http://thediplomat.com/2013/10/china-can-attack-taiwan-by-2020-taipei-says/
http://missilethreat.com/missiles/df-11-11a-css-7/
http://missilethreat.com/missiles/df-15-15a-15b-css-6m-9/
http://www.indexmundi.com/g/r.aspx?v=21000
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is unlikely given that the reliability of Chinese missile technology is questionable, it 
would take around 50 direct hits to render an airbase unusable.  Moreover, Taiwan 
has measures in effect to quickly repair damaged runways.

Another obvious option would be an amphibious assault. Indeed, China has 
ramped up its amphibious capabilities over the years but it would need a highly 
concerted effort on part of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Air Force and Navy. 
So much so, that as of now China does not have the ability to invade Taiwan as it 
has considerably deficiencies in logistics, although it is rapidly modernising that 
aspect as well. While it has changed its doctrine from positional warfare to one 
similar that of the US, it still has substantial organisational shortcomings. There 
is an additional element we have to consider: geography. While on the first sight it 
looks like it is not in favour of Taiwan – the population centres are facing China –, 
historically, invading an island has always been difficult – just look at the World War 
II Pacific theatre –, even without the nascent A2/AD capabilities of Taiwan. Taiwan 
has fortified itself with anti-ship and anti-air systems, underground shelters, and 
employs counter-invasion tactics. Therefore, going by a cost-benefit analysis, an 
amphibious assault would simply not worth it for China, in addition of it being too 
high-profile.

There are three other options, the combination of which seems the most 
plausible. First, special operation forces carrying out surgical strikes as a first-wave 
attack. Even though Chinese special operations capabilities are dubious, it could 
hamper the Taiwanese defensive capabilities, mostly in its command and control 
systems. Second, the sort of hybrid approach that uses deception, misinformation, 
excessive propaganda, fifth column attacks, and cyberwarfare, among others. We 
could think of it as the Chinese maskirovka. The most important aspect of this 
approach is that it will operate below the threshold of deterrence by punishment, 
that is, it will not elicit a counter-strike from the other party. We have seen this in 
use in Eastern Ukraine by the Russian troops who operated in a deniable, false flag 
(or no flag) fashion to achieve their objectives. While in this case the deniability 
aspect is not relevant, the chaos it would create is significant. The hybrid approach 
is already in use by China in some forms, through something that is called salami 
slicing. It is a divide and conquer method to break up the opposition (in this case the 
American allies in the Asia-Pacific) and gain control piece-by-piece. China used this 
tactic in Taiwan by appeasing the former KMT government which led to closer ties, 
thus more control over Taiwan. Seemingly, salami slicing has failed in Taiwan as 
the new government will likely overturn those strides of China, however, elsewhere 
in the Asia-Pacific China is set on continuing this behaviour in order to establish 
control over the region.

The last and most conceivable option would be an economic blockade by 
Chinese military vessels or the “little blue men”, namely the Chinese Coast Guard. 
The drawback of Taiwan’s geography is that being an island, it is very susceptible to 
starvation tactics. I can point again to a World War II example: then Japan, contained 
by the US Navy, could not keep up its war industry. Taiwan imports 98 per cent of 

http://news.usni.org/2014/03/26/taiwan-defend-chinese-attack
http://news.usni.org/2014/03/26/taiwan-defend-chinese-attack
https://news.usni.org/2016/02/10/atlantic-council-panel-china-likely-doesnt-have-the-ability-to-invade-taiwan-yet
http://csis.org/files/publication/150901_Chinese_Mil_Bal.pdf
http://warontherocks.com/2015/01/chinese-special-operations-forces-not-like-back-at-bragg/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2012/08/03/salami-slicing-in-the-south-china-sea/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2012/08/03/salami-slicing-in-the-south-china-sea/
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its energy, most of it from the Persian Gulf countries, while other imports are from 
Mainland China. Their energy mix is around 90 per cent hydrocarbons with the rest 
being nuclear and renewable sources. The fossil fuel travels through chokepoints 
like the Strait of Hormuz and Malacca which, in theory, are able to be blocked by 
China. While the Chinese Navy is unlikely to manage that due to the US Navy, it 
can still blockade off Taiwan near its coasts. Unfortunately for Taiwan, renewable 
energy options, like wind or solar, are very limited due to its small area. The only 
viable solution to allow the ROC more self-sufficiency is nuclear energy, on which 
I will elaborate in the section of the recommendations. Still, Taiwan would be able 
to function for a month given its strategic reserves. The government is aiming to 
combat this import dependency by reducing Taiwan’s energy intensity, a strategy that 
will not solve its import woes. Although offshore fields in the South China Sea could 
partly assure Taiwanese energy security, according to the current estimates there 
are little to no hydrocarbons reserves in the vicinity of Taiwan. In addition to energy 
imports, Taiwan is very dependent to foodstuff and commodity imports, blocking of 
which would likely evoke a rally-around-the-flag-effect in the short run but lead to 
public revolts as the conflict becomes drawn out. However, an economic blockade 
is still very much a dicey operation. It would certainly invoke a US intervention due 
to its ramifications on the freedom of the sea lines of communication in the world’s 
busiest shipping region, something the US is adamant on upholding as it is crucial 
for its command of the commons.

In addition to a tangible economic blockade, a virtual one is also plausible 
where China applies financial or trade sanctions on Taiwan. While China has a 
comparatively small say in international financial movements, it could, for example, 
block remittances for the Taiwanese people working in Mainland China or apply 
targeted sanctions to Taiwanese individuals by freezing their assets in China. This 
is clearly a low-key response, one that fits in the general scheme of hybrid warfare 
but it can be conceivable employed during an actual shooting conflict.

However advanced and entrenched Taiwan is, it is evident that China is definitely 
capable of hurting it badly. But the question arises: is it worth it for China?

The economic costs would be the least of a problem (even though it would 
be a very pricey endeavour with debatable returns). The diplomatic fallout and 
the subsequent enormous soft power loss, however, would severely impede the 
Chinese aspirations to be a global power. China realised that hard power will only 
get the Middle Kingdom so far and that the Chinese power needs to be wanted 
by others, not imposed on others. This is exactly what such an action against 
Taiwan would inhibit. Moreover, the neighbours of China, who are already frightened 
of its assertive behaviour, would immediately begin to pour huge resources into 
their own militaries and run into arms of the United States. This could even lead 
to the reinvigoration of formal military alliance in Southeast Asia, something akin 
to a SEATO 2.0. The tentative steps for this can be already observed, as the United 
States, Japan, Australia, and India begins to lay the foundation by announcing joint 
military exercises and military-to-military agreements. An aggressive Chinese 

http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/country.cfm?iso=TWN
http://www.brookings.edu/research/opinions/2013/09/12-taiwan-energy-security-liao
http://thediplomat.com/2011/04/taiwans-energy-security-battle/
http://thediplomat.com/2011/04/taiwans-energy-security-battle/
http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/regions-topics.cfm?RegionTopicID=SCS
http://www.tradingeconomics.com/taiwan/imports
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-southchinasea-idUSKCN0JE04J20141130
http://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-india-japan-plan-joint-naval-exercises-near-south-china-sea-1457010828
http://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-india-japan-plan-joint-naval-exercises-near-south-china-sea-1457010828
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/international/2016/04/12/india-us-reach-agreement-logistics-boost-defense-ties/82936758/
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action against Taiwan would also damage the Chinese initiative One Road, One 
Belt which aims to reinvigorate the historical Silk Road in order to secure Chinese 
access to energy and trade. This grand strategy badly needs the support of other 
states, something that China is currently struggling with, therefore a Chinese foray 
into Taiwan would make it nigh impossible to realise the New Silk Road as China 
envisioned it.

thE PossiBlE imPEtus for an attack

So, conclusively, with so many drawbacks, for what external reason would 
China ever invade Taiwan? According to the Anti-Secession Law, the obvious 
reason would be a Taiwanese declaration of independence. This, however, 

is unlikely even with the new government, as they would both alienate the United 
States and invoke a Chinese “non-peaceful” action against them. According to 
a report by Taiwan’s Ministry of National Defense, in addition to a declaration of 
independence, China could decide an invasion “if Taiwan obtains nuclear weapons; 
if foreign troops are deployed in Taiwan; if there is extreme civil unrest or other 
internal chaos in Taiwan; if foreign forces interfere in Taiwan’s affairs; or if Taiwan 
delays cross-strait negotiations on eventual reunification”.

But for what reason for China to, one time, invade Taiwan? The main reason 
would be to drum up the nationalistic sentiment, since most Mainland Chinese 
support reunification, even by force (although such polls are few and far between). 
It would certainly be in the interest of the Chinese Communist Party, if the economic 
downturn continues sharply, if there are internal fractures within the CCP or if the 
populace revolts against the government. In each of these scenarios China could 
weigh whether an action against Taiwan to divert the public’s attention from internal 
problems could be worth it for the PRC.

In each case, China will definitely keep a close eye on the United States. If and 
when it senses a window of inattention by the United States (e.g. internal problems 
within the US or being stuck yet again in a military quagmire abroad) it might 
endeavour to forcibly incorporate Taiwan. But many times the decision for a military 
action is based on the personal decisions of some leaders, a factor that neither can 
be dismissed, nor can be anticipated.

There is a theoretical foundation for a potential Chinese attack on Taiwan 
provided by the prospect theory. Putting it simply, it states that “people won’t take 
risks in order to gain, but they will take risks to prevent a loss”. If China senses that it 
operates within the domain of losses (e.g. experiencing severe economic problems, 
being subjected to military containment or Taiwan declaring independence), it 
is more likely to engage in risk-taking actions in order to prevent a loss (Taiwan 
declaring independence and getting away with it). Factoring in the United States, 
China could initiate a costly signal – an attack against Taiwan –, one that the US 

http://thediplomat.com/2015/10/chinas-aiib-and-obor-ambitions-and-challenges/
http://thediplomat.com/2015/10/chinas-aiib-and-obor-ambitions-and-challenges/
http://thediplomat.com/2015/09/6-reasons-china-would-invade-taiwan/
http://wikisum.com/w/Levy:_Prospect_theory,_rational_choice,_and_international_relations
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might not turn out to be willing to reciprocate, that is, it would refrain from escalating 
the conflict by entering. Thus, Taiwan would be left alone to defend itself, something 
it currently is not able to do properly. Theories can never be applied perfectly, so this 
situation might very well turn out to be a long shot. But nevertheless, in the next 
section I will offer some recommendations what Taiwan should do to make itself 
more resilient and build up a credible deterrent.

rEcommEndations for taiwan

Building a credible deterrent in the case of a small island nation is an arduous 
task, and with limited resources it has to take advantage of an asymmetrical 
strategy. Since Taiwan cannot obtain a credible and visible deterrent (nuclear 

capability or conventional superiority backed up by numbers) it cannot rely on 
deterrence by punishment. Instead, Taiwan should focus on deterrence by denial. 
This is exactly the premise of the anti-access/area-denial, through which Taiwan 
is able to build a so-called A2/AD bubble around itself. It can be conceived as a 
glorified “fortress-building” but with modern access-, manoeuvre- and objective-
denying weaponry. Taiwan should build these circles of A2/AD weapon systems 
around itself to slow down a Chinese attack and increase the costs of it, thereby 
dissuading the attacker from continuing the assault. The typical assortment of 
these weapon systems includes but is not limited to submarines (preferably diesel-
electric), anti-ship missile batteries, mining, unmanned undersea and aerial vehicles, 
and very importantly for Taiwan, anti-air and anti-missile emplacements. Taiwan 
already possesses many of these but, as it can be ascertained from this analysis, 
currently this is not enough.

There is, however, the unfortunate reality for Taiwan that due to both fiscal and 
political constraints it cannot acquire the weapon systems it would need. Ceteris 
paribus, Taiwan should procure F-35Bs, as they do not require long runways and 
provide unparalleled capabilities. Additionally, it should get the Terminal High 
Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system to shoot down incoming ballistic missiles. 
Unfortunately for Taiwan, both of these possibilities are out of the realm of reality, 
as they are both political non-starters due to Chinese opposition and American 
reluctance to sell them to Taiwan, in addition of being too expensive for Taiwan’s 
comparatively meager defence budget.

Realistically, Taiwan should procure AV-8B Harrier jump jets, more Patriot PAC-3 
anti-air/missile batteries, diesel-electric submarines with anti-ship cruise missiles, 
and coastal defence emplacements. Indeed, a recent study found that Taiwan 
should axe some of its fighter aircrafts in order to procure more short-ranged and 
mobile surface-to-air missiles (SAMs). It stated that Taiwan’s fighter force is too 
vulnerable, therefore it should focus on building a multi-layered air defence system 
with short-range missiles complementing the Patriots. This is a very bold approach, 

http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1051.html
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one that Taiwan is not likely to undertake. Nevertheless, a more robust air and missile 
defence is still needed for deterrence, even if we go by my assessment that China 
is unlikely to pound Taiwan with missile barrages. A danger that such an abrupt 
militarisation carries is that it feeds into the security dilemma, that is, if Taiwan feels 
threatened by China, it will arm itself which, in turn, will result in China arming itself 
even more. Such an arms race Taiwan cannot win, therefore it has to be savvy with 
its military procurements.

But the military deterrence is only part of the picture. Taiwan’s biggest weakness 
is its vulnerability to import interdiction. It has few cards to play when it comes to 
energy diversification but as I have alluded to it, still the nuclear energy could be the 
best solution from a strategic perspective. Taiwan already operates some nuclear 
reactors, so increasing the share of nuclear power in its energy mix would make 
the island more resilient to energy interdiction. It could also force China refrain from 
using missile attacks as it sure does not want to bear the fallout from a nuclear 
meltdown on the Chinese coastal areas. I do have to make the disclaimer though 
that Taiwan carries high seismic hazard and the public is opposed to the idea, so it 
might not be politically feasible in a tranquil times.

Economically, decoupling the Taiwanese economic affairs from that of China is 
not only beneficial for Taiwan because of strategic considerations but also to make 
it more resilient to a possible Chinese economic hard landing. Taiwan should open 
itself more towards the ASEAN nations in trade and investment, as their interregional 
trade is paltry compared to that with Japan or the United States. Still, while it could 
sound as a long shot Taiwan should endeavour to join the Trans-Pacific Partnership, 
if it ever goes into force.

conclusion

Therefore, the “Taiwan situation” is a predicament for every player involved: 
China, Taiwan and the United States as well. Taiwan has to walk a fine line 
between getting too close to China and aiming for independence. Additionally, 

to remedy its current military deficiencies it has to craft its own asymmetrical A2/
AD strategy to do more with less and dissuade a Chinese action. China is surely 
under pressure both internally and externally, but a Taiwanese invasion cannot solve 
its woes and it would be a really impetuous act to try to invade the island. Lastly, 
the United States should keep Taiwan at an arm’s length, as it is an important and 
formidable military ally in the region it should support militarily, but getting too 
involved into the cross-strait relations is not something the United States will afford 
to do with impunity in the future.
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