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Introduction

The status of Taiwan as a major potential flashpoint
between China and the United States and the possi-
bility of a large-scale military confrontation over the
island in the near future are now widely acknowledged
by Indo-Pacific and extra-regional governments and
researchers. Following the 1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis,
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has devoted
significant time and resources into modernising and
increasing the capabilities of the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) for high-intensity war fighting. In October
2022, at the 2oth National Congress of the Chinese
Communist Party, President Xi Jinping emphasised
that, although ‘Peaceful Reunification’ remained the
CCP’s preferred approach, “‘we will never promise to
renounce the use of force, and we reserve the option of
taking all measures necessary’.!

Under what circumstances this option would be
exercised by Beijing remains less than clear, however.
High-level decision-making within the CCP remains
largely opaque to outsiders and, likely, to a substan-
tial proportion of domestic observers also. While
this opacity serves to maximise the deterrent effect
of Beijing’s military options via uncertainty, as well
as offering Xi and his advisers greater flexibility in
implementing policy, it also increases the risk of mis-
interpretation and misjudgement, ultimately contrib-
uting to deterrence failure.

Understanding the factors that might contrib-
ute to, or deter, any decision by the CCP to employ
military force on a large scale and how they interact
with each other, therefore, remains quite challeng-
ing. Deterrence is primarily a psychological effect
derived from an actor’s perception of anticipated
risks and benefits. As one recent RAND Corporation
study notes, deterrence is not just about raising the
cost of an attack for the aggressor, but “‘must be con-
ceived primarily as an effort to shape the thinking of
a potential aggressor’.? Actions taken with the inten-
tion of reinforcing deterrence may therefore end up

having no effect, or potentially even undermining

deterrence, depending on how they are perceived by
a potential adversary.

In order to better understand some of these fac-
tors, three hypothetical scenarios of deterrence fail-
ure were presented at a workshop of subject-matter
experts. These scenarios, respectively set in 2027,
2032 and 2037, all posit a decision taken by Beijing to
undertake large-scale military action against Taiwan,
but against the backdrop of differing domestic and
international political situations. For all three scenar-
ios, participants presented feedback on how plausible
and logical they found the behaviour of key actors,
with a particular focus on how these were shaped by
three key variables. These variables comprised the
nature and strength of the United States’ relation-
ships with regional and extra-regional allies and part-
ners; the perceived balance of conventional military
forces between China on the one hand and the US
and Taiwan on the other; and the results of invest-
ments in emerging key defence technologies by both
Beijing and Washington. These variables were cho-
sen because they can be directly influenced by policy
decisions made by the US and its allies and partners.

While these scenarios are designed to be illustra-
tive of possible causes of deterrence failure, they are
not intended to be predictive of the most likely path of
future events. In addition to assumptions about specific
events and behaviours described in each scenario, all
three scenarios share some key assumptions made by
the authors of this report:

B Since the current status quo is more closely aligned
with Taiwanese and US policy goals, Beijing is the
actor most likely to deliberately seek to achieve its
ends through the use of military force.

B Beijing continues to believe that even a large-
scale conventional conflict with the US would
not necessarily escalate into a nuclear exchange
and, therefore, the PLA’s initial plans and
actions are all conducted using only conven-

tional forces.
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Figure 1: Overview of Scenarios - Variables According to Beijing’s Perspective
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Scenario One: 2027 - The Unexpected Crisis

Summary:

Beijing is going through a political transition from Xi
Jinping’s third to fourth term while the economy is slowly
recovering and growing from a post-COVID-19 setback.
Countries in the region are still hedging between China
and the United States, with the latter’s policy towards

Taiwan not having significantly changed. Beijing, thus,

Figure 2: Overview of Scenario One: 2027 - The
Unexpected Crisis

Scenario One
2027
‘Unexpected Crisis’

\”/\ China’s
II domestic

I I I context

3)

Economic growth, but
political transition

Close:
US will probably intervene

US relationship
with Taiwan

Hedging between US and
China, does not immediately
favour China

International

00 politics
Y P Qe
e

Does not clearly favour
US or China

Technological

situation and No clear advantage

for either side

outlook
W ::’(I;tl;;zrv Blockade
"™

. Disadvantageous to China
Neither advantageous nor disadvantageous to China

. Advantageous to China

Source: 1ISS

thinks it has time to continue working towards reunifi-
cation in the medium term and does not yet feel it has
military advantage. While Beijing is focused on continu-
ity and stability at home and abroad, Xi stumbles into an
accidental military crisis:
B emerging technology favouring the US (but the US
believes otherwise)
B alliance relationships and access favouring neither
the US nor China explicitly
B domestic/economic situation in China improving
B closer US-Taiwanese relationship — strategic ambi-

guity remains in place

China’s domestic context:

In 2027, Xi is ending his historic third term and has not
made any indication that he will appoint a successor. It
is thus deemed highly likely that Xi, who believes much
progress is yet to be made towards achieving the Chinese
Communist Party's (CCP's) 2035 development goals
under his personal watch, will gain a fourth term as pres-
ident of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), General
Secretary of the CCP and Chairman of the Central
Military Commission (CMC).

China has recovered economically from years of its
‘Dynamic Zero COVID’ policy. Xi’s fourth term is thus
focused on increasing growth again following economic
recovery. As this is likely to be his last term, he is focused
on ending his 20 years as the leader of China with some-
thing akin to an economic miracle. For the time being,
the party seeks to use non-military measures to push

Taiwan closer to reunification.

US relationship with Taiwan:

In 2024, the Democratic Party wins the presidential elec-
tion by a narrow margin and Joe Biden is replaced with
a politically similar (though younger) Democrat. The
Republican Party continues to amass popularity as the
Make America Great Again (MAGA) political segment
of the party grows. By 2027, hawkish China sentiments

are mainstream and bipartisan, but strategic ambiguity
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remains in place with regard to the United States’ com-
mitment to defending Taiwan in the event of an attack
by China. The United States” economy is still larger than
that of China, but not by much.

Similarly, in Taiwan, the Democratic Progressive Party
(DPP) has retained its political power and won presi-
dential elections in 2024. Tsai Ing-wen has been replaced
by a like-minded DPP successor as president of Taiwan.
By 2027, the president’s politics have not yet crossed
China’s red line of declaring independence, but there is
continued investment into Taiwan’s defensive capabili-
ties. Economic malaise and the DPP’s externally focused
political campaigning have allowed the economy-focused
Kuomintang to return from the brink of political death
and the party has regained some of its previous support

in the 2024 general election and the 2026 midterm election.

International politics:

Internationally, countries in the Indo-Pacific and Europe are
still trying to hedge their bets between the US and China,
seeking to avoid actions that would definitively align them
with one side or the other. In the Indo-Pacific, countries are
reading the economic tea leaves, and are starting to think
that the United States’ global economic primacy may be
overtaken by China in the next 20 years. China, with an eye
to rebuilding its post-COVID-19 reputation and economic
growth, is seeking to rebuild ties with countries in its imme-
diate region that benefit its ultimate goals.

The transatlantic relationship is still strong and with
the war in Ukraine over, European countries once again
have the ability to shift part of their focus and resources
to the Indo-Pacific region. In the summer of 2027, a
combined British-French Carrier Strike Group (CSG) is
deployed to the Indo-Pacific, conducting a number of
port visits in South and Southeast Asia as it makes its
way to Japan for joint exercises. Australian and Japanese
forces have deepened their defence cooperation and
expanded their joint exercises over the past five years.
However, the rise of MAGA politics in the US is discon-
certing and Europeans are worried that the transatlantic

relationship will suffer through another Trump-like era.

Military balance:
The overall military balance remains largely unchanged

from 2022. Military modernisation efforts in China,

Taiwan and the US have proceeded more-or-less as
planned, with major equipment programmes delivering
on time or slightly behind schedule in all three coun-
tries. New systems, such as the B-21 Raider long-range
bomber, MQ-25 Stingray uninhabited aerial vehicle
(UAV) and longer-ranged air-, land- and sea-launched
missiles have now entered US service but are still only
available in limited quantities.

Senior People’s Liberation Army (PLA) officers are
relatively happy with the personnel side of its mod-
ernisation programme as its 2027 centenary milestone
approaches. However, they feel that more work is clearly
needed to catch up to US levels of experience in key capa-
bility areas, with plans to address these gaps between
2027 and 2035. Taipei continues to try and balance qual-
ity and quantity in its recapitalisation programmes and
questions remain about the training and equipment of
its reserve forces. Funding challenges mean that Taiwan
has not yet been able to significantly increase its reserve

stockpiles of equipment and munitions.

Technological situation and outlook:

The USremains in the lead when it comes to developing and
operationalising emerging military-technological capabili-
ties for warfare in East Asia. The US Armed Forces retain
the world’s most advanced military cyber capabilities and
lead in hypersonic-weapons technology. The PLA, in turn,
has invested in a number of asymmetrical capabilities that
combine existing technological capabilities with emerging
ones and embraced a wider role for commercially avail-
able systems, such as cheap off-the-shelf drones in a future
military campaign against the US. In lieu of fielding large
numbers of uninhabited underwater vehicles and unin-
habited surface vehicles, China has decided to upgrade
existing sea mines to form semi-autonomous minefields
and has invested in powerful stationary ground-based
electronic warfare capabilities to jam US and Japanese com-
munications along the First Island Chain. Beijing assesses
that the US would not risk striking mainland China with
kinetic (precision-guided) or non-kinetic (cyber) strikes.
The PLA has also developed anti-satellite capabilities to
target US satellites and negate the use of space by both
China and the US in the worst-case scenario, given that
Beijing is less dependent on space-based capabilities than

Washington. All-domain operations on the US side and
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systems-destruction warfare concepts on the Chinese side
are aspirational at this stage. China believes, though has no
proof, that Taiwan has started research and development of
longer-range missiles and, more worryingly, a hypersonic

ramjet-missile programme.

Military action:

In June 202y, Taiwan conducts its annual Han Kuang
defence exercise. In response, the PLA has deployed
air and naval power in a large-scale show of force
designed to emphasise Beijing’s continuing military
superiority ahead of the 21st National Party Congress.
Whilst operating off Taiwan’s east coast as part of this
demonstration, the Fujian, the PLA’s third and most
advanced aircraft carrier, suffers a sudden series of
catastrophic explosions and sinks, along with most of
her crew. Survivors give conflicting accounts of what
happened; some suggesting that they had been hit by
a volley of Taiwanese anti-ship missiles, either delib-
erately or accidentally, and others that the explosions
occurred internally.

While the CMC and the PLA go into overdrive to
establish the actual sequence of events, rumours that are
quick to blame the Taiwanese spread on Chinese social
media. Domestic public opinion begins to pressure the
CCP for immediate and harsh retribution. Xi and his
fellow Politburo Standing Committee members decide
that a failure to adequately respond to Chinese (and in
particular, PLA) casualties in this case would threaten to
destabilise both Xi’s personal legacy and the CCP itself.
Beijing must be seen to act decisively to reassert its mili-
tary dominance of Taiwan.

Xi orders the PLA to undertake a stand-off air and
naval blockade of Taiwan’s main island, calculating
that the resulting pressure will force Taipei to acknowl-
edge responsibility for the sinking without undue risk
of escalation. Should these measures fail to achieve the
desired results, the PLA is also instructed to prepare a
series of punitive missile attacks on Taiwanese military
targets as a fallback option.

Given the uncertainty over events, the US and
European governments with forces in the region must
now decide how to respond. Without a clear sense
of Beijing’s ultimate objectives, Washington seeks to

quickly bolster its military forces in the region to deter

further Chinese escalatory activity. Some of its tradi-
tional allies and partners, however, argue that any mil-
itary action on their part is more likely to fuel, rather

than deter further escalation.
Workshop findings:

A) Alliances

The key variable to consider in this scenario is that the
United States’ relationship with its allies and partners
has not deteriorated, but nor has it improved signifi-
cantly. However, Europe’s ‘return’ to the Indo-Pacific
region as a region of priority presents a challenge to
Beijing in the event of a crisis. Beijing’s perception of the
status quo in the United States’” alliance structure and
potential for US intervention remains an inhibition to
proceeding with military action to force reunification.

The assumption in the scenario is that despite the lack
of clear responsibility for the crisis presented by the sink-
ing of the Fujian, domestic pressure at home requires
the CCP to respond in order to uphold its legitimacy.
However, as the status of US alliances and partnerships
in the region does not favour China, Beijing opts for a
non-kinetic response, while further promoting a narra-
tive throughout the region and beyond in an effort to gar-
ner support for its declaration of a blockade. For Taiwan,
the response from Beijing is expected.

The first observation is that responses from Europe,
Japan and the US might vary. The US response could
range from an information campaign to diplomatic
negotiations with the PRC and, lastly, preparing US
and allied forces if the PRC is not willing to de-escalate.
However, Australia, Japan and the US would likely
immediately consider implementing a sanctions regime
and export controls against the PRC.

While participants viewed the US and Japan as tak-
ing either immediate political agreement with Beijing to
end the blockade or military action to break the block-
ade, participants were less convinced that European,
Southeast Asian or other allies and partners in the region
would participate. Though in this scenario a European
CSG was present in the Indo-Pacific region, French and
British naval forces participating would evaluate their
response based on US actions and requests for assistance.

Overall, growing criticism of China in Europe and in the
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transatlantic alliance would mean that European navies
are envisioned as likely to assist the US in taking action
in support of Taiwan. However, while UK-French ties
are considered to have improved since AUKUS, partici-
pants did question whether the composition of the CSG
in this scenario was UK or French-led, and whether that
might impact coordination in responding to the crisis
around Taiwan.

Southeast Asian countries were viewed as the most
hesitant to become involved in this scenario. With the
exception of the Philippines and Singapore, participants
viewed any role for Southeast Asian countries in sup-
port of Taiwan as extremely unlikely, despite the high
number of Southeast Asian nationals resident in Taiwan.
A response from the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) was seen as equally unlikely, regard-
less of which country was chair at the time of the crisis.
Depending on circumstances, Singapore would be in a
difficult position should the US ask for its assistance.
The Philippines would find it difficult to reject any US
request to host forces on its territory, considering its
geographic location. All other countries, it was posited,
would respond similarly to how they responded to the
war in Ukraine: by claiming neutrality.

The second finding in this scenario is that attribu-
tion does matter in the event of an accidental cri-
sis. In this scenario, the underlying assumption is
that none of the parties have immediate clarity as to
who caused the crisis. The majority of participants
agreed that attribution would be sought to be deter-
mined by countries before any further action was
taken. This was particularly true for European allies.
However, in some cases, attribution would not be
deemed important. Participants questioned whether
attribution on the part of China would encourage
Southeast Asian countries to play a role in respond-
ing to China. Similarly, for Australia, Japan and the
US, attribution would matter less. However, in the
event that Taiwan is viewed to be at fault, there may
be more hesitation from a segment of government in
each country to defend Taiwan and a Western coa-
lition might not hold. Participants also questioned
whether Beijing would regard attribution as impor-
tant in its decision-making and discussed the role of

attribution in helping Beijing control the narrative

and dissuade neutral countries from supporting the
US or Taiwan.

Thirdly, from a political perspective and considering
the likelihood of a blockade of Taiwan in the next five
years, participants agreed that greater research is needed
to understand how long Taiwan can resist Chinese coer-
cion through a blockade before capitulating. If neither
the US nor its allies are likely to intervene quickly in
a blockade scenario, or should their interventions fail,
Taiwan must be able to survive a blockade for sufficient
time to find a political or alternative military solution.
Participants agreed that Taiwan should already begin
preparing for such a scenario, by, for example, stockpil-

ing natural gas and other resources.

B) Conventional Military Balance

The conventional military-balance variable in this sce-
nario plays an important but not determinant role.
While the PLA has progressed towards military mod-
ernisation by 2027, it has not progressed far enough to
take a more confident posture.

The first finding of this scenario with regard to con-
ventional capabilities is that the PLA, by 2027, is unlikely
to have changed significantly in the military balance and
that any changes will not have been fully integrated into
PLA concepts and doctrines. Participants thus agreed
with the scenario that any blockade in 2027 would
largely need to be accomplished with the capabilities
that the PLA has in operation in 2022 — as well as para-
military forces such as the China Coast Guard (CCG).
China’s maritime militia, however, was not viewed as a
likely participant in any blockade operation.

The second finding is that despite this, in this scenario
the CCP feels that only a military response is possible in
order to make its discontent clear. Nevertheless, partici-
pants argued that it was unlikely that the CCP would
want to escalate the situation further. The motivation in
this scenario would be to achieve a short-term political
win. De-escalation in this scenario was possible, either
by forming a political consensus that Taiwan would
accept blame for the crisis, or by escalating to de-escalate.
This could be achieved by the US or its allies potentially
choosing to ‘shoulder’ PLA or CCG vessels, as an exam-
ple. By responding to the scenario in such a way, the US

could potentially further escalate the crisis. However,
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assuming that China’s reaction was intended to achieve
a short-term political win rather than reflect an intention
to fight a full-scale conflict in this crisis, the United States’
actions could result in Beijing backing down.

Thirdly, participants discussed the applicabil-
ity of a blockade of Taiwan. While some discussed
the type of blockade, other participants discussed
whether a blockade is even possible. With regard to
the former, some participants questioned what level
of blockade would be envisioned - whether this
could be a full blockade that prevented any traffic or
supply in and out of Taiwan, or a “smart blockade’, in
which the PRC would only allow certain goods and
ships to travel into and resupply Taiwan. However,
in respect of the latter, the practical implications of
a ‘smart blockade” would make this difficult, tak-
ing into account intricacies of vessel ownership or
flag states, etc.. Some participants also questioned
whether a blockade of Taiwan was even possible,
despite its frequent reference in media. Questions
were raised as to whether a blockade could legally
be a ‘grey zone’ option, considering its legal status
under international humanitarian law. Participants
also questioned what the legal logic would be that
China would use to blockade what it regards to be

its own territory.

The discussion lastly questioned whether a Taiwan con-
flict or crisis may create spillover effects in other regions,
either by US allies or partners or countries friendly to the
PRC. In particular, while Southeast Asian countries were
considered extremely unlikely to become involved in a
Taiwan scenario (regardless of attribution), some coun-
tries questioned whether Indonesia might decide to cut off
access to some of its own maritime straits and maritime
trade choke points as a measure to escalate in order to
de-escalate. Similarly, some participants also questioned
whether countries more aligned with China, such as
Iran or Russia, may take advantage of a Taiwan scenario
to make political or military gains in their own regions,
thereby potentially complicating allied responses in sup-

port of Taiwan.

C) Emerging Technology

By 2027, neither the US nor China have gone much fur-
ther in developing, let alone integrating and operation-
alising, emerging defence technologies. The assumption
is that these technologies play a minor role in this sce-
nario; the role of emerging technologies was therefore
not discussed as part of this scenario, with workshop
participants instead primarily focusing the discussion
on alliance dynamics and the role of the conventional

military balance across the Strait and with the US.
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Scenario Two: 2032 - The Anticipated Crisis

Summary:

Although it outwardly remains in a position of strength,
China’s overly assertive actions have resulted in an
increasingly formal coalition of opponents, both region-
ally and extra-regionally. Beijing fears that its military
position is now more likely to degrade than improve

over time and resolves to take pre-emptive action to

Figure 3: Overview of Scenario Two: 2032 - The
Anticipated Crisis
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seize Taiwan by force whilst it still has the capability to
do so. These factors involve:
B emerging technology favouring the United States
B alliance relationships and access favouring the US
B the domestic/economic situation in China
deteriorating
B the American-Taiwanese relationship — overt, and

moving towards formal commitments

China’s domestic context:

In 2032, Xi Jinping is coming towards the end of his
fourth, and presumed final, term in office. The prospect
of the first major transfer of power within the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) in a generation has seen a
marked increase in volatility in Chinese domestic poli-
tics. There has been a considerable rise of nationalistic
rhetoric as ‘new men’ seek to outflank the party estab-
lishment from the right.

Although Xi’s own position of authority is not
directly challenged for now, his record on delivering
the ‘Chinese Dream’ has been unsatisfactory. Seeking to
cement his legacy, Xi has taken an increasingly aggres-
sive stance against anyone he believes to be standing in
his way, both at home and abroad. With time running
out, Taiwan remains a proverbial thorn in Xi’s side, but
also, potentially, a final opportunity for an achievement

of significance.

US relationship with Taiwan:
In the US, the political consensus regarding China has
become entrenched in both major parties. Washington has
dropped its policy of ‘strategic ambiguity’ altogether and
has instead explored a closer political and military relation-
ship with Taiwan. The perceived ability and willingness to
‘stand up’ to China has become a litmus test for aspiring
national-level politicians, and the front runner (ODWE) for
the 2032 US presidential election has openly proposed a for-
mal alliance and basing agreement with Taipei.

In Taiwan, a series of poor electoral performances

and the increasing unpopularity of Beijing has led the
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Kuomintang to distance itself from policies of accommo-
dation with the mainland. Chinese attempts to foster an
alternative pro-Beijing party in Taiwanese politics have
been largely ineffective, as the performance of the extro-
verted and sensationalist politician heading the new party
verges on the comical. To make matters worse, the party
has been publicly shamed for its dissemination of CCP-
produced disinformation, and two senior advisers have
been found guilty of accepting CCP funding in ways and

amounts that breach the Political Donations Act.

International politics:

Beijing has demonstrated an increasing willingness to
use the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) overtly to sup-
port its interests, most notably conducting a limited but
destructive punitive air campaign against Vietnam in
2024 following the sinking of several Chinese fishing
vessels in Vietnamese waters. Fearing similar action
might be taken against them in the future, a num-
ber of Southeast Asian states, including Malaysia, the
Philippines and Vietnam have now forged closer ties
with Washington, perceiving the collective-security
benefits of such moves to outweigh the risks of provoca-
tion. Increasing Chinese adventurism and assertiveness
have caused Southeast Asian states to see Taiwan’s fate
as more clearly bound to their own.

Other regional states that had hitherto adopted a
more cautious or independent approach to Beijing have
also hardened their stances. Public sentiment towards
China in South Korea has become increasingly hostile
following the uncovering of a widespread clandestine
supply of weapons to Pyongyang by China in addition
to the arbitrary detention of a popular South Korean
music act by authorities in Shanghai. Quad members
Australia, India and Japan have all adopted policies of
much closer formal cooperation against China. Beijing
suspects that these states have also made private prom-
ises of military support to both Washington and Taipei

in the event of any attack on Taiwan.

Military balance:

The US has increased the breadth and depth of its
forward-deployed forces in the Western Pacific, with
an additional fighter wing forward-deployed in the

Philippines, and medium- and intermediate-range

land-attack missile units deployed in Guam, Japan,
the Philippines and South Korea. Additional US Navy
(USN) units have been assigned to the Pacific Fleet,
and US 7th Fleet has increased the size of its forward-
deployed forces accordingly, frequently operating
alongside partner regional navies. With greater con-
fidence in US and allied military support, Taiwan has
focused its own defence efforts on asymmetric capabili-
ties intended to buy time for external intervention.

In response to an increasingly hostile external envi-
ronment, the PLA has begun stepping up its prepara-
tions for possible military action against Taiwan and
annual exercises have been used to cover an accumula-
tion of supplies and equipment in forward locations in
both 2030 and 2031. The PLA Air Force (PLAAF) now
has a substantial inventory of low-observable combat
aircraft and advanced long-range air-to-air missiles.
The Xian H-20 bomber is also now available, but only
in limited numbers. At the beginning of 2032, PLA com-
manders have been instructed to ensure their units have
high-readiness levels in expectation of potential “provo-
cations’ in the run-up to the US and Taiwanese presiden-

tial elections and the CCP’s National Party Congress.

Technological situation and outlook:

Under pressure to support Xi's narrative, official sta-
tistics continue to show solid economic and techno-
logical progress. Privately, however, the outlook is far
gloomier and many senior CCP members have begun
to doubt that China’s current policies will allow it to
keep pace with the US and its allies in the medium to
long term. Chinese research and development (R&D)
efforts in artificial intelligence have not been progress-
ing as advertised. Several key figures in the R&D effort
have been caught up in ‘anti-corruption campaigns’
that seem more and more like simple purges of poten-
tial opponents of Xi’s policies and others have quietly
left the country.

As a result, the PLA has become deeply concerned
that the US will have taken a significant lead in mili-
tary ‘intelligentisation’ by the middle of the century
and that China may once again be in a position of
pronounced military-technical inferiority. The US has
already made considerably more progress than the

PLA in fielding autonomous and semi-autonomous
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uninhabited systems in both the air and maritime
domains, in addition to new Next-Generation Air
Dominance systems which are about to enter service
in both the USN and Air Force.

Military action:

Under pressure from Xi, the remaining members of
the CCP Politburo Standing Committee agree that time
has run out, and reunification is ‘now or never’. Whilst
attempting an invasion of Taiwan under the current
conditions is an extremely risky undertaking, it is
concluded that there is ultimately no other plausible
option for Beijing to pursue. The prospect of a sizeable
US military force permanently based on Taiwan simply
must be pre-empted.

In May 2032, the PLA launches sequenced cyber, air
and missile strikes on multiple targets in Taiwan, as
well as US bases in Australia, Guam, Hawaii, Japan, the
Philippines and South Korea. These attacks are focused
on C2, logistics and air-combat capabilities, as the PLA
seeks to create the conditions for a rapid airborne and
amphibious-landing operation near Taipei. A Chinese
submarine launches a cruise-missile attack against sup-
port facilities on the US West Coast, aiming to delay the
deployment of naval reinforcements to US 7th Fleet.

International responses to this act of unprovoked
aggression are strongly negative and the US mobilises
a wide-ranging international coalition to sanction China
economically, whilst it races to deploy additional US
and allied military forces to the Western Pacific to pre-

vent a Chinese fait accompli.
Workshop findings:

A) Alliances
Discussants were sceptical that many of the additional
regional states in Northeast and Southeast Asia would
forge closer alliance relationships with the US against
China, even under the conditions posited by the scenario.
South Korea’s China policy would, to some extent,
be determined by the political party in government.
Although the US appears to be pushing Seoul to assume
a greater role in regional-security issues, the latter was
seen as much more likely to retain its focus on the threat

from North Korea, rather than intervene in a Taiwan

contingency. The prospect of additional offensive US
forces being based in the ROK was seen as relatively
unlikely, given potential concerns about the PLA’s
pre-emptive targeting of such assets. It was deemed
more likely that Seoul would seek to expand holdings
of its own, domestic, missile systems instead, should
it perceive the need for an increased long-range-strike
capability. Southeast Asian states, meanwhile, were
perceived as just as likely to bandwagon with China as
against it in this scenario. Some discussants were rela-
tively confident of the Philippines providing access and
basing for US forces, regardless of government status,
but others were less certain.

The value, or likelihood, of a stronger and less ambig-
uous US defence relationship with Taiwan was debated.
On the one hand, Washington’s current policy was pre-
sented as providing important leverage over Taipei,
mitigating against complacency and free riding, while
restricting adventurous impulses. On the other, it was
also seen by some as potentially inhibiting Taipei’s abil-
ity to focus its limited resources on critical defence-trans-
formation objectives. It was not clear how firm China’s
red lines regarding any closer US-Taiwan relationship
are in practice, with Beijing’s policy towards such things
seen as being ‘ambiguous by design’.

Generally, the impact of these alliance relation-
ships on CCP decision-making was seen as relatively
minor, even when the situation appeared to strongly
favour Taiwan and the US. The intervention of key
powers, such as the US and Japan, in any military
conflict with Taiwan, was seen as already “priced
into’ PLA plans and calculations of success, while
most other states were seen as ultimately either
unlikely to actively participate, or to only provide
relatively little military capability, especially in the

early stages of any conflict.

B) Conventional Military Balance

Chinese decision-making in the scenario was regarded
as atypical both in the breadth of its target set and in
its almost immediate leap to a ‘tri-phibious” invasion.
It was suggested that CCP decision-making was likely
to remain cautious and dominated by the survival of
the party as a whole, as opposed to the wishes of Xi.

As such, Beijing’s approach to military action would
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probably still progress along a continuum from a
blockade to a firepower strike campaign (using missile
and air strikes to target political, economic and mili-
tary targets in Taiwan) and, only then, to an invasion
if ultimately necessary. It is possible that inflection
points would be left between these options to allow
for successful termination of hostilities and the overall
focus would likely be on trying to contain the conflict
to Taiwan itself, with minimal outside involvement.

The assumption that the PLA is unlikely to have
achieved an overwhelming military advantage in
the Taiwan Strait by 2032 was strongly supported,
as, despite technological progress, the PLA was
expected to remain at a disadvantage in key areas.
In the maritime domain, the PLA would likely only
be favoured in total hull numbers; in the key anti-
submarine warfare field, the PLA’s relative lack of
trained and experienced operators would remain a
constraint even in 2032.

Given anticipated technological developments and
planned improvements in both US and Taiwanese
capabilities, the PLA’s potential to conduct a success-
ful invasion may actually peak at some point around
2030, although it would likely remain a highly risky
option even at this point. Reported PLA amphibious
exercises currently focus on small-unit (company and
below) sized operations, rather than the large-scale
formation-level operations necessary for an assault
on Taiwan. The size and location of potential inva-
sion beaches would seem to mitigate against a rapid
insertion of a large-scale force, unless a large port
was seized very early in the operation, increasing
the length of time for which amphibious shipping
and initial lodgement forces would be vulnerable to
attack. Because of this, the PLA may depend as much,
if not more, on air-assault as on amphibious opera-
tions for success. The PLA Army’s two air-assault
brigades remain works in progress however, and the
PLAAF airborne corps also suffers from problems
operationalising its full capability, so it is not clear

if these forces would be any more able to conduct

successful formation-level operations than their
amphibious counterparts.

If the PLA sees a successful blockade and firepower
strike operation as being essential precursors to an
invasion, as well as being potentially decisive opera-
tions in their own right, it seems likely that any deci-
sion to undertake large-scale military action against
Taiwan would be based as much, if not more, on the
level of confidence that the PLA leadership had in
their capabilities in these fields as on their perceived
readiness for an invasion operation itself. Measures
taken to deny the PLA clear advantages in either a
successful blockade or a firepower strike campaign
might therefore deter Beijing from proceeding to
kinetic operations at all, while those focused specifi-
cally at denying an invasion may fail to deter earlier

steps along the war-planning continuum.

C) Emerging Technologies

The prospect of weakening Chinese economic perfor-
mance over the next decade was seen as broadly cred-
ible. However, there was relatively little discussion on
the impact China’s struggle to compete in key emerg-
ing technology races over the medium term to long
term would likely have on short-term CCP decision-
making. Given the relative technologically determinis-
tic nature of PLA thinking and the view that a failure
to adequately embrace previous technological devel-
opments had played a significant role in weakening
China’s military capabilities, projecting some mean-
ingful impact on PLA and CCP confidence about their
long-term prospects seems logical.

Since information about the status of an adversary’s
R&D is likely to be partial and incomplete at best, per-
ceptions of relative advantage here are in reality mis-
interpretation and miscalculation, leading to overly
optimistic or overly pessimistic projections. This ten-
dency could be further exacerbated if the internal flow
of information about China’s own progress in these
areas is being distorted by pressure to report ‘good

news’, via the media, to senior leadership.
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Scenario Three; 2037 - The Manufactured

Crisis

Summary:

Bolstered by strong economic growth, well-funded
Chinese research and development efforts give them a
clear advantage over the United States in key emerging
technological fields by 2037. The People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) is now seen as the militarily dominant force

in the Western Pacific and regional states seek greater

Figure 4: Overview of Scenario Three: 2037 - The
Manufactured Crisis
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accommodation with China as the latter’s power grows.
Beijing, confident of success, seeks to deliberately press
home its advantages to finally resolve the Taiwan issue:
B emerging technology favouring China
B alliance relationships and access favouring China
B domestic/economic situation in China strong

®m weakened US relationship with Taiwan

China’s domestic context:

At 84 years old and after four successful terms in
office, Xi Jinping has relinquished his chairmanship of
both the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and Central
Military Commission and there is new political leader-
ship in China. Xi’s ‘Chinese Dream’ is almost complete
and his strong performance as leader ensures his con-
tinued popularity both within the party and among the
general population.

Despite his official retirement, this level of popular
support means that Xi continues to exert considerable
influence from behind the scenes. His backing and
endorsement have been essential to the progress of
China’s next generation of politicians, but also threatens
to hamper the development of their own power bases
and patronage networks. Xi’s immediate successor thus
needs to build on Xi’s legacy, but also wants to make
his mark in Chinese domestic politics. The unresolved
Taiwan problem offers him an obvious opportunity to
deliver on both of these counts and, at this point, China

will be operating from a position of strength.

US relationship with Taiwan:

In 2037, a new left-wing Democratic president assumes
power in Washington, with a focus on domestic eco-
nomic and social issues. With Xi having left office, the
incoming US administration seeks a more constructive
relationship with China to revive a flagging global econ-
omy, as the US is now slipping towards third position in
global GDP rankings (in purchasing power parity (PPP)
terms) rankings, behind both China and India. While

hawkish analysts continue to warn about the potential
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risk of Chinese military action, the US president’s clos-
est advisers view the confrontational language and poli-
cies of previous administrations and their high levels of
defence spending as having ultimately failed to sustain
US interests and power.

Taipei has also sought to develop a more harmonious
relationship with Xi’s successor, perceiving the US as an
ultimately unreliable security guarantor. As Taiwanese
voters support the economic benefits of improved cross-
Strait relations, but not full Chinese rule, Taipei has
had to walk a narrowing tightrope of accommodating
Beijing where possible without abandoning Taiwanese

identity and de facto independence.

International politics:

The US is perceived to have overplayed its hand in the
Indo-Pacific in the 2020s, failing to deliver economic
opportunities to the region and leading countries to feel
increasingly alienated from Washington. Anti-American
sentiment is on the rise, with the support of populist
local politicians and attempts by previous administra-
tions to expand US basing access in Japan and establish
new bases in the Philippines having led to a public back-
lash in both countries. As a result, US forces are currently
refused access to Philippine territory and there has been
a reduction in joint US-Japan military exercises.

By contrast, Beijing’s economic pull has grown and
regional states, particularly those in Southeast Asia,
have become more economically intertwined with, and
dependent on, China. There is a growing conviction in
the region that China’s ascent to regional and global
pre-eminence is now, to some extent, inevitable and it
is up to individual countries to make their own accom-
modation with Beijing as best they can.

On its way to becoming the second-largest economy,
India has become a more active player in the region.
Rather than collaborating with the US, New Delhi’s
rising power has led it to pursue an increasingly inde-
pendent policy in pursuit of its own regional sphere of

influence, independent of Washington and Beijing.

Military balance:
The PLA has officially adopted and operationalised
systems-destruction warfare as its preferred war-

fighting approach in a military confrontation with

the US Armed Forces over Taiwan. Over the past 15
years, China especially pursued a deliberate techno-
logical-offset strategy, in which it tried to find ways to
exploit the PLA’s key asymmetrical advantage of time
and space over the US military: that is, PLA forces are
already in theatre and must cover shorter geographical
distances than their US counterparts. Now Beijing feels
confident that it has developed sufficient asymmetric
capabilities and corresponding operating concepts to
paralyse US military decision-making and success-
fully disintegrate US joint all-domain operations while
simultaneously seizing Taiwan in a coup de main. PLA
Navy and People's Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF)
exercises around Taiwan have increased dramatically
in complexity and scope and the PLA annually con-
ducts large-scale amphibious-warfare exercises simu-
lating an invasion of Taiwan.

The US has been unable to substantially improve
its force posture in the Western Pacific as a result of
regional political opposition to new basing agreements.
Cost overruns and technological issues have also seen
delays to a number of key equipment programmes, most
notably the Air Force’s long-awaited Next-Generation
Air Dominance system. Coupled with the increasing
vulnerability of its key air-to-air refuelling and logistics
enablers, this has seen a shift away from short-range
forward-deployed forces in US war planning. Increasing
emphasis has instead been placed upon survivable long-
range reconnaissance and strike systems, including the
B-21 bomber and Virginia-class submarines. US Indo-
Pacific Command commanders hope that, even if the
PLA is able to achieve local air and maritime dominance
around Taiwan, the threat posed by these longer-ranged
systems to amphibious shipping would be sufficient to

deter an actual invasion of the main island.

Technological situation and outlook:

Beijing perceives the PLA as having taken a lead or par-
ity in the technology race in key areas to enable a massive
joint firepower strike campaign. These include artificial
intelligence (Al)-enabled cyber operations (by develop-
ing new shapeshifting Al-enabled metamorphic mal-
ware packages — each quantum-decrypted for offensive
actions —and the introduction of more resilient machine-

learning enabled high-frequency communications on
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the defence side); Al-enabled command and control
(C2) (by using autonomous high-altitude pseudo sat-
ellites and improved line-of-sight communications,
thereby reducing Chinese dependency on space for C2);
uninhabited air, surface and subsurface vehicles (by
deploying air and subsurface autonomous minefields
following a breakthrough in the energy efficiency of
lithium-ion batteries), as well as hypersonic precision-
guided munitions (by devising a low-cost alternative
to expensive minerals used in infrared sensors, thereby
enabling increased production rates of these weapons
systems). The principal aim of these operationalised
emerging technological capabilities is to accelerate the

pace of Chinese operations at the outset of a conflict.

Military action:

The PLA unleashes a massive multi-domain joint
firepower strike campaign that seeks to pressure
Taiwan into capitulation without serious fighting,
believing that the US will either not intervene,
given the US administration’s domestic focus,
or will not do so effectively. The joint-firepower
strike-campaign plan, developed by the Eastern
Theatre commander and his staff in the theatre
joint-operations command centre, emphasises
speed, precision and overwhelming firepower. It
begins with an information-dominance campaign
that includes both offensive cyber and electronic-
warfare operations to disable civilian and military
Taiwanese critical-information infrastructure. This
information-dominance campaign is then followed
in quick succession by a massive air- and missile-
strike campaign. This includes the use of hypersonic
missiles to disable high-value Taiwanese targets.
Taiwanese defences are paralysed and the US fails to
react in time to prevent Taipei’s capitulation. Only
once the Taiwanese government concedes defeat

does a PLA occupation-force land on the island.
Workshop findings:

A) Alliances
The key variable to consider in this scenario is that
the United States” relationship with its allies and part-

ners has deteriorated significantly. One of the major

questions that arose in discussions pertained to the
exact casus belli between the US and China, given that
Washington in this 2037 scenario does not enjoy close
relations with Taiwan, Japan or the Philippines. The
perception that US relations in the region have weak-
ened fuels Beijing’s sense that it has a window of oppor-
tunity to seize Taiwan.

Perhaps the major workshop finding is that the 2037
scenario changes many of the underlying alliance assump-
tions behind current US Department of Defense (DoD)
thinking. Crucially, it negates the DoD assumption that
the US would have persistent support of regional allies
and partners and vice versa. Given the United States’ lack
of basing access, it also cannot prevent a Chinese takeo-
ver on the island. This has direct implications for the US
operational concept, force structure and force posture in a
military clash with China in the late 2030s.

Firstly, any future operational concept would need
to revise plans to use stand-in forces operating on the
First Island Chain to provide the first line of defence,
as well as set the stage and spearhead any offensive
moves against the PLA.? These lightly armed forces,
primarily from the US Marine Corps, Navy, Coast
Guard and special operations forces, would be too
difficult to deploy in a contested operational environ-
ment and with limited-to-no-access to bases on Japan
and the Philippines.

Secondly, this has direct implications for US force
structure with less focus put on attritable uninhabited
aerial systems, unmanned surface and underwater vehi-
cles (UUVs), as well as littoral logistical support (‘con-
tested logistics”) capabilities, and more emphasis on
stand-off, long-range anti-ship and anti-air capabilities.

Thirdly, US force posture would shift from surviv-
able stand-in forces on the First Island Chain, with US
and allied forces dispersed on hardened bases in Japan
and the Philippines (with Australia as a logistics hub),
to a dispersed and hardened force posture in the Second
Island Chain and beyond, including Guam, Hawaii,
Midway and Wake, with greater use of sea-basing
and an overall increased reliance on the US homeland,

including global-strike capabilities.

B) Conventional Military Balance

The conventional military balance in this scenario
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has shifted in China’s favour. Discussants accepted
this is a plausible outcome with some caveats, includ-
ing not to overestimate the pace of the introduction
of operationally deployable new military capabilities
over the next 15 years. The shift in the military bal-
ance in this scenario is due to two reasons. Firstly,
this is due to a weakened US alliance network in the
region and lack of access to bases, which prevents
the US from deploying short-range power-projection
capabilities, such as those used under the stand-in
forces concept. Secondly, it is assumed that China
has gained the upper hand in operationalising its
theory for winning a high-intensity war against the
US - namely, systems-destruction warfare (SDW),
which the PLA officially refers to as ‘Integrated Joint
Operations’ (AL LG 1K) vis-a-vis the US.4
Discussants emphasised that SDW and its US
equivalent of joint all-domain operations (JADO),
while in theory accelerating the operational pace
of operations and making systems overall more
resilient, will offer challenges for traditional C2 and
tactics. Consequently, a rethink of how to execute
operational C2 as well as intelligence, surveillance,
target acquisition and reconnaissance will be
necessary. Discussants agreed that we are in a
transition phase at the moment. The current US and
Chinese military C2 systems have been constructed
based on assumptions about how operational
planning and staff work occurs. At the same time,
both China and the US recognise that an era of rapidly
available actionable information creates ‘new rules’
that demand a rewrite of how things are done. How
likely such a change would be by 2037 is difficult to
predict. In the US case, new concepts such as Joint
All-Domain Command and Control are currently in
early experimental stages.® In that sense, it is also
challenging to make judgements on how this would
precisely impact the future Sino-US military balance,
but it will do. Discussants repeatedly emphasised
this ‘“known unknown’ aspect in the debate when
it comes to a Chinese multi-domain joint firepower
strike campaign and the US response as envisioned
under the 2037 scenario. Furthermore, given that

networked systems under SDW and JADO will

be more resilient with fewer ‘key nodes’” — a basic

technical assumption of both US and Chinese theories
of victory in a Taiwan contingency — they also pose
both several new tactical and consequently doctrinal
challenges to military planners. For example,
identifying high-value targets for attack, such as
active radar sites, satellite ground stations and C2
centres, will be made more difficult in the future as it
will be difficult to identify and prioritise what targets
to hit and when. Another still unresolved issue
impacting the future military balance will be force-
structural issues, as pointed out in the discussion.
For example, it is unclear how service branches in
the PLA and the US will have divided up ownership
of new capabilities. For example, if the PLA acquires
near-space satellite mega-constellations, but still
in atmosphere systems, who owns them: the PLA
Strategic Support Force or the PLAAF? At what
level is the information from these systems made
available to operators of other service branches? As
a discussant pointed out, there are no good obvious
answers for many of these issues. Finding the right
structural solution to these challenges will likely
have a direct impact on the operational pace of
military operations and, consequently, the overall

military balance.

C) Emerging Technologies

Various notional concepts are associated with
emerging technologies to explore their possible
implications, some of which (e.g., the use of
Al-enabled
autonomous/autonomous uninhabited aerial vehicles
(UAV)

quantum sensing) were discussed in the workshop.

offensive cyber capabilities, semi-

swarms, hypersonic glide vehicles and
Overall, Al and quantum were seen by discussants
as the likely two most impactful general-purpose
technologies on war fighting in the 2030s.

The proliferation of large quantities of relatively
cheap autonomous nodes, such as autonomous
UAVs, might negate current existing military advan-
tages. For example, Taiwan presently has a compara-
tive advantage in low-visibility ground-launched
air-defence systems — in particular, passive-only

(SHORADs).

However, UAVs used for intelligence, surveillance

short-range air-defence systems
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and reconnaissance (ISR) missions, equipped
with algorithms which power them to achieve
onboard processing and to learn target recognition,
could have the ability to detect and destroy these
SHORADs, targeting and destroying the aforemen-
tioned Taiwanese air-defence systems. The under-
sea domain will also pose fundamental challenges
to operators and defence planners. In particular, the
large volume of autonomous UUVs will accelerate
the operational tempo in this domain, which will
see a strong incentive for seabed operations to deny
or reconstitute communications (cutting and fixing
undersea cables) given the centrality of information
in both SDW and JADO concepts.

Notably, quantum sensing paired with Al could
also enable the easier detection of underwater plat-
forms, as was pointed out. This could prove a fun-
damental future challenge to contemporaneous
operational concepts of undersea warfare, although
some discussants expressed their doubts as to how
quickly this technology can be operationalised.
Quantum technologies, particularly with regard to
positioning, navigation and timing by using opti-
cal clocks, could lead to a reduced dependency on
space in the 2030s.° The space domain itself is likely
to become a defensive-dominant operational envi-
ronment by 2037, according to a discussant, since the
anticipated proliferation of mega-constellations will
de facto reduce the salience of kinetic counterspace
options, while the sheer quantity of cheap and smaller
satellites has introduced more resilience into such
space constellations. The role of the private sector in
this regard, as exemplified by the use of the Starlink
satellite internet constellation to support digital con-
nectivity and Cz2 in Ukraine during Russia’s war of
aggression, is particularly worth highlighting in the
deployment of new space systems per discussants.
Indeed, the leading role of the Western private sector
in space was identified as a comparative advantage of
the US and its allies in a confrontation with China in
that domain. Notably, given the alleged limited util-
ity of kinetic-strike options in space, an emphasis was
put on non-kinetic capabilities such as offensive cyber
operations underpinned by space-, cyber- and elec-

tromagnetic integration of such military capabilities.

A Chinese cyber-coercion campaign

in 2037: Directives for offensive

operations

1. Undermine the cohesiveness of the Democratic
People’s Party (DPP) and public support for it
by discrediting its key leaders.

2. Undermine the cohesiveness of the military
leadership and security agencies.

3. Demoralise Taiwan’s armed forces, security
agencies and police.

4. Seriously disrupt the communications sys-
tems of the DPP, the government, the armed
forces, security agencies and the police.

5. Seriously disrupt or sever Taiwan’s interna-
tional communications by undersea cable
and satellite.

6. Seriously disrupt the operations of financial
services, affecting business while limiting dis-
ruption of services to the public.

7. Corrupt or disable data-management systems
of Taiwan's armed forces.

8. Discredit political and military leaders in the
US and Japan to disrupt decision-making
upon Taiwan’s defence.

9. Stoke partisan divisions in the US Congress in
such a way as to undermine a sense of unity

about possible war with China over Taiwan.

Offensive cyber capabilities, supported by Al, were
discussed as an instrumental part of a PLA joint fire-
power strike campaign against Taiwan. On the Chinese
side, this would primarily consist of cyber-intelligence
operations and/or take the shape of a cyber-coercion
campaign against Taiwan. On the defensive side it
would aim to minimise the impact of any high-intensity
US-led cyber operations against Chinese governmental,
military and public targets. It would also aim to put in
place enhanced cyber-defence monitoring and resil-
ience preparations for governmental and military cyber
assets, including in deployed weapons systems and in
ISR systems, especially in space. On the US side, cyber
operations would likely consist of cyber-intelligence
operations to identify targets for long-range preci-

sion strikes, but also cyber sabotage, information and
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psychological-warfare operations. This includes cyber
campaigns to destabilise Chinese control of Taiwan; dis-
rupt — to the maximum extent possible — PLA military,
police and administrative activities in Taiwan; disrupt
China’s international business and trade in the ICT sec-
tor; and covertly influence campaigns in key countries
to maximise political opposition to China’s control of
Taiwan, as well as discredit CCP leaders. The exact
capabilities of current Chinese offensive and defensive
operations in cyberspace, as well as their future trajec-
tory, was debated in the discussion, with one side point-
ing out China’s relatively weak cyber defences, and
others emphasising Beijing’s possibly strong offensive

cyber potential.

The repercussions and effects of using some of these
emerging technologies, including cyber, Al and autono-
mous systems, in wartime on the region was also dis-
cussed. Here it was noted that the use of offensive cyber
capabilities could have unintended consequences to the
critical information infrastructure in East and Southeast
Asia and beyond, although China, as the technological
leader and dominant force in the region, as envisioned
in the 2037 scenario, would likely attempt to mitigate the
negative side effects of the war. At the same time, there
was agreement that any such conflict will likely fur-
ther digital decoupling between the combatants whilst
propagating the existence of two ‘technospheres’, one
dominated by China, the other by the US.
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Conclusion: Cross-Comparisons of
Scenarios and Lessons for Deterrence

Based on the findings of the workshop, some initial
conclusions about how the three variables under con-
sideration (alliances, the conventional military bal-
ance and the operationalisation of emerging defence
technologies) could potentially impact deterrence
failure and what lessons can be drawn from this are

described below.

Alliances:

Access to basing on the First Island Chain and the
deployment of stand-in forces appears to be an impor-
tant component of the United States” approach to win-
ning a military confrontation with China in East Asia
into the 2030s. Such access should not be taken for
granted; it appears extremely uncertain that many
regional states would be prepared to openly support
increases to US force posture in the build-up to, or even
after the outbreak of, hostilities, even if faced with a
significantly more belligerent China. Consequently,
deepening military partnerships and maintaining alli-
ances with Australia and Japan, as well as continuing
to engage the Philippines to guarantee access to bases
prior to the outbreak of hostilities, should be a high US
diplomatic priority in the region in the years ahead.

Regional states are also likely to be important to sus-
taining US theatre-logistics capabilities, in the event
that current US air and naval facilities in the region
are heavily targeted by the People’s Liberation Army’s
(PLA’s) theatre-missile capabilities. It is unclear how
Beijing might react to US aircraft or vessels delivering
military supplies to facilities in otherwise neutral third
states for onward distribution to ‘stand-in’ forces oper-
ating around Taiwan.

Widespread support from allies and partners would
be crucial to any attempt by Washington to organise a
policy of denial by economic punishment. Given the
critical role China plays in both the regional and global
economies, the implementation of such an approach
would be extremely costly and disruptive. As a result,

many countries will likely be deeply reluctant to commit

to such a policy; a factor that may incline Beijing to dis-
count the credibility of any such threat.

The direct military contributions of allies and partners
will probably be less significant in their deterrent effect.
Beijing is likely to either have already taken the military
capacity of other regional actors, such as Australia and
Japan, into consideration when calculating the relative
military balance over Taiwan, or to regard their partici-
pation as so unlikely that their capabilities can be dis-
regarded. The potential capacity of India to exploit any
preoccupation by Beijing over Taiwan in order to chal-
lenge Chinese possession of disputed border territory
is a reoccurring theme in PLA writing and it is quite
likely that some portion of PLA strength will be held
back for such a contingency, regardless of the state of
relations between New Delhi, on one hand, and Taipei
and Washington at the time.

Greater discussion between the US and allies and
partners in the Indo-Pacific and Europe is therefore
needed to align political, economic or military responses
to a Taiwan contingency. Particular focus should be paid
to regional states that are likely to be directly affected
but remain hesitant about their potential response to a
crisis. However, given the potential for opportunism
by other countries around a cross-Strait crisis, possible
instability beyond Southeast Asia necessitates discus-

sions with allies in the Indian Ocean region as well.

Conventional military balance:

The conventional military balance could plausibly fluc-
tuate from closely contested to somewhat favouring
either China or Taiwan and the US over this time frame,
depending on changes to force structure, training and
equipment. However, it is unlikely to favour Beijing
strongly enough at any point that large-scale military
action would be perceived to have a minimal risk of
failure, unless the US does not participate directly.
Conversely, it is also unlikely to disfavour Beijing to
the point where military action is no longer seen as a

realistic option. In general, incremental changes to
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the conventional military balance by themselves are
unlikely to significantly affect Beijing’s perception of
advantage or disadvantage. This means that the mili-
tary balance itself is likely to play a necessary but not
sufficient role in deterring large-scale military action by
China across the period covered.

Beijing’s perceptions of Taiwan’s will to fight a sus-
tained campaign and its capability to do so would
almost certainly be a significant factor in its calculus of
potential military options. In particular, an assessment
that Taiwan would be able to endure both blockade and
bombardment for a prolonged period of time, thus mak-
ing an invasion of some description necessary, would
likely increase Beijing’s perception of the risk involved
in a military campaign and, thus, achieve greater deter-
rent effect. Societal involvement and resilience could
be demonstrated by Taipei in efforts to build up stock-
piles of essential materials, by further increases to the
length on conscript service and by greater levels of par-
ticipation in reserve service and civil defence. Sustained
military capability might be improved by additional
investments in greater magazine depth, mobile anti-
ship and air-defence systems and survivable and/or
attritable intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance
(ISR) systems. Since resupply of Taiwanese forces from
the US or other allies and partners is not likely to be a
realistic option early in a conflict, sufficient quantities of
essential weapon systems would need to be delivered
and on hand in advance of hostilities.

Increases to the US force posture in the region and
improvements in its ability to successfully move fol-
low-on forces into theatre are also likely to undermine
Beijing’s confidence in its prospects to achieve a rapid
victory with minimal risk, by demonstrating its support
for its regional allies (and thereby tacitly Taiwan) and by
demonstrating it has credible options to intervene mili-
tarily early in any crisis. The importance of a robust and
dispersed network of bases and other operating loca-
tions to this capability has already been noted above;
in addition, increased investments in the US military’s
own survivable/attritable ISR capabilities and stocks of
stand-off munitions would also serve to increase the
credibility of a US intervention.

Measures to increase the size of forward-deployed

US forces would, however, need to carefully balance the

potential value of how such moves might contribute to
deterring deliberate military action against Taiwan by
Beijing with the risk of provoking such action uninten-
tionally by increasing the chances for misperception of
intent, or by an accidental clash between Chinese and
US forces. An escalatory cycle resulting from miscalcu-
lation on one or both sides will remain a plausible risk
factor throughout the period covered. Improved com-
munication channels between Washington and Beijing,
or between their respective militaries, should logically
therefore be very desirable in order to mitigate the risk
of such a possibility. Efforts to develop such channels
appear to have made little progress to date, however.
It is possible, indeed, that Beijing currently regards
such measures as fundamentally undesirable, since
they might give Washington the perception of greater
freedom of action with regard to its regional military
activity. Given the prominence of systems-destruction
warfare and joint all-domain operations in Chinese and
US miilitary thinking about the future of warfare, it was
striking how little substance there still appears to be
behind these concepts. There was no clear agreement
among discussants as to the likely future trajectory of
doctrinal, structural or technological development of
both China and the US in this regard. The accelerated
operational pace envisaged by these concepts could lead
to a correspondingly accelerated vertical and horizon-
tal escalation of any military crisis in the Taiwan Strait.
This could result in unintended collateral damage on
countries not directly involved in hostilities. These crisis
dynamics need to be studied in greater detail, including
in a set of war games, to minimise the risk of inadvertent
escalation as much as possible. A more detailed com-
parative study of both concepts, including an attempt
at sketching possible technological milestones that need
to be achieved to operationalise both concepts, and to
what degree Chinese and US approaches differ in this

regard, may be a suitable follow-on to this workshop.

Emerging technologies:

It became clear during the workshop discussion that
the timeframe of 15 years for the three scenarios, each
separated by a span of five years, is extremely short
when it comes to the prototyping, testing, evaluating

and eventual introduction of new weapons systems and
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platforms into the respective armed forces of China,
Taiwan and the US. Forces in 2037 will strongly resem-
ble those fielded in 2027, which in turn will share many
similarities to the Chinese, US and Taiwanese militaries
of 2022. There will be little surprise when it comes to
the deployment of large multi-purpose platforms and
weapons systems in the 2030s: programmes not cur-
rently underway will most likely not result in fielded
capabilities by 2037.

Technological change will likely be evolutionary
rather than revolutionary, be primarily driven by the
private sector and need to be accompanied by the asso-
ciated novel-operational concepts and force-structure
changes. Future US force structure and doctrine, for
example, will need to reflect the ability to exercise com-
mand, control, communication, computers, informa-
tion/intelligence, surveillance, targeting acquisition and
reconnaissance (C4ISTAR) functions in war-fighting
domains where a major change in their characteristics
is currently underway, including in the air, space and
underwater domains.

Many key emerging military technological capabili-
ties are, therefore, unlikely to substantially affect the
immediate military balance in a 15-year timeframe,
due to the time required to develop, deploy and inte-
grate them in sufficient quantities. However, percep-
tions of future advantage or disadvantage resulting

from their development may have a significant impact

on Beijing’s risk calculus. If investments in emerging
technology are perceived by the Chinese Communist
Party leadership as offering a significant future edge
to the PLA over the US military, it would be logical
for Beijing to delay action in expectation of a more
favourable future operating environment, for exam-
ple. If, instead, the US is perceived as making greater
progress in these areas, it could drive a perceived need
for the PLA to act much sooner.

Although emerging technological capabilities by
themselves are unlikely to be the ultimate cause of
deterrence failure, the 2037 scenario also raises the
compelling question as to what degree emerging tech-
nologies, when used as decision-support tools (e.g.,
artificial intelligence (Al)-enabled battle-management
systems), with humans in-the-loop, can contribute to
shaping the strategic dynamics of an impending mili-
tary crisis and at least contribute to the breakdown of
deterrence. There is also the possibility that autono-
mous platforms with humans out-of-the-loop cause
inadvertent escalation and contribute to the break-
down of deterrence, particularly in domains with low
transparency. For example, self-learning Al-enabled
uninhabited underwater vehicles conducting opera-
tions in the Taiwan Strait that create inadvertent esca-
lation could perhaps be the tipping point in a brewing

crisis at which the aggressor decides to finally act.
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