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The potential for US and Japanese intervention in the case of Chinese aggression
towards Taiwan has an inverse relation to the chance of the attack actually happening — that is
to say, increased response capability and readiness reduces the probability of Chinese
aggression. Likewise, a lack of credible response capability decreases the perceived risk that
Beijing faces and encourages the pursuit of a fait accompli, whereby Taiwan is gradually
incorporated into the PRC without conflict with the US and Japan, or aggressively incorporated
in short notice. Therefore, while public statements of solidarity and support are a critical
component of the US-Japan-Taiwan defense posture, all three nations need to increase their
regional capabilities in order to lend credibility to their position. They can do so without
escalating tensions with China through increased law enforcement cooperation, increasing
interoperability between US, Japanese and Taiwanese military and self-defense forces, and by
conveying clear and consistent red lines for all three nations privately. All three of these options
need to be paired with increased military to military communication with the PRC in order to
avoid miscalculation. Crucially, increased military interoperability, law enforcement cooperation,
and clear red lines do not need to be publicly emphasized — leaving room for Beijing to save
face and maneuver politically, while also receiving the signal that tripartite cooperation is a
credible reality.
Increasing the likelihood of US-Japanese intervention and reducing the likelihood of
Chinese aggression are two sides of the same coin — increasing law enforcement cooperation
on the high seas, particularly around Taiwan and its surrounding islands, is one way of
influencing the strategic calculus of China. The presence of tripartite coast guard and local law
enforcement will not only send a clear signal to Beijing, but increase the overall presence in the
region, deterring a fait accompli. Recently, the increased assertiveness of the PRC’s grey-zone
fishing fleet has flooded regional waters with a new reality, that of effective Chinese occupation.
Increased cooperation means more hulls on the scene when illegal seagoing operations break
UNCLOS, thus preventing minor “gains” by the Chinese in maritime control.
The Coast Guard Working Group, signed March 23rd by Taiwan’s TECRO
Representative Bi-Khim Hsiao and the United States AIT Managing Director Ingrid Larson is a
step in the right direction. This memorandum of understanding needs to be followed up by a
coherent budget and mode of operation, so as to to put hulls in the sea as soon as possible and
begin (or continue) operations. The island of Taiwan and perhaps Okinawa could serve as good
mutual staging points for these operations, which need to target gray-zone actors such as sand
dredgers and illegal fishermen. Consistent, effective, and repeated interdiction of these ships
will evoke a response from the PRC — and given its new Coast Guard Law, which allows for not
only the removal of structures built by foreign organizations (perhaps in the Spratly Islands) but
forceful removal of foreign government vessels (Articles 21 and 22,) clear communication with
the PRC about the nature and objectives of these operations is crucial. The US, Japan, and
Taiwan need to be an ever present force, rather than one that merely reacts with calls for

obeying the rules based system publicly, but has no effective presence in the actual territory of
concern.
The authorization for use of force by a coast guard is not unusual, however Article 21
and 22 do pose a threat to the PRC’s neighboring EEZ’s and greatly increase the possibility of
conflict. To prevent de facto control and policing of these seas, the international world needs to
have more maritime police operating in the region (CSIS 2021). Power abhors a vacuum and
the argument could be made that the PRC naval forces are simply filling in a power vacuum.
The combination of ostensibly civilian vessels with Chinese maritime militia and PLAN ships
presents a unique challenge to regional security — as is being demonstrated at Whitsun Reef.
The ability of China to obfuscate violations of national sovereignty and exclusive economic
zones by changing the de facto situation through maritime occupation is one that can potentially
be negated through increased law enforcement actions by partner nations. As the PRC has
shown, presence is crucial, and at times, decisive. This presence need not be emphasized
publically — a stance that would likely agitate China. Rather, it can be a de facto change of the
state of affairs on the high seas that needs to be integrated into China’s strategy in engaging
with its neighbors.
Increased interoperability between US, Japanese, and Taiwanese armed forces is also a
critical component of creating the real deterrence necessary to stave off an armed intervention
by the PRC into Taiwan’s affairs. As recently stated by the State Department Spokesman Ned
Price, the US commitment to Taiwan is “rock solid” and the US will “maintain its longstanding
commitments to Taiwan.” The statement further “urge(s) Beijing to cease its military, diplomatic,
and economic pressure against Taiwan and instead engage in meaningful dialogue with
Taiwan’s democratically elected representatives”(State 2021). This public support by the United
States is important — but Beijing is analyzing whether or not the US and its allies have the
capability to defend Taiwan as much or more as they are analyzing the will of the US to do so.
Capability is even more important given the ambiguous doctrinal policy towards Taiwan
— as recently as 2010, US policymakers and analysts have advocated for a “grand bargain”
between the US and the PRC, whereby the US gives up its support for Taiwan in return for
concessions in the South China Sea (Glasser 2015). While radical, these types of policy
discussions are not surprising in a democratic system — which makes an ever present
response capability, regardless of the political climate, even more important. The cooperation of
the Japanese Self-Defense Force, the US Armed Forces, and the ROC Armed Forces is a force
multiplier that changes the calculus for the PRC in its surrounding maritime environment. For
this reason, the recent meeting between US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin and his Japanese
counterpart Nobuo Kishi in Tokyo is a step towards providing a credible deterrent — the two
agreed that the US and Japan should coordinate in the event of an incident surrounding Taiwan
(Nikkei 2021). The fact that the specifics of how such coordination would happen were not aired
publicly is not necessarily a sign of unpreparedness — as long as these preparations are
happening in the background, the Chinese are surely maintaining a level of awareness of USJapanese capabilities. It is important that while military interoperability is expanded on, the USJapan-Taiwan cooperative group does not leave China no diplomatic space, thus
overemphasizing the nature of the cooperation could be detrimental to all three countries’
interests. A Self-Defense Force capability to protect US maritime assets during the event of a

crisis is an example of a route to heightened capacity that does not need to be emphasized in
the public domain.
Grant Newsham, Research Fellow at the Japan Forum on Strategic Studies makes an
excellent outline of what US-Japan-Taiwan military to military cooperation could look like in the
coming years, a vision that starts with exchange of liaison officers, but could also include joint
air training in Guam, or naval training anywhere in the region (Newsham 2021). Disaster relief
and prevention is a domain of mutual interest that is also politically neutral and could be
pursued. This interoperability is absolutely crucial to providing a credible deterrent to China —
without which China may decide that it has greater force concentration in the region and that a
fragmented, fumbling, and delayed response by either Japan or the United States doesn’t have
a reliable chance of impacting Chinese operations, at which point public calls for cooperation
and commitment to Taiwan will be ignored as saber rattling.
It is important to note that while discussions on US-Japanese cooperation in the event of
a full scale crisis in the Taiwan strait is necessary, coercion on a smaller scale is happening on a
daily basis already. On March 23rd, the largest air incursion by China yet took place, which
included nuclear capable H-6 bombers. Taiwan has already decided that it cannot respond to
every air incursion with a fighter escort and so has opted to target these fighters with anti-air
missiles instead. Clearly, this is an example of Beijing both testing the waters and also changing
the status quo of air operations in the Taiwan strait. A joint response to these incursions by
Taiwan and the US Air Force would be a significant demonstration of readiness for mutual
defense. If the United States wants to convince China it has the will and capability to defend
Taiwan, it should do so by responding jointly with Taiwan to relatively low level threats as they
arise.
Yasuhide Nakayama, Japanese State Minister for Defense, recently called Taiwan’s
safety a red line for Japan. He was right to do so — not only for Japan, but for the US, Australia,
and other countries in the Indo-Pacific, a friendly Taiwan is a strategic asset who’s loss would
trigger a complete reordering of the balance of power in East Asia, which would put the US,
Japan, and their allies at a significant disadvantage going forward. In a separate but related
effort to create meaningful deterrence, alongside general law enforcement and military
interoperability, the clear statement of red lines is absolutely necessary for an effective USJapan-Taiwan defense posture. To the extent possible, these statements should be made in a
forum that preserves China’s ability to manage internal public opinion.
There is already a question of whether US involvement in a Taiwan crisis “would trigger
Australia’s obligations under the ANZUS alliance,” which raises important questions as to the
total capacity of forces aligned with the US, Japan and Taiwan (Taylor 2020). Taiwan, Australia,
and Japan are also mutually reliant on sea trade and therefore have a shared interest in
avoiding conflict in the Taiwan strait. The conundrum faced by several nations, Japan and
Australia included, is the perception that an official statement of red lines on Taiwan would
trigger instability and economic repercussions from the PRC. This is likely correct. However, it
would be in the long term interest of these countries to make such statements, so as to avoid
further deterioration of the stability of these shipping lanes. These statements could be privately
addressed with the PRC, in conjunction with military to military communication with the PRC to
avoid both miscalculations and loss of face. Policy towards PRC maritime behavior should be

stern but private — and backed with cooperation between like minded nations. Both pressure
and cooperation can be advocated privately to more effect than public statements which
exacerbate nationalism.
Clear red lines may also prevent a tit-for-tat dynamic that is seemingly developing
surrounding Taiwan. The tougher response to allied actions by the PRC carries the risk of
transforming a deterrence relationship into one of compellence for the PRC (Chen Et Al. 2017).
Sending a clear and united signal about tripartite objectives and standards for contingencies
related to Taiwan can prevent miscalculation.
Several geopolitical realities exist that must be addressed in order to coherently
coordinate red lines on Taiwan. The violent takeover of Taiwan by the PRC is not a threat to the
US’s vital national interests (ones in which the US would be compelled to respond for existential
reasons,) however this is not true of Japan — and conflict between Japan and the PRC does fall
within US vital national interest (Blackwill, Zelikow 2021). In this framework, the US and Japan
should maintain the ability to escalate the conflict as necessary, whether that be through
resupply of Taiwan, economic isolation of China, or even the capability to jointly respond in the
event of general war. While the US may not need to draw a bilateral red line between China and
Taiwan that it is absolutely obligated to defend, it must first make China aware that the overall
balance of power in the region is a vital threat to US national security interests, and that it is
prepared to act in concert with its regional allies to defend this balance of power.
The capacity of the United States and Japan to respond to a crisis in the Taiwan strait
and surrounding seas is inversely related to the likelihood of such a contingency taking place.
Beyond public statements of solidarity —increased coordination in maritime law enforcement,
military interoperability, and private statements of red lines and strategic objectives is necessary
to provide a credible deterrent to the PRC. Actual capacity, rather than stated intentions, will
maintain peace and order in the region.
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