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Introduction 

 

 
As we enter 2026, the stakes, and the complications, associated with a secure Indo-Pacific continue 
to increase. The People’s Republic of China continues to signal its ambitions for the region, 
especially for Taiwan, and the United States’ capacity to deter a forced unification scenario is 
questioned. In keeping with this theme, several of the papers in this volume address relevant 
topics. 
 
Just in time for Pacific Forum’s flagship Honolulu Defense Forum (Jan. 11-13), Pacific Forum 
Senior Director Kimberly Lehn discusses the stakes associated with US preparation for conflict, 
Hankuk University of Foreign Studies Prof. Mason Richey covers what might happen in the event 
of a simultaneous crisis in the region (namely in Taiwan and South Korea) and how to prepare for 
it, while Army Reserve Logistics Officer Sandra Roshonda Thomas discusses how defense 
production can be modernized to meet upcoming challenges. Pacific Forum has a long-standing 
mission of identifying the crises to come, and the related challenges of deterring aggression, 
preventing forced cross-strait unification, and the modernizing defense production are among the 
greatest challenges on the horizon.  
 
But Pacific Forum’s mandate extends further than that, to covering the entire Indo-Pacific and 
training the next generation of analysts who will do the work in the coming decades. To that end, 
Resident James A. Kelly Korea Fellow Marialaura De Angelis discusses how narrative conflict 
must be resolved to create conditions for fruitful US-North Korea talks, while Resident Lloyd & 
Lilian Vasey Fellow Aung Thura Ko Ko describes how the ongoing conflict in Myanmar has 
revealed the institutional weaknesses of ASEAN, and how they might be reformed. Lastly, with 
the PRC’s economic and diplomatic influence casting a long shadow over all corners of the Indo-
Pacific, Pacific Forum Young Leader Moses Sakai and Nonresident Vasey Fellow Sheewon Min 
discuss what the influence means for Pacific Islands Countries and ASEAN (specifically Brunei), 
respectively.  
 
The collected papers in this volume represent Pacific Forum’s commitment to a safe and secure 
Indo-Pacific, and hope each of them contribute to a more informed readership.  
 

 

Rob York 
Director for Regional Affairs 
Pacific Forum International 
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Executive Summary 

Kimberly Lehn 
 
 
Today’s military and economic competition with China is the future of both American and global security, 
prosperity, and influence. This isn’t just about faraway conflicts or abstract statistics—it touches our daily 
lives, our jobs, our freedoms, and the rules of the world future generations will inherit. China’s increasing 
military and technological modernization, the emerging “axis of autocracy,” the use of economic warfare, and 
the erosion of conventional deterrence in the Indo-Pacific require immediate and comprehensive changes to 
security and economic approaches to meet today’s threats. Moreover, the acceleration of China’s domestic 
manufacturing and technological capabilities across all economic and societal domains has had a creeping 
impact on the United States and the rest of the world. 
 
The converging threats in the Indo-Pacific demand a fundamental reassessment of America’s strategic 
approach. As the “Davidson window” narrows toward 2027, our response must transcend traditional 
bureaucratic incrementalism and embrace a whole-of-nation effort that leverages all elements of American 
power. The gravity of this moment cannot be overstated—we stand at a historical inflection point that will 
determine whether the coming decades unfold under the auspices of democratic values or authoritarian 
control. 
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Introduction 
 
f someone asked whether  a glass is half full or 
half empty, I’d typically would say “it’s half 
full.” I’m still optimistic, but events over the 

last year have altered global stability significantly 
that require an assessment of what’s happened to the 
security environment and more fundamentally, 
what’s at stake for all of us in the free world. China’s 
increasing military and technological modernization, 
the emerging “axis of autocracy,” the use of economic 
warfare, and the erosion of conventional deterrence 
in the Indo-Pacific require immediate and 
comprehensive changes to security and economic 
approaches to meet today’s threats. In the newly 
released Pentagon 2025 report to Congress on the 
military and security developments involving China, 
it states “China expects to be able to fight and win a 
war on Taiwan by the end of 2027” and “China’s top 
military strategy focuses squarely on overcoming the 
United States through a whole-of-nation 
mobilization effort that Beijing terms ‘national total 
war.’”1 Certainly, in just the past few years, we’ve 
seen rapid advancements in China’s military 
modernization and the narrowing of the so-called 
“Davidson window”—the six-year period identified 
by then Commander of US Indo-Pacific Command, 
Admiral Davidson in 2021, during which he warned 
the threat of a Chinese move on Taiwan could 
materialize in 2027.2 As we enter 2026, that window 
closes.  
 
There is also the acceleration of China’s domestic 
manufacturing and technological capabilities across 
all economic and societal domains, which has had a 
creeping impact on the United States and the rest of 
the world.3 If anything, it has served as a wakeup call 
on the impact that supply chain vulnerabilities, like 
critical minerals or semiconductors, have on the US 
and other countries. The fact is, the challenges are so 
complex, and they require both a full net assessment 

 
1 US Department of Defense, “Annual Report to Congress, 2025” 
https://media.defense.gov/2025/Dec/23/2003849070/-1/-1/1/ANNUAL-
REPORT-TO-CONGRESS-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-
DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-
2025.PDF 
2 Michael Mazza. “A Threat Made Manifest: Trump, Taiwan, and the 
Davidson Window.” Global Taiwan Institute. 9 (22). Nov. 27, 2024. 
https://globaltaiwan.org/2024/11/a-threat-made-manifest/ 
3 “Xi Jinping Stresses Accelerating the Establishment of a New 
Development Pattern When Presiding Over a Political Bureau Group Study 
Session.” China Insight. 2023. 
http://www.bjreview.com/CHINA_INSIGHT_2023/China_Insight_Special_
Issue_on_Chinas_Economy_in_2023/202303/t20230303_800323867.html 
4 US Department of Defense. “Annual Report to Congress: Military and 
Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China, 2024.” 

of what’s taking place and, more importantly, a full 
recalibration of what America and its allies should do 
today.  
 
China Rapidly Transforming its Military 
 
China’s military modernization likely represents the 
most comprehensive challenge to American power 
since the Soviet Union. The People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) has undergone a fundamental transformation 
from a personnel-heavy continental force to a 
technologically sophisticated military capable of 
projecting power across multiple domains. 
 
The Pentagon’s Annual Report to Congress has 
consistently stated that the PLA is progressing 
toward its 2027 benchmark of military 
modernization, which aligns with the 100th 
anniversary of the PLA’s founding on Aug. 1, 1927.4 
Despite a series of military purges by Xi Jinping, 
suggesting either military capability issues or Xi’s 
effort to install trusted leadership, China now 
possesses the world’s largest navy by number of 
ships, with expansion in blue-water capabilities, 
including aircraft carriers, cruisers, and nuclear 
submarines.5 
 
Additionally, China is making progress on its own 
nuclear triad. The Department of War estimates that 
China has “surpassed 600 operational nuclear 
warheads in its stockpile as of mid-2024 and is 
expected to have over 1,000 operational nuclear 
warheads by 2030, much of which will be deployed 
at higher readiness levels. The PRC will continue 
growing its force through at least 2035,” 
fundamentally altering strategic stability.6 
 
Military exercises around Taiwan have grown 
increasingly elaborate and realistic, with the US Indo-
Pacific Command Commander, Adm. Samuel 
Paparo, calling them “not just exercises” but 
“rehearsals for forced unification.”7 According to his 

US Department of Defense. 
https://media.defense.gov/2024/Dec/18/2003615520/-1/-1/0/MILITARY-
AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-
REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA-2024.PDF 
5 US Department of Defense, “Annual Report to Congress.”  
6 US Department of Defense, “Annual Report to Congress,”; Defense News 
Army, “Focus | Strategic Command warns that the US may lose strategic 
superiority against China without urgent nuclear triad modernization.” 
Defense News Army. April 3, 2025. 
https://www.armyrecognition.com/news/army-news/2025/focus-strategic-
command-warns-that-the-us-may-lose-strategic-superiority-against-china-
without-urgent-nuclear-triad-modernization 
7 Jennifer Hlad, “China is rehearsing for war, Indo-Pacific commander 
says.” Defense One, Feb. 13, 2025. 

I 
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2025 congressional testimony, the “PLA escalated 
military pressure against Taiwan by 300% in 2024” 
through centerline crossings and entries into 
Taiwan’s Air Defense Identification Zone. 
 
China’s significant progress in hypersonic weapons, 
space-based and anti-satellite capabilities, artificial 
intelligence applications, and autonomous systems is 
“outpacing” traditional US advantages in key 
domains.8 A 2023 RAND Study assessed that Chinese 
military doctrine has also evolved toward “systems 
confrontation” or “systems destruction warfare,” 
which aims to paralyze or destroy the operational 
capability of the enemy’s operational systems rather 
than merely defeating forces in direct combat.9 This 
approach targets command networks, logistics 
chains, and information systems that underpin 
Western military effectiveness. 
 
The threat extends beyond conventional military 
domains into cyberspace, as evidenced by China’s 
state-sponsored hacking campaigns. Salt Typhoon 
and Volt Typhoon cyber intrusions highlight 
sophisticated Chinese state-sponsored hacking 
operations that target critical US infrastructure.10 11 
This extensive cyber espionage campaign penetrated 
telecommunications networks, energy grids, water 
systems, and transportation infrastructure across the 
United States, placing digital backdoors that could be 
activated in a future conflict. These incursions reveal 
China’s strategy of preparing the battlefield by 
compromising systems that would be crucial during 
a military confrontation, creating vulnerabilities that 
could severely hamper American military and 
civilian response capabilities in a crisis. 
 
The Axis is Getting its Act Together 
 
Unlike anything except during the Cold War, 
adversaries in multiple theaters have sought to seize 

 
https://www.defenseone.com/threats/2025/02/china-rehearsing-war-indo-
pacific-commander-says/403011/ 
8 Adm. Samuel J. Paparo. “STATEMENT OF ADMIRAL SAMUEL J. 
PAPARO COMMANDER, US INDO-PACIFIC COMMAND US INDO-
PACIFIC COMMAND POSTURE.” Armed Services Senate. April 2025. 
https://www.armed-
services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/testimony_of_adm_paparo.pdf 
9 Mark Cozad et al. “Gaining Victory in Systems Warfare: China’s 
Perspective on the US-China Military Balance,” RAND, March 1, 2023, 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1535-1.html  
10 Craig Singleton, “China’s Tech Triple Play Threatens US National 
Security,” Real Clear Defense. March 25, 2025. 
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2025/03/25/chinas_tech_triple_pl
ay_threatens_us_national_security_1099692.html 
11 US Department of Defense, “Annual Report to Congress, 2025.) 
12 Reuters, .“Russian, Chinese ships conduct joint drills in Pacific, Russia's 
agencies report.” Reuters. Oct. 7, 2024. 
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/russian-chinese-ships-conduct-joint-

the moment by fueling each other’s economies, 
sharing technologies and weapon systems, training 
militarily together, and coordinating on strategies for 
a new global system that would be controlled by their 
leadership. The deepening cooperation among 
authoritarian states, particularly China, Russia, Iran, 
and North Korea, which the US-China Economic and 
Security Review Commission have termed an “axis of 
autocracy,” has expanded beyond traditional 
diplomatic and economic ties into military training, 
frontline cooperation, and mutual support for core 
national security objectives. This has been evident 
through the war in Ukraine in Europe, assistance in 
weapon systems for the Houthis in the Middle East, 
and territorial aggression and continued gray zone 
tactics in the Indo-Pacific.  
 
Evidence of this growing coordination is substantial 
and concerning. Over the last few years, we’ve 
witnessed joint naval exercises in the North Pacific 
involving China and Russia and Russia, China, and 
Iran naval exercises in the Gulf of Oman, alongside 
separate bilateral exercises suggesting coordination 
in potential conflict scenarios.12 North Korean troop 
deployments to support Russian operations in 
Ukraine demonstrate a willingness to provide direct 
military assistance to partners.13 The sharing of 
military technologies, particularly between Russia 
and China, with evidence of Chinese assistance to 
Russian defense production amid sanctions, further 
confirms this troubling pattern.14 
 
Compounding these military challenges is a 
troubling development on the geopolitical stage—
last year, Xi in his visit to Moscow with Russian 
leader Vladimir Putin said, “China will work with 
Russia to shoulder the special responsibilities of 
major world powers,” and the two should be “friends 
of steel.”15 In their joint statement, they committed to 
deepening ties and “strengthen coordination and 

drills-pacific-russias-agencies-report-2024-10-08/; Al Jazeera. “Iran, Russia, 
China conduct joint naval drills in Gulf of Oman.” Al Jazeera. March 12, 
2025. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/12/iran-russia-china-
conduct-joint-naval-drills-in-gulf-of-oman 
13 Joel Guinto and Jean Mackenzie. “N Korea confirms it sent troops to fight 
for Russia in Ukraine war.” BBC. April 27, 2025. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ckg25wxvpy2o 
14 Abby Shepherd. “Sharing of submarine technology between Russia and 
China poses threat to US dominance, INDOPACOM commander says.” 
Inside Defense. Nov. 25, 2024. https://insidedefense.com/insider/sharing-
submarine-technology-between-russia-and-china-poses-threat-us-
dominance-indopacom; Kylie Atwood. “China is giving Russia significant 
support to expand weapons manufacturing as Ukraine war continues, US 
officials say.” CNN. April 12, 2024. 
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/04/12/politics/china-russia-support-weapons-
manufacturing/index.html 
15 Keir Simmons, Natasha Lebedeva, and Jennifer Jett. “Xi and Putin vow 
stronger ties at Russia's World War II Victory Day parade ahead of US-
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jointly respond firmly to the United States’ policy of 
‘dual containment’ against both countries.”16 This 
meeting preceded the  BRICS summit in Rio Janeiro, 
Brazil,  where China and Russia alongside other 
Global South nations  seek to reshape the multilateral 
system and encourage trade and new forms of 
payment outside of the US dollar, especially as US 
tariffs take effect.17 These authoritarian powers are 
developing alternative financial architectures and 
supply chains designed to withstand Western 
sanctions and economic pressure.18 China and Russia 
have sought to gain momentum for these initiatives 
in the Global South and the Middle East through 
payment systems and multilateral fora like BRICS to 
create a parallel system that could undermine 
Western economic leverage in the future.19 
 
While there has been hesitancy to call these 
relationships formal alliances, functional 
partnerships like that between China and Russia are 
increasingly alliance-like in practice, regardless of 
terminology. This growing alignment challenges the 
assumption that these states would act 
independently, potentially requiring the United 
States and allies to prepare for simultaneous or 
coordinated challenges across multiple theaters. 
While quiet now, the axis will continue to bide their 
time and surprise us when we least expect it. 
 
Economic Statecraft and Influence Competition  
 
Beyond traditional military competition, China has 
expanded its influence through sophisticated 
economic statecraft. While the Belt and Road 
Initiative has provided critical infrastructure 
financing to developing nations and is widely known 
for creating relationships of dependency that can be 
leveraged for strategic advantage and access for 
ports, railways, and critical infrastructure like 
telecommunications, China’s aggressive 
commitment to long-term technology through the 
development of its Five-Year Plans may end up being 

 
China trade talks.” NBC News, May 9, 2025. 
https://www.nbcnews.com/world/europe/russia-parade-world-war-ii-
putin-china-xi-trade-deal-tariffs-rcna205534 
16 Simmons, Lebedeva, Jett “Xi and Putin vow stronger ties.” 
17 The Jakarta Post, “BRICS summit planned for July in Rio: Brazil,” The 
Jakarta Post, Feb. 16, 2025. 
https://www.thejakartapost.com/world/2025/02/16/brics-summit-planned-
for-july-in-rio-brazil.html 
18 Reuters, “Exclusive: 'China Track' bank netting system shields Russia-
China trade from Western eyes.” Reuters, April 22, 2025. 
https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/china-track-bank-netting-
system-shields-russia-china-trade-western-eyes-2025-04-22/; Junhua 
Zhang. “China and Russia: Toward an alternate financial system.” 
Geopolitical Intelligence Services. Oct. 21, 2024. 
https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/china-russia-finance/ 

one of the consequential game changers for the US 
and our security architecture. 
 
China’s strategic approach has been further clarified 
in its recent National Security white paper titled 
“China’s Holistic Approach to National Security in 
the New Era.”20 This document, the first of its kind 
since Xi Jinping’s rise to power, outlines an expansive 
concept of national security that spans economic, 
technological, cultural, and informational domains—
not just traditional military concerns and that China’s 
vision of “comprehensive national security” and 
China’s “holistic approach to national security” 
should be the guiding principle for national security. 
It also integrates economic security as a fundamental 
component of national power, justifying state 
intervention in markets, technology transfer 
requirements, and industrial policies as security 
imperatives rather than merely economic choices. 
 
Chinese leader Xi Jinping has consistently pledged 
“self-reliance and self-strengthening” to develop AI 
in China and targets serious goals for “future 
industries” such as robotics, biotechnology, and 
advanced manufacturing development across 
technology sectors like semiconductors, energy, and 
production of critical minerals to provide leverage in 
technology competition and serve as coercive tools.21 
The white paper reinforces these priorities, 
emphasizing “key core technologies” as strategic 
needs for overall security concerns. Additionally, 
China over the last year has utilized its own export 
controls and restrictions on technologies and critical 
minerals to countries to control the terms of 
negotiations and highlight its own leverage against 
the United States and its allies and partners. 
 
What’s at Stake 
 
At its core, what’s at stake in the military and 
economic competition with China is the future of 
both American and global security, prosperity, and 

19 Arab News Japan. “Saudi Arabia part of China trial of yuan digital 
currency payments.” Arab News Japan, Oct. 11, 2024. https://arab.news/z4fjp 
20 Andrew S. Erickson. “New White Paper: ‘China’s National Security in 
the New Era.’ “Andrew S. Erickson: China analysis from original sources. 
May 12, 2025. https://www.andrewerickson.com/2025/05/new-white-paper-
chinas-national-security-in-the-new-era/ 
21 James Pomfret and Summer Zhen. “China's Xi calls for self sufficiency in 
AI development amid US rivalry,” Reuters, April 30, 2025. 
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-xi-calls-self-sufficiency-ai-
development-amid-us-rivalry-2025-04-26/; Ji Siqi. “China targets ‘future 
industries’ in 2024, humanoid robots and biomedicines to drive high-
quality economic growth.” South China Morning Post. Dec. 23, 2023. 
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3246040/china-
targets-industries-future-2024-humanoid-robots-and-biomedicines-drive-
high-quality-economic 
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influence. This isn’t just about faraway conflicts or 
abstract statistics—it touches our daily lives, our jobs, 
our freedoms, and the rules of the world future 
generations will inherit. 
 
War and Despair 
 
Perhaps it seems like an oversimplification, but an 
erosion of conventional deterrence in the near-term 
could ensue conflict in the cross-strait over Taiwan, 
which would likely represent perhaps the most acute 
flashpoint for the globe, combining geopolitical 
significance with global economic importance.  
 
A conflict over Taiwan would have catastrophic 
consequences. Adm. Paparo at the Honolulu Defense 
Forum in February 2025 stated  that potential 
casualties could reach “up to 1 million deaths and 
widespread despair with or without American 
involvement.”22 Research by the Rhodium Group 
also indicates a Taiwan conflict would be difficult to 
reverse in terms of impact on trade and investment 
on a global scale, leaving few countries untouched.23 

Beyond the democratic governance and human rights 
implications, Taiwan produces  approximately 92% 
of the world’s advanced semiconductors, 
components essential to everything from consumer 
electronics to sophisticated military systems.24 
 
Most importantly, Taiwan’s fall would likely not 
represent the end of Chinese expansion but rather a 
beginning, fundamentally altering regional power 
dynamics and undermining the credibility of US 
security guarantees throughout the region.  
 
The emerging security environment demands that US 
planners consider an even more challenging scenario: 
simultaneous conflicts erupting across the Indo-
Pacific theater. A recent Atlantic Council Guardian 
Tiger tabletop exercise on this possibility examined 
scenarios where crises in both the Taiwan Strait and 
the Korean Peninsula escalate concurrently, 
potentially involving multiple nuclear powers.25 
Their analysis suggests that such a two-front conflict 
could rapidly escalate to nuclear use, with 

 
22 Pacific Forum, “ADM. PAPARO WARNS OF GROWING THREATS IN 
THE INDO-PACIFIC, CALLS FOR URGENT ACTION AT HONOLULU 
DEFENSE FORUM 2025,” Pacific Forum, Feb. 19, 2025. 
https://pacforum.org/publications/adm-paparo-warns-of-growing-threats-
in-the-indo-pacific-calls-for-urgent-action-at-honolulu-defense-forum-2025/ 
23 Charlie Vest, Agatha Kratz and Reva Goujon, “The Global Economic 
Disruptions from a Taiwan Conflict,” Rhodium Group, Dec. 14, 2022. 
https://rhg.com/research/taiwan-economic-disruptions/ 
24 Lin Jones et al., “US EXPOSURE TO THE TAIWANESE 
SEMICONDUCTOR INDUSTRY,” Economics Working Paper, Rhodium 

devastating regional and global consequences. The 
study emphasizes that current US force posture and 
operational planning are primarily designed for 
single-theater conflicts, creating dangerous 
vulnerabilities if adversaries coordinate their actions. 
The tabletop exercise study highlighted how the close 
relationships among China, Russia, and North Korea 
could enable coordinated opportunistic aggression, 
with one crisis deliberately timed to distract from or 
complicate the response to another. US military 
resources, particularly naval assets, air power, and 
logistical capabilities, would be severely strained in 
responding to simultaneous contingencies—
potentially forcing impossible choices about where to 
prioritize limited assets. This scenario is particularly 
concerning given the strategic significance of both 
Taiwan and South Korea to global supply chains, US 
alliance credibility, and regional stability. 
 
Our Organizing Principles 
 
Beyond specific security concerns, the competition in 
the Indo-Pacific fundamentally involves economic 
security and the organizing principles of 
international society. According to the 2025 National 
Security Strategy states, “the Indo-Pacific is already 
the source of almost half the world’s GDP based on 
purchasing power parity (PPP), and one third based 
on nominal GDP. That share is certain to grow over 
the 21st century.”  Losing access or a halt in 
commercial shipping would have significant 
consequences to the global economy.  
 
Living under China’s model of authoritarian 
governance would threaten to reshape international 
norms in ways that undermine democracy, free 
markets, and free speech. Additionally, a dominance 
in critical industries from technology to 
pharmaceuticals would put our supply chains and 
economic security at risk. Regardless of whether 
there is a kinetic or non-kinetic conflict, the 
competition for innovation leadership in areas like 
AI, biotech, and space will determine who sets the 
ethical and security standards for decades to come.  
 

Group, November 2023.  
https://www.usitc.gov/publications/332/working_papers/us_exposure_to_t
he_taiwanese_semiconductor_industry_11-21-2023_508.pdf 
25 Markus Garlauskas, Lauren D. Gilbert, and Kyoko Imai, “A rising 
nuclear double-threat in East Asia: Insights from our Guardian Tiger I and 
II tabletop exercises.” Atlantic Council.,May 12, 2025. 
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/a-rising-
nuclear-double-threat-in-east-asia-insights-from-our-guardian-tiger-i-and-
ii-tabletop-exercises/ 
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Additionally, China’s approach to international 
relations emphasizes state sovereignty over human 
rights, hierarchical relations over equal treatment, 
and authoritarian governance as a legitimate 
alternative to democracy. This vision directly 
challenges the post-1945 rules-based order that, 
despite imperfections, has underpinned global 
stability and unprecedented prosperity. 
 
Freedom of navigation, peaceful resolution of 
disputes, and protection of rights for smaller states 
would all be compromised if China successfully 
establishes regional hegemony. The implications 
extend far beyond geopolitics into the very nature of 
governance and individual liberty. China’s model 
emphasizes authoritarian control, censorship, and 
surveillance—both at home and increasingly abroad 
through technology and economic leverage. If China 
reshapes international norms in its favor, American 
values like free markets, free speech, and democracy 
could face growing pressure even beyond China’s 
borders. 
 
Consider the concrete manifestations of this 
alternative vision: living under surveillance or rules 
dominated by the Chinese Communist Party, being 
targeted by Chinese media outlets for expressing 
criticism of Beijing’s policies, or businesses self-
censoring to maintain market access.26 These are not 
hypothetical scenarios but emerging realities where 
Chinese influence has already grown dominant. The 
export of digital authoritarianism—through 
surveillance technologies, internet governance 
standards, and information control mechanisms—
represents a particularly concerning aspect of China’s 
challenge to democratic values. 
 
As one strategic assessment by the Center of Strategic 
and Budgetary Assessments concluded, “the extent 
of US and Western primacy has diminished,” and we 
are no longer in a post-Cold War world era but in a 
crisis of global order.27 The fundamental character of 
international relations in the 21st century will be 
significantly shaped by developments in the Indo-
Pacific over the coming decade, determining whether 

 
26 Paul Mozur, Muyi Xiao and John Liu. “‘An Invisible Cage’: How China Is 
Policing the Future.” New York Times. June 25, 2022, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/25/technology/china-surveillance-
police.html; Global Times. 2024. “What is Glaser deliberately evading by 
pretending to be the victim?: Global Times editorial.” Global Times. June 24. 
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202406/1314752.shtml; Kieran Green et 
al., “Censorship Practices of the People’s Republic of China.” Center for 
Intelligence and Research Analysis. Feb. 20. 2024, 
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/2024-
02/Censorship_Practices_of_the_Peoples_Republic_of_China.pdf 

democratic governance or authoritarian models will 
set the template for global development. 
 
Charting a Path Forward 
 
The converging threats in the Indo-Pacific demand a 
fundamental reassessment of America’s strategic 
approach. As the “Davidson window” narrows 
toward 2027, our response must transcend traditional 
bureaucratic incrementalism and embrace a whole-
of-nation effort that leverages all elements of 
American power. The gravity of this moment cannot 
be overstated—we stand at a historical inflection 
point that will determine whether the coming 
decades unfold under the auspices of democratic 
values or authoritarian control. 
 
Military Posture Improvements 
 
America must revitalize its military posture in the 
Indo-Pacific with a sense of urgency befitting the 
challenge. This requires not merely increased defense 
spending, but targeted investments in capabilities 
that directly counter China’s anti-access/area denial 
strategy. The Pentagon must rapidly field survivable, 
long-range precision strike systems, distributed 
sensing networks, resilient command and control 
capabilities, and advanced undersea platforms. 
Special emphasis should be placed on developing 
and deploying hypersonic weapons, autonomous 
systems, and counter-space capabilities to maintain 
escalation dominance across all warfighting domains 
to maintain not just the readiness levels needed but 
the decisive capabilities needed to hopefully deter 
conflict. 
 
Beyond hardware, the US military must 
fundamentally rethink operational concepts for high-
intensity conflict with a near-peer adversary. 
Traditional force concentration models must give 
way to more distributed, resilient approaches that 
can withstand initial strikes and continue operating 
in contested environments. Joint All-Domain 
Command and Control (JADC2) investments must be 
accelerated to enable synchronized operations across 

27 Hal Brands and Eric S. Edelman. “Why is the World So Unsettled? The 
End of the Post-Cold War Era and the Crisis of Global Order.” Center for 
Strategic and Budgetary Assessments. May 25, 2017. 
https://csbaonline.org/uploads/documents/Why_Is_the_World_So_Unsettl
ed_FORMAT_FINAL.pdf 
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services. Equally critical is the hardening of forward 
bases, pre-positioning of munitions and supplies, and 
development of alternative logistics networks to 
sustain operations under sustained attack. The 
Presidential and congressional budgets adds monies 
to fund these capabilities. This is welcomed and 
much needed, but to really “pivot” to the Pacific, we 
need sustained funding and attention.  
 
We must also prepare for the possibility of 
simultaneous conflicts, as identified by the Atlantic 
Council’s Guardian Tiger Tabletop analysis.28 This 
requires not only additional capacity but significantly 
improved interoperability with allies who would be 
central to any regional response. Simultaneously, 
acquisition processes must be streamlined to 
prioritize rapid fielding of existing technologies over 
pursuing perfect solutions that arrive too late to 
influence the strategic balance. Wartime procurement 
mentalities to meet the urgency of the moment must 
be adopted. 
 
The cornerstone of America’s Indo-Pacific strategy 
must be its alliance architecture. These relationships 
represent the United States’ asymmetric advantage 
over China, which remains comparatively isolated 
despite its economic influence. Strengthening 
traditional alliances with Japan, South Korea, 
Australia, and the Philippines while deepening 
security partnerships with India, Vietnam, and 
Indonesia, and more will create an integrated 
deterrence web that complicates Chinese military 
planning. New trilateral or multilateral frameworks 
tailored specifically to Indo-Pacific security 
challenges should complement existing structures 
like the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue with 
Australia, India, Japan, and the United States, and 
separately the Australia, United Kingdom, and 
United States (AUKUS) agreements, creating 
overlapping layers of cooperation that enhance 
regional resilience against coercion. 
 
Economic and Diplomatic Security Advancements 
 
Economic security represents perhaps the most 
challenging dimension of this competition, requiring 
difficult trade-offs between short-term economic 
interests and long-term strategic imperatives. The 
United States must systematically reduce critical 
supply chain dependencies on China, particularly in 
defense and technology sectors. This effort should 

 
28 Garlauskas, Gilbert, and Imai. “A rising nuclear double-threat in East 
Asia.” 

include accelerated domestic production of 
semiconductors and other strategic technologies, 
alongside coordinated export controls with allies and 
partners to prevent technology transfers that enhance 
China’s military capabilities. Crucially, the United 
States must provide credible economic alternatives to 
Chinese investment through revitalized 
development financing and trade frameworks that 
offer partner nations paths to prosperity that also 
removes their alignment with Beijing. Economic 
security can no longer be seen as siloed from defense 
security, nor can dual-use technologies be used to 
draw clear lines between what is critical and what is 
not in this era of competition.  
 
American diplomatic engagement must match the scale 
of China’s global influence campaign. This requires 
reinvigorating US leadership in regional institutions, 
expanding diplomatic presence across the Indo-
Pacific, and articulating a positive vision for the 
region that transcends security competition. 
American diplomats must counter China’s narrative 
of inevitable dominance by highlighting the enduring 
appeal of sovereign governance and prosperity with 
the United States. We need more embassies  and 
consulates abroad to do this, which includes 
economic consulars and defense attaches across 
theaters oriented toward strategic competition and 
driving a positive narrative of US influence and 
capacity. We also need industry advocates or 
consulars at Embassies that understand the stake and 
are driving US and allied national security needs that 
benefit economic interests. Strong allies and partners 
are fundamental for this but so are strong 
relationships with those allies and partners to enact 
the change we want to see going forward. 
 
Technological Leadership 
 
Finally, technological leadership will ultimately 
determine the long-term trajectory of this 
competition. The United States must dramatically 
increase funding for research and development in 
artificial intelligence, quantum computing, 
biotechnology, and other frontier domains while 
fostering public-private partnerships that accelerate 
innovation. US and allied industry are critical to 
ensuring the U.S maintains its leadership in these 
areas, and they must be involved in first 
understanding the problem and objectives so that 
they can innovate and find greater solutions that 



Kimberly Lehn 

 10 

government stakeholders may not have known as 
possible. Also important is the development of 
ethical frameworks and standards for emerging 
technologies that reflect democratic values. By 
establishing international technology alliances that 
align like-minded nations around shared principles 
or bridging new ties as seen in new deals of 
investment with the Middle East, America can ensure 
that the technologies shaping humanity’s future 
embody the values of openness, transparency, and 
individual liberty rather than facilitating 
unprecedented levels of state control. These 
technological partnerships, however, must ensure 
that each side is playing by the same security 
protocols to not allow key technology, parts, or know 
how in the hands of strategic competitors.  
 
The United States and the globe face this challenge at 
a moment of political polarization and fiscal 
constraint. Yet history demonstrates that any 
divisions when confronted with clear and present 
dangers to our core interests. The Indo-Pacific 
competition represents precisely such a challenge—
one that will define the contours of international 
order for generations. Our response must match the 
magnitude of what is at stake. 
 
The outcome of this will determine whether we 
remain free, prosperous, and secure—or whether we 
must adapt to a world where an authoritarian power 
increasingly sets the terms of engagement. The 
difficulty of untangling our dependence on China 
only underscores the urgency of beginning this 
process now, with strategic coordination and 
operational urgency. And yet, for all these challenges, 
I return to where I began: the glass remains half full. 
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Executive Summary 

Mason Richey 

 

This Issues and Insights policy report examines US preparedness for a dual contingency scenario involving a 

blockade of Taiwan in conjunction with a Korean Peninsula crisis.  

As China emerges as a near-peer military competitor with mature anti-access/area-denial capabilities, and 

revisionist North Korea grows its conventional and nuclear capabilities, coordinated or opportunistic 

aggression poses challenges to the strategic interests of the US and its allies in East Asia. In this context, the 

report identifies a Chinese maritime blockade of Taiwan as a likely scenario, potentially paired with North 

Korean attacks along the Northern Limit Line. Such a dual crisis would severely test US-led deterrence, allied 

military capacity and cohesion, and operational readiness to assist Taiwan. In particular, China’s expanding 

naval forces and extensive missile arsenal create major obstacles to US intervention, despite technological 

advantages.  

Given the above scenario, challenges to readiness for critical Taiwan-assistance missions include China’s anti-

access/area-denial strategies across the first island chain, securing logistics supply lines at significant distances 

from US and allied territory, and coordinating with allies facing difficult tradeoffs between economic ties with 

China and security commitments to Washington. South Korea and Japan would confront acute dilemmas 

regarding base access, sanctions participation, and direct military involvement while managing vulnerabilities 

to retaliation by China and potentially coordinated threats from North Korea. 

The report recommends priority actions across three phases. During pre-crisis response, the US must maintain 

credible deterrence, assist Taiwan in stockpiling critical supplies, and secure advance agreements with allies 

on cooperation parameters. Once a blockade crisis is imminent or underway non-kinetic responses should 

emphasize intelligence sharing and coordinated multi-domain (e.g., cyber) operations to counter China’s 

“system of systems” conflict approach. For blockade-breaking operations, the US (and potentially allies) must 

prepare noncombatant evacuations, establish humanitarian airbridges, conduct blockade-testing with 

merchant vessels, and pre-position military assets—including carrier strike groups, submarines, aircraft, and 

missile defense systems—within the theater. 

Success requires allies to accept differential responsibilities, with South Korea potentially focusing on 

peninsular defense while Japan supports broader blockade-breaking efforts. Both states face escalatory risks 

from hosting US military operations. The report concludes that while deterring such a dual contingency 

remains optimal (notably through Taiwan’s successful development of a “hedgehog” strategy), failure to 

establish detailed contingency plans with Japan and South Korea beforehand could prove catastrophic, 

potentially reshaping East Asian security architecture and the rules governing 21st-century great power 

conflict. 
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Introduction 
 

ast Asia is one of the most strategically 

contested and militarily sensitive regions in 

the world. In Northeast Asia, the United 

States, Japan, and South Korea are allied in a bloc 

countering China, North Korea, and Russia. At the 

juncture of Northeast and Southeast Asia, de facto 

independent Taiwan is largely aligned with 

Washington, Tokyo, and Seoul, but faces broad 

diplomatic isolation and a deteriorating military 

balance with revisionist China. Nonetheless, despite 

these frictions the above polities are deeply 

economically intertwined, even if partial trade 

fragmentation is occurring through selective supply 

chain de-coupling, increased tariffs, and other 

international commerce barriers.1  

 

Taken together, the East Asia region’s major blocs 

have increasingly incompatible strategic interests, 

security/defense postures, and perceptions of the 

sources of their prosperity. Consequently, they are at 

risk of security dilemma dynamics and a shifting 

balance of power upending a mostly stable, peaceful 

post-Cold War status quo based on shared belief in 

robust deterrence and economic interdependence. 

 

Two potential flashpoints stand out as particularly 

problematic in this regard. The first is Chinese 

military action against Taiwan, especially a maritime 

blockade scenario intended to compel capitulation by 

Taipei.2  The second major flashpoint risk is North 

Korean revisionism via limited-scale attacks, 

especially against South Korea-controlled islands 

near the de facto inter-Korean maritime border (the 

Northern Limit Line (NLL)). Many analysts see this 

latter possibility as more likely to occur in 

conjunction with a Taiwan contingency, either 

through deliberate China-North Korea coordination 

or via North Korea exploiting a China-Taiwan 

contingency to opportunistically advance its interests 

while the US would be focused on the Taiwan Strait. 

 

Given the current balance of power in the region, US 

involvement would be necessary in either scenario, 

 
1 Zhong Feiteng, “The Growing Impact of Decoupling on Japan, South 

Korea and China.” Global Asia, 2024, 19/3: 32-36. 

https://www.globalasia.org/v19no3/cover/the-growing-impact-of-

decoupling-on-japan-south-korea-and-china_zhong-feiteng; Alicia Garcia-

Herrero, “Escalating US-China rare earth tensions signal determination to 

decouple.” Bruegel, Oct. 15, 2025. https://www.bruegel.org/first-

glance/escalating-us-china-rare-earth-tensions-signal-determination-

decouple  

and especially if Beijing and Pyongyang cooperated 

in their respective coercive endeavors. Notably, 

going beyond diplomacy and crisis management, the 

US would be required for critical missions implicated 

in both the Taiwan maritime blockade and North 

Korean maritime revisionism scenarios. Considering 

the distances involved, the complex geography, and 

likely need for rapid, decisive action, this raises the 

issue of critical mission preparedness. What potential 

threats should be prioritized? What strategies, 

operations, and assets would be necessary? How 

should the US and East Asian regional allies 

coordinate pre-crisis to increase the likelihood of a 

coherent, effective response?  

 

This policy paper outlines selected regional security 

dynamics and identifies items and actions that would 

contribute to preparedness for such a dual 

contingency scenario. 3  Following this Introduction, 

part 1 examines Chinese strategic objectives vis-à-vis 

Taiwan; current US interests, commitments, and 

strategic posture in East Asia; and some of the 

dilemmas that US allies in Northeast Asia would face 

during a China-Taiwan contingency. Part 2 looks at a 

possible Taiwan maritime blockade scenario, how 

that might be paired with North Korean action along 

the NLL, and critical mission responses by the US, 

South Korea, and Japan. A particular focus is on 

expected challenges and proactive steps that could be 

taken to mitigate them. Part 3 provides a conclusion.  

 

US-China Regional Great Power 

Competition and Its Ripple Effects 
 

China as Rising Power: China has steadily 

transformed into a near-peer military competitor to 

the US, particularly in the maritime domain. The 

People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) now 

outnumbers the US Navy in terms of vessels, 

although the US still has an advantage (albeit 

shrinking) in gross tonnage (notably due to the US’s 

much larger aircraft carrier fleet) and overall 

technological superiority (including more guided-

missile cruisers and destroyers, and world-leading 

2 A full invasion is also possible, as is a small-scale seizure of Taiwan 

administered islands—Kinmen, Matsu, etc.— near the mainland China 

coast. These scenarios are not considered in this work, although a Chinese 

blockade could fit into either scenario. It is also possible that China is risk-

averse and simply maintains the status quo. 
3 This policy paper is partially based on the outcomes of a table-top 

exercise carried out in Seoul in mid-2025. Participants included experts 

from the US, the US’s Indo-Pacific and European allies and partners, and 

other relevant states. 

E 

https://www.globalasia.org/v19no3/cover/the-growing-impact-of-decoupling-on-japan-south-korea-and-china_zhong-feiteng
https://www.globalasia.org/v19no3/cover/the-growing-impact-of-decoupling-on-japan-south-korea-and-china_zhong-feiteng
https://www.bruegel.org/first-glance/escalating-us-china-rare-earth-tensions-signal-determination-decouple
https://www.bruegel.org/first-glance/escalating-us-china-rare-earth-tensions-signal-determination-decouple
https://www.bruegel.org/first-glance/escalating-us-china-rare-earth-tensions-signal-determination-decouple
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attack and ballistic missile submarine fleet).4 China 

also has a much larger coast guard, merchant marine, 

and shipbuilding industrial base than the US. 5 

Although the East Asia theater is predominantly 

maritime, the role of the Chinese People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) is also crucial to potential warfighting in 

the region, as holding contested territory—such as in 

Taiwan—would require ground forces. China’s 

maritime and ground capabilities are in turn 

supported by sophisticated and growing air, 

rocket/missile, space, and cyber/information forces.  

 

As US force projection in East Asia must occur at 

great distance from US territory (the US west coast, 

Hawaii, Guam), and significant distance from the 

territory of US allies in the region (South Korea, Japan, 

Philippines, Australia), the Chinese military focuses 

on an anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) strategy 

combining integrated joint operations and 

(especially) long-range precision strike systems by 

the PLA Rocket Force (PLARF), which operates the 

world’s largest ground-based ballistic missile force, 

including large numbers of short and 

medium/intermediate range conventional 

rockets/missiles in addition to a large (500+ warhead) 

and growing nuclear weapons arsenal.6 The PLARF’s 

ability to strike US surface combatant ships is 

intended to make US military intervention in the 

region a difficult and risky endeavor. 

 

Beijing views Taiwan as a core national interest, and, 

with increasing assertiveness under paramount 

leader Xi Jinping, China has signaled that it may use 

force to achieve unification, if other methods fail.7 On 

the basis of the aforementioned maritime- and air-

based A2/AD strategy, a likely first step would be a 

blockade progressively cutting off Taiwan’s sea and 

(and perhaps) air links to force political capitulation 

without direct invasion. 8  China would intend that 

 
4 Ronald O’Rourke, “China Naval Modernization: Implications for US 

Naval Capabilities—Background and Issues for Congress,” Congressional 

Research Service, April 24, 2025. https://www.congress.gov/crs-

product/RL33153    
5 Stu Woo, “Chinese Ships are Carrying America’s Cargo: The US Wants to 

Reverse That.” The Wall Street Journal. March 14, 2025. 

https://www.wsj.com/world/china/china-cargo-ship-trump-shipbuilding-

823b1c9c  
6 Christopher Johnstone, “China’s Evolving Counter Intervention 

Capabilities and Implications for the United States and Indo-Pacific Allies 

and Partners,” Congressional Testimony, March 21, 2024, 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-evolving-counter-intervention-

capabilities-and-implications-united-states-and-indo; CSIS China Power 

Project, “How is China Modernizing its Nuclear Forces?” CSIS, 2025, 

https://chinapower.csis.org/china-nuclear-weapons/   
7 Joe Cash and Ben Blanchard, “China won’t renounce use of force over 

Taiwan; Xi visits frontline island,” Reuters, Oct. 17, 2024. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-says-it-will-not-

renounce-use-force-over-taiwan-2024-10-16/  

such a measure would be decisive, a fait accompli 

undermining US resolve to the point that it would not 

risk intervention, in turn also discouraging Japan 

and/or South Korea. Additionally, this would signal 

the end of US military primacy in the western Pacific. 

 

US Commitment to East Asia: The US has held 

military primacy in East Asia since the end of World 

War II, and remains notionally committed to that 

status, despite significant relative erosion vis-à-vis 

China.9 In this context, the US operates treaty-based 

alliances in Northeast Asia with South Korea and 

Japan, and maintains a policy of strategic ambiguity 

regarding commitment to defending Taiwan under 

the framework of the Taiwan Relations Act. 10 

Although this stops short of a formal security 

guarantee, most analysts believe that the US would 

attempt to support Taiwan militarily in the case of 

Chinese invasion or blockade, as failing to do so 

would have direct (economic) and indirect (alliance 

credibility) impact on US regional and global power. 

That is, most analysts believe that the US would 

consider Chinese aggression toward Taiwan as a 

threat to vital US interests. 

 

The reality, however, is that such support would be 

fraught due to Beijing’s aforementioned maritime- 

and air-based A2/AD strategy. In a China-Taiwan 

contingency, the US would need to conduct complex 

activities, including: 

● Diplomatic action, featuring economic 

sanctions coordinated with US 

allies/partners. 

● Transporting matériel into the region 

(leading to RSOI), notably air and naval 

assets, with selected stationing on allied 

territory. 

● Challenging potential blockade operations. 

8 Mark Cancian, Matthew Cancian, and Eric Heginbotham, “Lights Out?: 

Wargaming a Chinese Blockade of Taiwan,” CSIS, July 31, 2025, 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/lights-out-wargaming-chinese-blockade-

taiwan  
9 Melanie Sisson and Dan Patt, “After primacy: US military options in 

contemporary East Asia,” Brookings, Dec. 20, 2024, 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/after-primacy-us-military-options-in-

contemporary-east-asia/   
10 In the broader Indo-Pacific, the US operates treaty-based alliances with 

the Philippines, Australia, and Thailand. Although beyond the scope of 

this policy paper, these alliances—especially the Philippines and 

Australia—might also potentially play a role in a Taiwan crisis. For 

example, see: David Sacks, “Mapping the Unknown and Thinking the 

Unthinkable: How US Allies Might Respond in a Crisis Over Taiwan.” 

East-West Center—Occasional Paper, January 2024, 

https://www.eastwestcenter.org/sites/default/files/2024-

01/OP%203_Sacks_01092023.pdf  

https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/RL33153
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/RL33153
https://www.wsj.com/world/china/china-cargo-ship-trump-shipbuilding-823b1c9c
https://www.wsj.com/world/china/china-cargo-ship-trump-shipbuilding-823b1c9c
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-evolving-counter-intervention-capabilities-and-implications-united-states-and-indo
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-evolving-counter-intervention-capabilities-and-implications-united-states-and-indo
https://chinapower.csis.org/china-nuclear-weapons/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-says-it-will-not-renounce-use-force-over-taiwan-2024-10-16/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-says-it-will-not-renounce-use-force-over-taiwan-2024-10-16/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/lights-out-wargaming-chinese-blockade-taiwan
https://www.csis.org/analysis/lights-out-wargaming-chinese-blockade-taiwan
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/after-primacy-us-military-options-in-contemporary-east-asia/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/after-primacy-us-military-options-in-contemporary-east-asia/
https://www.eastwestcenter.org/sites/default/files/2024-01/OP%203_Sacks_01092023.pdf
https://www.eastwestcenter.org/sites/default/files/2024-01/OP%203_Sacks_01092023.pdf
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