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CRUX OF US-CHINA RELATIONS:
COMPETITION
It is not correct to label the U.S. China competition as a ‘new Cold War’; an alternative
framework is needed to understand its complexities

Cost of the U.S.-China trade war
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United States: Estimated value of imports from China subject to U.S. tariffs
$50 billion list
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Richard Fontaine, is the Chief
Executive Officer of the Centre for
a New American Security (CNAS).
Prior to CNAS, he was the foreign
policy advisor to Senator John
McCain and has worked at the
State Department, the National
Security Council, and on the staff
of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee. This article is based
on views he expressed at Synergia
Foundation’s 101st Forum on “U.S.
and the Indo-Paciﬁc: Charting
through a turbulent South China
Sea” held on the 22nd of April
2021.

W

hile there have been
multiple promises and
predictions about how
the foreign policy of the Biden
administration will be different from
the previous Trump administration,
one distinct aspect of commonality
between both seems to be their

China: Estimated value of imports from the U.S. subject to Chinese tariffs
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stance on the U.S.-China relationship
- competition.
Competition seems to be the
defining feature of the bilateral
relationship between the two
countries. Kickstarted by the Trump
regime, it continues to dominate
Biden’s policy and might do so for
the foreseeable future. There is
aggressive head-on competition for
economic, strategic, technological,
and military security between the
two global superpowers. There are
also deep-seated differences on
multiple geopolitical areas such
as Taiwan, Hong Kong, Xingjian,
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South China Sea and currently
the handling and spread of the
COVID-19 virus. All these factors
combined have contributed to the
instability and friction between the
two nations, which has resulted in
global geopolitical ramifications.

SEEDS OF A NEW COLD WAR?
Many observers in the U.S., and
other places, propound the beginning
of another Cold War-like situation. The
symptoms are all there- two global
economic and military superpowers,
ideological,
technological,
and
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Negative Diplomatic Exchanges between China and U.S.
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geopolitical competition driving them
aggressively in opposition to each
other, seeking allies to their cause
and gathering support. Despite all
these apparent red flags, another
Cold War is simply not possible.
Viewing the U.S.-China competition within the frame of U.S.-USSR
cold war obscures more than it
illuminates. Then, the world was
divided into specific blocs as allies of
either the U.S. or the Soviet Union.
Both economies had little to do with
each other and focused on containing
each other’s influence both politically
and economically.
The current scenario, however,
is vastly different from that which
existed almost forty years back. Both
the American and Chinese markets
rely on each other for a great deal
of their trade. Their technology
development resources are also

highly entwined. Their allies do not
have a policy of open aggression
against their mentor’s rival and, in
fact, are equally heavily reliant on
both markets for their own domestic
economic growth.
In a globalised world, the
possibility of another Cold War
with clear cut blocs, containment
policies, decoupling of markets etc.,
is difficult to imagine. The principal
protagonists have much to gain from
a free and fluid global market as
well as a dynamic and sophisticated
digital landscape.

AN ALTERNATIVE FRAMEWORK
Therefore, another framework
needs to be developed to understand
the complicated relationship between
these two major powers. What
one sees nowadays as a working

A longterm view on U.S. trade with china
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model is that there seems to be an
arrangement to co-operate on issuebased policies.
Within the South-East Asian
region, U.S. seems to be using
individual issues as means to either
co-operate or resist along with
nations states against China.
Thus, issues that are pertinent
to a specific geographic region and
can unite regional nation-states are
taken up and pursued by the U.S.
to counter any form of hegemony
and aggression which may threaten
the status quo. The South China Sea
dispute is one such issue where the
U.S., is actively pursuing maritime
relations with littoral states to contest
Chinese hegemony.
In a similar sharing of views, India
emerges as a valuable ally to the
U.S. India’s position as a formidable
regional player in the Asian
subcontinent and its competition with
China on various geopolitical issues
makes it an exemplary case study
to build confidence and cooperation
with other states of the region.

THE INDO-PACIFIC FACE OFF
The U.S. is, therefore, pro-actively
pursuing two vectors to counter the
rising China phenomenon.
The first is actively strengthening
bonds with existing allies and forging
new ones in order to counterbalance
Chinese hegemony in the region.
The rapid revival of the Quad and
the development of the Indo-Pacific
Strategy (IPS) is such a step towards
deepening security commitments.
Secondly, and this is a particular
feature of the Biden administration,
the U.S. is looking inwards to be
better prepared in facing Chinese
competition. There seems to be a
distinctive effort to revamp internal
infrastructure and technological
machinery
to
produce
more
effective and innovative measures
to accelerate economic and military
growth.
There is a push to put up a
more united fight to get out of the
economic recession caused largely
by the pandemic and other factors.
It is only by strengthening domestic
control that external forces can be
kept at bay.

EDITION I
MAY 2021

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

p3

QUAD - GROWING IN STATURE,
FINALLY
Only through complementary behaviour between allies will states be able to strengthen
ties that are needed to counterbalance regional hegemons

Rear Admiral Sudarshan Y.
Shrikhande, (Retd) has headed
Indian Naval Intelligence; was
Chief of Staff of the Southern
Naval Command and has served
in HQ IDS and Strategic Forces
Command, among others. He is a
post-graduate of the Soviet Naval
War College (1988), Indian Staff
and Naval War Colleges and the
U.S. Naval War College with the
highest distinction (2003). He is
a member of the adjunct faculty
at the Indian Naval War College
and has participated in Track 1.5
dialogue with China and the U.S.
This article is based on views
he expressed at Synergia
Foundation’s 101st Forum on “US
and the Indo-Paciﬁc: Charting
through a turbulent South China
Sea” held on the 22nd of April
2021.

T

here is often a misconception
that maritime conflicts do
not pose as serious a security
threat as that presented by
terrestrial or aerospace conflicts.
Competitions and conflicts in the
maritime domain are as dangerous
and crucial as those waged
terrestrially. There is a tendency to
overemphasise other aspects of the
maritime domain, such as trade and
shipping, rather than as an arena
of conflicts. One must only refer to
the intense maritime battles fought
along the length and breadth of
the Pacific Ocean between the U.S.
and Imperial Japan that decided
the outcome of World War II in the
Pacific theatre.
Even the NATO alliance was

less about the North Atlantic Sea
and more about forging a strategic
military axis to contain the Soviet
Union. Therefore, maritime conflicts
need as much a multilateral
outlook and strategy as territorial
conflicts. Therefore, the creation of
multilateral and multi-dimensional
alliances is the way forward to
properly counterbalance maritime
aggression.
The QUAD (Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue) between the U.S., Japan,
India, and Australia is a strategic
dialogue to discuss maritime
relations in the Indo-Pacific region.
Unlike NATO, which is a military
co-operative alliance, the QUAD is
primarily a confederation to promote
political security mechanisms in the
region.

QUAD-THE WAY FORWARD
QUAD can play a more proactive role in the Indo-Pacific region,
particularly in the current standoff
between the U.S. and China, if it

takes a couple of steps in the right
direction.
Firstly, it is important that QUAD
adopts a multi-dimensional strategy
to resolve conflicts at sea. All five
points of warfare-land, sea, air,
space, and fibre- should be brought
in and analysed in order to get the
larger picture. Only with a concrete
multi-dimensional approach will one
be able to peacefully resolve the
current standoff in the Indo-Pacific
region. There needs to be a thorough
understanding of the regional,
economic, political, and technological
dynamics between the players.
Secondly, QUAD needs to be
expanded to ‘Quad plus’ to accurately
represent the interests of the region.
All the QUAD members have good
relations with the ASEAN (Association
of
South-East
Asian
Nations)
countries, which should be fostered
and encouraged so that they can
also be part of this maritime alliance.
This will make the alliance even
more impactful as a counterbalance
against any regional hegemon. For
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U.S. gradually strengthens ties with Indo-Pacific countries against China

Against China’s efforts to expand its economic influence in the Indo-Pacific region, the U.S. is gradually
strengthening its military, economic, and diplomatic relations with the regional countries in recent years.

6
6 Quad Alliance

1
2
1 INDIA

The U.S. signed the Communications
compatibility and Security Agreement
(COMCASA) with India in 2018.
Over $3 billion worth of defense
Agreements were signed between the
two countries during US President Donald
Trump’s visit to India in February 2020.
U.S.-India bilateral trade volume in the
defence area rose to $15 billion in 2019.

2 Vietnam

In 2018, the U.S. launched a naval
expedition off the Vietnamese coast for
the first time since 1975.
The U.S. sent patrol ships to the shores
of Vietnam in 2019 as part of a support
mission to th country in the South
China Sea.
Since the beginning of the U.S.-China
trade war, the bilateral trade volume
between Vietnam and the U.S. reached
$77 billion.

4

5 Australia

3
3 Singapore

An agreement
signed in 1990
allowing the U.S.
to maintain a
military base in
the country was
extended until
2035.
The U.S. approved
F-35 fighter jet
sales to
Singapore in
February.

5

Shortly after Huawei
was blacklisted by the
U.S., Australia banned
Huawei’s 5G trials in
the country.
The US has 4 military
bases and
approximately 2,500
marine corps in
Australia.

4 South China Sea
2019 became the
year the U.S.
made the most
naval
expeditions in
the South China
Sea.
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Source: Anadolu Agency 2020

example, over the past year and
a half, India and Taiwan seem to
be having an extremely positive
relationship which is unprecedented
in their bilateral history. The discourse
associated with both countries when
they are covered in each other’s
domestic media and environment is
encouraging and empowering.
This deepening and strengthening
of existing allies and friends is what
is required in order to sway the
balance of power to establish order
and peace. While such alliances do
have with them risks involved, it is
only through various multilateral and
multi-dimensional strategies that

The Quadrilateral security Dialogue,
which the US formed with Australia, India,
and Japan in 2007, made a decision to
strengthen solidarity and cooperation in the
field of security against China in 2017.
It was announced that Australia for the first
time after 2007 would participate in the
Malabar Naval Exercise held by India,
the US and Japan.

one can stand up to the indiscreet
deployment of the fleet by China in
the Indo-Pacific, particularly in the
South China Sea.
India,
apart
from
the
strengthening of relations with fellow
ASEAN countries, is also playing a
model role in the Indian Ocean by
keeping positive communications
with all coastguards deployed in the
maritime region.
It also has developed strong
bonds with the naval deployments of
all nation-states of the Indian Ocean
Rim Association (IORA). Despite such
good faith from India, India-U.S.
relations seem to be a little unstable

in the current scenario, considering
how there is a reluctance on the part
of the U.S. in facilitating the import of
critical raw materials for vaccination
production against the COVID-19
virus.
Additionally, the U.S., through
its recent freedom of navigation
operations (FONOPS) exercise in
India’s Exclusive Economic Zone
(EEZ), has acted in bad faith against
a nation that it supposedly sees as
its ally. Only through complementary
behaviour between allies will states
be able to strengthen ties which are
needed to counterbalance regional
hegemons.
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SOUTH CHINA SEA - AN EMERGING
FLASHPOINT
The South China Sea is fast developing into a major maritime flashpoint as an aggressive
China stakes claims on vast stretches of the seas in competition with other littoral states
and extra-regional maritime powers

Dr. Rommel Banlaoi, is the
President of the Philippine
Society for Intelligence and
Security Studies. He teaches at
the Department of International
Studies at Miriam College in
the Philippines and is currently
an Adjunct Research Professor
at the National Institute for
South China Sea Studies in
Hainan, China. He was a full
professor of Political Science at
the National Defence College
of the Philippines, an assistant
professor of International Studies
at De La Salle University, and an
instructor in Political Science at
the University of the Philippines
at Los Banos. This article is based
on views he expressed at Synergia
Foundation’s 101st Forum on “US
and the Indo-Paciﬁc: Charting
through a turbulent South China
Sea” held on the 22nd of April
2021.

T

he South China Sea (SCS)
dispute
involving
many
littoral states - China, Taiwan,
Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam,
Brunei, and several small islandshas evolved into one of the main
maritime disputes of the decade,
with almost all the above-mentioned
countries claiming regions of the sea
as their own.
The SCS is of great geostrategic
importance as it is rich in natural
resources as well as the gateway for
almost a third of global maritime
trade. It is, therefore, of relevance
to anyone who supports the free
flow of trade. Since 2015, China’s

rise as a maritime power in the
SCS has been a cause of concern
for the regional states, the U.S., EU,
and other interested parties. The
tensions have only been escalating
in the region without any effective
intervention in sight.

PHILIPPINE-CHINA
RELATIONSHIP AT A
THRESHOLD?
The Philippine-China relationship
seems to be spiralling downwards
due to rising tensions in the region. It
is of concern that without an effective
cooperative policy from both sides,
it can easily lead to a crisis that will
threaten the peace and stability of
the international order. Contrary to
popular opinion, President Duterte
has been pursuing comprehensive
strategic cooperation with China
with respect to the SCS dispute, but

the recent movements by China in
the Julian Felipe Reef have given the
Duterte-led government cause for
concern. The Philippine government
has called China’s movements an
encroachment into its maritime
rights and sovereignty.
To counter such aggression,
the Philippines, along with its longstanding security ally, the U.S., have
been increasing joint patrolling in
the West Philippine Sea.
They
are
conducting
joint
navigational operations known as
the Balikatan exercises to assert
their claim over the region. While
the U.S., has shown its support
and partnership to the Philippines
through its actions and statements,
the involvement of extra-regional
players in an already volatile
regional dispute has led to instability
and disquiet among other regional
powers as well.
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China’s friends and relations in the Pacific
Seven Pacific Island nations Officially recognise the People’s
Republic of China. Six recognise Taiwan.

Recognises the People’s Republic of China

Recognises Taiwan (the Republic of China)

Marshall Islands

Palau

Kiribati

Nauru

Papua New Guinea

Tuvalu

Solomon Islands

Samoa

Vanuatu

Fiji

Tonga

Source: OpenStreetMap contributors

Dispute in South China Sea
Despite being major trade shipping route, South China Sea
becomes longstanding source of tension among coastal states,
particularly between china and the philippines.

Beijing claims roughly 90% of the total
area defined by a map with an ambiguaous
“dash-line” -- a U-shaped demarcation line-published in 1947

Paracel Islands:
Claimed by China, Vietnam and
Taiwan.
Completely controlled by China
since 1974

Cook Islands

pandemic, has also altered the
status quo of relations in the SCS.
States of the region seem to
be increasingly wary of the heavy
deployment of coastguards from
both nations, which are constantly
trying to outnumber each other.

The US-China rivalry, which has
been incessantly dominating the
international discourse, especially
with the onset of the coronavirus

Spratly Islands:
Some 230 features.
Claimed by China, Taiwan, Vietnam,
Philippines and Malaysia

PRESSING FOR
RECONCILIATION

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

SCS- THEATRE OF U.S. CHINA
COMPETITION
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Scarborough Shoal:
Claimed by China and
Philippines.
Malaysia and Brunei lay
claim in favor of Beijing
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400 km

UNCLOS and EEZ

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea (UNCLOS), concluded in 1982, came into force in
1994.
It said Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) enshrines a
200-nautical mile area for coastal nations marine
resources not security zone.

Area: 3.5 Million
Square kilometers

Shipping

Trade cruise:
Around $5.3 trillion
worth of trade cruise
pass through the sea
Source: Anadolu Agency 2019

Natural resources:
11 billion barrels of oil,
190 trillion cubic feet
of natural gas

Fisheries:
10% of the world’s
fisheries

Countries like the Philippines,
however, depend on the backing of
the U.S. fleet to keep their grounding
firm in these turbulent waters. The
rising tensions have caused some
observers to go as far as to comment
that if a Third World War were to
break out, the most likely trigger
would be the growing differences
between China and the U.S. which
could come to fore in an explosive
manner in the SCS.

Annual trade shipping
Nearly 1//3 of the world’s shipping
Estimated $11.3 billion worth of trade
SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

The only way that such an
escalation can be prevented is
by keeping open a channel for
communications
between
both
parties. Both the U.S. and China
need to be flexible in their strategies
to avoid errors in judgement. By
discarding hard-line stances in
favour of an open-minded approach,
international order and stability can
be ensured.
One of the prime examples
of open dialogues is the Bilateral
Consultative
Mechanism
(BCM)
started between China and the
Philippines concerning SCS. It had
been happening routinely for over
five years until it was interrupted in
2019. The BCM helped in creating
a breakthrough between the two
nations as it nurtured mutual
confidence through preventive Track
2 diplomacy. This fructified in the
form of multiple working groups for
fisheries, marine scientific research,
political security, and cooperation
etc. Since the core of the dispute
revolves around the rich resources
of the SCS, the BCM also talked about
the joint development of natural gas
and oil resources. Similar BCMs must
be immediately revitalised between
the U.S. and China, where they can
discuss moves towards a steady
and gradual de-escalation strategy
in the SCS. Two such plausible deescalation tactics, which can also be
an exercise in confidence building,
are the formation of joint maritime
law enforcement in the region or
coordinated rescue and search
operations. It will enrich relations as
well as be a marker of mutual trust
and respect.
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QUAD AS A PLAYER IN SCS
As the Quad emerges from the shadows, it gives fresh hope to the beleaguered nations
of the South China Sea, about the resolution of their seemingly intractable territorial
disputes with Beijing

Dr, Kuan-Hsiung Wang, is a
Professor at National Taiwan
Normal University and is a
member of the Taiwan Centre of
Security Studies (TCSS), a partner
think tank of Synergia Foundation.
This article is based on views
he expressed at Synergia
Foundation’s 101st Forum on “US
and the Indo-Paciﬁc: Charting
through a turbulent South China
Sea” held on the 22nd of April
2021.

T

he
QUAD
(Quadrilateral
Security Dialogue) is an
informal strategic dialogue
started in 2007 between the U.S.,

Japan, India, and Australia and
maintained by summits and talks
between the member nations. In
2017, this four-way alliance was
actively revived, particularly to
counter Chinese military aggression
in the South China Sea (SCS). While
not being littoral states who are
directly affected by changes in the
geographic area, all four nations are
heavily interested in the dispute as
the SCS accounts for over a third
of world trade and is, therefore, of
utmost importance to the global
market economy.

‘SPIRIT OF THE QUAD’
The most recent QUAD meeting
happened online on March 12th,
where all four leaders of the
member states were present. The
meeting produced a document
summarising the main points of
relevance of the Dialogue titled

‘Spirit of the QUAD’. While there was
no mention of military operations
in the document, it emphasises the
need for ‘strong security partnership
and cooperation.’
The U.S. appears to be keen
to strengthen traditional security
cooperation with all three to
counterbalance China. The wording
of the document is quite interesting,
wherein it constantly reiterates the
need for a united security alliance
in the face of any hegemonic
aggression without explicitly taking
the name of China. This might be
because Australia in the past, and
lately India in the present, have
been sceptical or rather ambivalent
regarding how much they should
get involved in the growing tensions
between Washington and Beijing.
However, the document did criticise
Chinese aggression in the SCS. It
document underlined the fact that
one needs to preserve order in
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Nine Dash Line claimed by China
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Source: Gateway House
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Shoal
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2 23 Mar 2020 - Chinese fisihing

encroachments recommence north
of Natuna islands in the Indonesian EEZ

3 28 Mar 2020 - Chinese military

transport aircraft Iands on Fiery Cross
Reef

4 02 Apr 2020 - Vietnamese fishing vessel
sunk by Chinese Coast Guard

5 18 Apr 2020 - China names 80
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and Spratly islands
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China’s renewed aggression in the
South China Sea

1 20 Mar 2020 - China commissions two

Sansha City

Paracel

Natuna Islands

Taiwan

6 18 Apr 2020 - New districts Xisha and

Nansha set-up in Sansha city under the
Hainan province to govern Paracel and
Spratly islands

Indonesia

the diverse and dynamic maritime
region of the SCS. For that, there
should be a strict observance of
the standards written in the UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS) as well as adherence to
rulings of International Tribunals
and Trials, both of which China has
repeatedly violated. The dispute
can only be resolved if international
maritime laws are obeyed by all
member states interested in using
the channel for trade.

AMERICAN APPROACH TO SCS
The criticism of China brought
up by the spirit of the QUAD reflects
the U.S.’s official position on the
SCS dispute as outlined in former
Secretary of State Michael Pompeo’s
statement. In his statement, Pompeo
harshly reprimands the Chinese
government on their movements
in the SCS, which he claims is a
deliberate attempt to increase
tensions in an already volatile area.
He warns the Chinese government
that the SCS is not China’s ‘maritime

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

empire’ and that such provocative
actions will have major ramifications
within the larger global order. He
backs up these accusations by stating
that China’s maritime actions have
been in violation of all international
conventions of maritime law and,
therefore, downright illegal.
Pompeo’s statement also shows
a shift in U.S.’s policy on the SCS
dispute.
While the U.S. earlier
did not have a position regarding
the sovereignty disputes among
regional powers in the South China
Sea, it has now taken a position that
is in direct opposition to China’s
claims of sovereignty over the area.

QUAD AS AN HONEST BROKER
The only way for a peaceful
solution to this dispute is through
immediate intervention by the
international order by way of
diplomatic dialogues or summits.
Here is where QUAD must rise to the
occasion. QUAD can be made more
effective as a strategic dialogue
if the Indo-Pacific strategy (IPS) is

more comprehensively integrated
into the alliance. The IPS is a strategy
developed and implemented by the
same four nation-states outlining
maritime protocols and strategies
in the Indian and Pacific Oceans.
The core idea of the strategy is the
necessity of a Free and Open IndoPacific. ‘Free’ indicates the need for
freedom from external threats of
other sovereign nations, and ‘open’
emphasises the freedom for any
nation-state to participate openly
in the trade economy happening on
these waters.
By making the IPS a core feature
of the QUAD, more countries,
especially smaller Asian nations,
will be attracted to the alliance.
The possibility of transforming
the Dialogue into a more pan
Asian alliance will give it more
legitimacy and credibility. It will also
be effective in counterbalancing
Chinese hegemony in the South
China Sea. Some observers even
see the potential of an Asian parallel
of the NATO in QUAD if it were to
expand across South East Asia.
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THE DIGITAL COMPETITION
The U.S. China rivalry extends far beyond the Indo-Pacific and South China Sea and is a
multi-dimensional competition, seeking domination in the economy, military, maritime,
aerospace, and the digital dimension-but technology seems to be taking the lead
China

100%

U.S.

80%
60%

Iqbal Malhotra, is an awardwinning TV producer and the
author of Red Fear: The China
Threat. He started his career
in television in India as Rupert
Murdoch’s strategic advisor on
the establishment of the Star
TV Network in India. This article
is based on views he expressed
at Synergia Foundation’s 101st
Forum on “US and the Indo-Paciﬁc:
Charting through a turbulent
South China Sea” held on the
22nd of April 2021.

T

he U.S. and China are
at loggerheads in areas
such as economic growth,
territorial and maritime disputes,
airspace security and technological
innovations. These different dimensions cannot be studied or
understood in isolation as each
aspect influences the other.
While talking about the IndoPacific stand-off in the current
globalised
world,
maritime
operations cannot be discussed
in isolation without bringing in
the challenges arising out of
technological advancement. The
U.S. is currently facing an existential
threat with respect to China in global
technological leadership.
Under the Trump administration,
it had adopted a policy of technology
denial to China. One of the significant
moves of the policy was to ban sales
of a set of semiconductor materials
to China. The reasoning was to
deny technology to a belligerent
adversary that has the potential to
be used against American interests.
This may be considered yet another
set of tactical measures by the U.S.

40%
20%
0%

Consumer

Energy

Financial
Services

Source: Center for Data Innovation

to increase pressure on Beijing and
its allies. The Biden administration
is currently in talks with its SouthEast Asian allies about the possible
effects of banning another set of
equipment used in the manufacture
of
semiconductor
microchips
and whether it would be feasible
without much global consequence.
The American objective to gain
an advantage over China in
technological innovation is evident.

COLLATERAL DAMAGE
However, such a policy has other
consequences too. It has, in fact,
adversely impacted the economies
of Taiwan and South Korea, two
close allies of the U.S. Between
themselves, Taiwan Semiconductor
Manufacturing Company (TSMC)
and Samsung of South Korea control
most of the world’s production of
3 NM, 5 NM and 7 NM microchips
(semiconductors). It is specifically
these kinds of microchips that were
banned by the Trump administration.
The ban has severely impacted
the production of microchips with
a host of applications and, in turn,
affected the economies of the

Health Care Industrial Technology
Media, &
Telecom
SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

respective countries and companies
(mainly telecom and automobile)
who relied on these microchips.

INTERNAL U.S. DYNAMICS
It is a fact that the ban has majorly
affected China’s economy and its
goal of leaping forward with respect
to technological innovation. The
import of microchips from China has
gone up from 250 million dollars to
350 million dollars which has severely
impacted the global trade market
that has been heavily dependent on
Chinese manufacturing, production,
and distribution of these chips. It
has also hit telecom giant Huawei‘s,
ability to complete over 90 5G
networks worldwide, resulting in
much economical and material loss
to the domestic market.
But the pain is not one-sided in
today’s interconnected globalisation.
The Biden administration, however,
does seem to be re-thinking this
policy of technology denial. On April
12th, Biden had a teleconference
with the chairmen of the TSMC,
Samsung and automobile companies
like Volkswagen and Toyota. The
inclusion of automobile companies
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Who is leading the 5G patent Race?

Companies with the highest shares of global 5G technology patents*
15.4%

Huawei
13.3%

Samsung
Nokia

13.2%

(incl. Alcatel-Lucent)

12.9%

Qualcomm
8.7%

LG
5.6%

ZTE
Sharp

4.6%

Ericsson

4.6%

Source: IPlytics 2021

is of particular importance because
the sale of microchips to these
companies is contractual. Therefore,
a ban on chip sales will lead to
a scarcity of microchips, thus
delaying production, which will, in

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

turn, translate to wage lowering
and potential layoffs. This will be a
huge backlash to the U.S. itself as
they also have factories of these
automobile majors. Hundreds of
U.S. citizens will lose their jobs, and

Chinese Surveillance Technology
Spreads Around the World
Countries by origin of AI surveillance/facial
recognition technology they use

Chinese and U.S. tech U.S. tech
Chinese tech
Tech from other countries Not available

Source: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 2019
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that too in the middle of a pandemic.
Such layoffs caused by the American
technology denial policy will be
extremely undesirable considering
that the U.S. is working on a systemic
internal revival.
The possible fallout of the
technological stand-off between the
U.S. and China must be carefully
assessed , as both major powers
possess
massive
technological
wealth that can act as leverage
points against each other.
The U.S. has pre-emptively
deployed troops in the Korean
peninsula in the close vicinity of
Taiwan, which could be deployed
in case China militarily retaliates
against 13 factories of TSMC in
Taiwan. Not only the U.S., other
members of the QUAD, India, Japan,
and Australia have been conducting
routine maritime operations in and
around Taiwan’s shores in the SCS.
Such heavy naval deployment in
the Indo-Pacific through which most
of the Chinese global trade flows
(especially the Malacca Straits) is not
desirable for China. Changing such
long-established trade routes will
cost them billions of dollars which
again is not practical.
This maritime standoff will come
to an aggressive head if peace talks
and discussions are not introduced
immediately. Therefore, with respect
to escalating maritime relations
between U.S. and China in the IndoPacific, cyber warfare plays a major
role.
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THE FINAL WORD
U.S. strategy in the South East Asian region is key in counterbalancing China’s regional
dominance

Dr. Fu-Kuo Liu, is the Director
of the Taiwan Centre for Security
Studies (TCSS), a partner think
tank of Synergia Foundation. He
is a Professor at the International
Doctorate Program in the Asia
Pacific Studies (IDAS), College of
Social Science, Taiwan Chengchi
University. He serves as the chief
editor of Strategic & Security
Analyses and a bimonthly
Strategic Vision for Taiwan
Security. This article is based on
views he expressed at Synergia
Foundation’s 101st Forum on “US
and the Indo-Paciﬁc: Charting
through a turbulent South China
Sea” held on the 22nd of April
2021.

L

ooking at the regional players
currently involved in the South
China Sea (SCS) dispute, the
Philippines comes into a larger
focus. One of the main reasons is
that the domestic politics of the state
is heavily entangled around this

issue, and with the country moving
towards elections, SCS is becoming a
major variable on which the election
campaigns are being played out.
Top policymakers and experts
have already advised the President
to take a firm stance against China’s
encroachment into the Philippines
exclusive waters. It seems that most
of Philippine civil society is more
inclined towards the U.S. policy than
that of China. While looking at extraregional players and their influence
in the dispute, one automatically
looks towards the QUAD. Concerns
of how the existing bonds will play
out and what the future of the
dialogue will turn out to be are all
but speculations and hopes without
much concrete evidence. One thing
that is for sure is that the future of
QUAD is intrinsically linked to how
U.S.- China relations develop in the
coming few months. But one thing
that experts, diplomats, and leaders
would like to know is what the
U.S. is planning to do in the South
East Asian region. What are the
specifics or details of U.S. strategy in
bringing together friends and allies
to counter-balance China’s regional
hegemony? Such a move will not
only affect the security dimension

TOBBY SIMON
PRESIDENT OF SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

If one looks back, one can see
some parallels between the South
China Sea dispute and that of the
dispute in the Persian Gulf. The
main point of commonality is that
both are rich in resources. While
the Persian Gulf was rich in oil, the
islands and water beds of the SCS
are rich in rare earth and other
energy resources.
However, considering the nature
of relations that now sustain the
world, the leading factor of the
U.S.- China competition would
be more within the ambit of
technology and innovation rather
than rare earth and fuel energy
resources.

but
economic,
technological,
diplomatic, and much more. Thus,
Asian regional powers would like
to have a more comprehensive
picture of what the U.S. strategy will
be in their part of the world. At the
moment, there is much uncertainty
and vagueness from both ends, U.S.
as well as China.

Fearing Chinese Expansionism

Level of concern about territorial disputes with China
Somewhat

Very

8% 1%

9%
56%

35%

8%

46%
Australia

31%

Vietnam

17%

Don’t know

3%

52%

20%

2%

31%

60%

29%

38%

31%

Source: Pew Research Center
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Philippines

6%

Not too / Not at all

38%
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Japan

South Korea
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17%
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Pakistan
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Malaysia
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Expert Q&A

Q

Admiral Shrikande: How
does the U.S. consider
India as a valuable ally if their
actions suggest otherwise,
particularly considering FONOPS
exercises in the Indian Exclusive
Economic Zones, as well as the
recent reluctance in trading raw
materials for vaccine production?

A

Richard Fontaine: The rise
of cases and deaths due to
the coronavirus has been on a
high in the U.S., which shows their
reluctance in parting with raw
materials.
The idea is to distribute such
materials after making sure there is
enough for domestic intake.
FONOPS, on the other hand, are
completely legal maritime exercises
that member states can partake
in as long as there is no untoward
aggression. However, to maintain
cordial relations with member
states of the Indo-Pacific, it would
be advisable for the U.S. to do these
operations discreetly.

Q

The future of QUAD is
dynamic. If we are to look
at its historical counterparts, we
can see shades of NATO within
QUAD. Just as NATO came out as
an alliance against the USSR in the
context of the Cold War?

A

Admiral Shrikande: The
future regarding QUAD is
dynamic. If we are to look at its
historical counterparts, we can
shades see of NATO within QUAD,
for NATO emerged from the Cold
war, as an alliance against the
USSR, similar to QUAD vis-à-vis
China. It would wiser if more ASEAN
countries joined QUAD rather than
extra-regional powers like the UK or
France.
Intermittent deployment of fleets by
these extra-regional powers does
nothing to enhance confidence or
regional dominance in the Indian
Ocean. The QUAD should have a predominantly Indo-Pacific character.

Q

Does the QUAD have the
potential to be an Asian
parallel to NATO? What is the
view from U.S. regarding this
observation?

A

Richard Fontaine: While some
observers from the Asian
continent do see potential, especially
if it could be expanded beyond the
four, Washington firmly negates the
idea. NATO is a military co-operative
alliance where an attack on one is
seen as an attack on everyone in
the alliance. The possibility of such a
military agreement existing between
smaller Asian states, specifically
those sharing boundaries and
shores with China, is almost nil.
The QUAD should evaluate itself
to understand whether it wants
to deepen its existing relations
between allies or to add more
members to the dialogue. Adding
more members will not help due
to each state’s own geopolitical
ambivalence and reluctance to
commit to issues that might harm
their own interests. Besides, all
states will not have a policy of
opposing or criticising China,
considering that most Asian
domestic economies are heavily
dependant on their global market.

Q

Dr. Wang: Will FONOPS by
the U.S. in the Indo-Pacific
region be a constant fixture in the
coming days?

A

Richard Fontaine: Yes.
FONOPS are essential
exercises that need to be done
routinely in order to assert the
freedom of nautical exploration
and travel. However, they should be
done quietly and cautiously so as to
not give any idea of provocation or
aggression.

Q

Dr. Wang: In the South
China Sea, the major
maritime force is that of U.S.
and China’s; this causes much
alarm and unease to other
regional powers. Is such heavy

deployment of coastguards and
fleet necessary from the U.S.’s
standpoint?

A

Richard Fontaine: What
regional states need to give
attention to is not the vastness of
the naval force but the intention
behind such deployment. While the
U.S. is there with the intention of
keeping peace and stability, China,
on the other hand, has harassed
the fleet and trade vessels of other
regional powers and wishes to
encroach more and more on other
exclusive economic zones.

Q

Dr Banalaoi: From the
Korean War and the
Vietnam War to the U.S.’s War on
Terror and the South China Sea
dispute, the Philippines has been
a valuable security partner for
the U.S. But the latest Interim
Strategic Guide released by the
Biden administration has not
even mentioned the Philippines,
raising concerns about the U.S.’s
commitment to the nation as a
security ally. How can the U.S.
give the Philippines a strong
assertion of its commitment to
uphold security concerns in the
region? Will it pass a legislation
that entails automatic retaliation
by the U.S., if Philippines were to
be attacked?

A

Richard Fontaine: No, such a
policy of automatic retaliation
has never happened and probably
will never happen with anyone as far
as the U.S. is concerned. Even within
NATO, where there is a mutual
military agreement, there is no
abiding principle that there will be
automatic retaliation for any attack
without consultations first. With
respect to the Strategic Guide, it
should not be taken very seriously.
It hardly ever follows through,
considering how dynamic and everchanging international diplomacy
is. Therefore, not much importance
needs to be attached to the
document.
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SABRE-RATTLING IN THE DONBAS
The rising tensions between Russia and Ukraine in the eastern Donbas region have
raised the spectre of an impending land-grab akin to the Crimean annexation
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kraine’s festering conflict with
Russian-backed separatists
on its eastern border has
captured global headlines, yet again.
Amidst an escalation of fighting
between government and armed
proxies, four Ukrainian soldiers
are reported to have been killed.
Meanwhile, footage has emerged
of the Russian military amassing
thousands of troops, tanks, and
other armoured vehicles in the
disputed region.
Although the Kremlin has assured
that this build-up is part of a training
exercise and poses no threat to its
neighbour, Kyiv and its allies are
far from being placated. Memories
of the Crimean annexation in 2014,
which commenced with similar
military exercises, are still fresh
in the minds of the Ukrainians.
Moreover, there are concerns that
the current flare-up is of a different
magnitude and outstrips the normal
tempo of Russian military exercises.
Quite
predictably,
such
grim
analyses have prompted a flurry of

calls between senior members of
the Biden administration and their
counterparts in Ukraine and Russia.
Even Europe and NATO have voiced
their concerns, reiterating their
support for the sovereignty and
territorial integrity of Ukraine.
While Russia has now reportedly
ordered its troops to pull back, the
U.S. and its allies continue to be
wary. It remains to be seen how
these Western powers respond on
the ground if Russian troops do
indeed cross back over the ‘Line
of Contact’ that divides Ukrainian
forces from the warring separatists.

A FAILED ARMISTICE
Relations between Moscow and
Kyiv have been on the downswing
ever since the former annexed
Crimea in 2014 after a military
intervention.
The
subsequent
declaration of independence by
pro-Russian separatists in Donetsk
and Luhansk, fuelled by ethnic
fissures, has only served to worsen
this stand-off. While NATO and the
Western countries accuse Russia of
sending troops and heavy weapons
to prop up its proxies, Moscow has
maintained that it only provides
humanitarian aid and political

Dr. Svitlana Kovalchuk

is the Executive Director of the Yalta
European Strategy (YES) in Ukraine.

All involved parties are working to give new impulse
for the Minsk accords. Practically, this means that all
parties are developing a cluster plan for the fulfilment
of these accords. “Clusters for the implementation
of the Minsk Agreements” is a document developed
by the ‘Quartet of Normandy’ at the suggestion of
Germany and France. It is designed to reconcile views
on the sequence of implementation of the Minsk
agreements, which Kyiv and Moscow see differently.

support.
Despite the 2014 Minsk Protocol
signed under the auspices of the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, as well as the
2015 ‘package of measures’ (called
Minsk II) brokered by Germany and
France, there has been no let-up
in these periodic bouts of fighting.
Around 29 ceasefire agreements
are estimated to have been violated
since the start of this conflict, with
the latest one being the truce that
came into force on 27 July 2020.
Underlying the failure of these
Minsk accords is a reluctance by
Russia to acknowledge its role in the
war, as well as Ukraine’s resistance
to confer autonomy on the two
conflict regions. Meanwhile, the
Western countries have continued
to treat post-Minsk conditions as
the new status quo. They recognise
that Kremlin will be content with a
perpetual stalemate in the absence
of any diplomatic resolution but are
too powerless to change the status
quo.
In doing so, however, they have
completely underestimated the cold
war hubris lingering in the minds
of veterans like Vladimir Putin, who
view the eventual unification of
Russia and Ukraine as a national
goal.

PUTIN’S STRATEGIC CALCULUS
Regionally, the military build-up
serves as a warning to Ukrainian
President
Volodymyr
Zelensky,
who has recently ratcheted up
actions against Russian proxies
in his country. The sanctions
imposed on the Ukrainian oligarch
Viktor Medvedchuk, who is a close
confidant of Mr Putin, has not
gone down well with Moscow.
The obvious goal is to undermine
President Zelensky’s position as the
legitimate leader of Ukraine and to
gain the upper hand in the ongoing
peace process. As a start, Russia

p14

EDITION I
MAY 2021

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

45% of Russians are proud of Crimea’s annexation
Share of Russians who are most proud of the following in the country’s history

87%

Victory in World War II

50%

Country’s leading role in space exploration

45%

Annexation of Crimea

40%

Russian literary tradition

37%

Russian scientific achievements

36%

Russian weaponry
Moral qualities of the Russian people
Russia’s progress since the Soviet era

32%
32%

24%
Renowned Russian adventures/pioneers

18%
Russia’s stabilization/economic growth under Putin
Source: Levada Center Nov 2018
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would like Ukraine to restore the
water supplies to occupied Crimea
blocked by Kyiv since 2014.
Strategically, there is a larger
message for major European powers
like France and Germany. As long as
Russia is punished economically,
the region will continue to be
destabilised by Moscow. All these
pressure tactics are aimed at the
completion of the 1222 km long
Nord Stream 2, the longest subsea pipeline in the world, which will
carry over 55 billion cu metric of
gas to European markets, making
it Russia’s gold mine. Originally
scheduled for completion in 2020,
all work has been stopped on this
front, under American sanctions.
Meanwhile, the U.S. is in no mood
to relent due to its concerns that the
pipeline would “increase Russia’s
influence in the region”.

Finally, the enhanced troop
activity on the border serves as
a warning to the West, which is
believed to be fomenting a hybrid
war against Russia through colour
revolutions in places such as Belarus.

BIDEN’S OPTIONS
President Biden has already
made clear his intentions towards
Russia by unambiguously labelling
President Putin a “killer” in a TV
interview.
A long due military
assistance package worth $125
million for Kyiv was also cleared in
March, comprising of anti-missile
radars, Javelin anti-tank missiles
and enhanced satellite imagery
capabilities.
Considering
these
developments, it was inevitable
that the Kremlin would feel obliged
to flex its muscles and ramp up

Belarus

Voronezh

Kyiv

Controlled by
Russian-backed
separatists

Ukraine

Donetsk

Moldova
Odessa

Crimea

Romania

Sea of
Azov

Russia

Sevastopol
Bulgaria

Source: The Economist
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Turkey

Black Sea
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military adventurism in an area that
it considers its strategic backyard.
The Biden administration is
prepared for the long haul as there
has been a chain of escalations by
Russia, including a massive hack on
U.S. government agencies attributed
to the Kremlin. It is particularly
looking to distinguish itself from
the controversial approach of the
Trump administration who chose to
ignore most provocations.
For
now,
Washington
has
expressed its ‘unwavering support’
for Ukraine’s sovereignty and raised
the alert status of American forces
in Europe. However, there are
reservations about the scope of U.S.
support. Apart from sanctions and
expedited assistance, the extent
of American military involvement
in the event of an armed conflict
remains ambiguous.
From
a
more
personal
perspective, the border standoff has come at a tricky time for
President Biden, who continues
to be compromised by allegations
of his son’s business dealings in
Ukraine. Any policy response to the
current crisis is, therefore, expected
to take domestic optics into account.

Assessment
Any full-fledged military
operation by Russia in Ukraine
will not only impede regional
security but also create an
energy crisis. Given their largescale dependence on oil and gas
supplies from Russia, European
countries will think twice before
offering EU/NATO support to
Ukraine in the event of a conflict.
To reduce the risks of any
miscalculation, it will be
important for all stakeholders
to keep open their channels of
communication and de-escalate
tensions over the coming days.
It is encouraging to note that
Washington and Moscow have
continued to maintain contact at
the highest level, despite their
diplomatic low-point in several
years.
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RUSSIA’S STRATEGIC REALIGNMENT
With a new multipolar order compelling Russia to draw closer to Pakistan, India will have
to recalibrate its strategic calculus
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s Moscow asserts itself as
a key player in the Afghan
peace process and reportedly
mediates in the border talks
between New Delhi and Beijing,
there are speculations about its
expanding clout in the South Asian
region. Amidst all these rumours,
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov has
recently toured India and Pakistan
within the span of a week. While
his visit to New Delhi, involving
conversations on defence and other
areas of cooperation, is perceived to
be routine, it is his trip to Islamabad
that has captured eyeballs.
Constituting the first trip by a
Russian foreign minister in nine
years, Lavrov’s meeting with his
Pakistani counterpart has been
interpreted as an apparent reset in
bilateral ties, marking a significant
departure from the Cold War era. He
has not only pledged to strengthen
anti-terrorism
collaboration
by
supplying Islamabad with special
military equipment but also agreed
to conduct joint drills and maritime
exercises in the Arabian Sea.
According to a senior Pakistani
official, Mr Lavrov has also signalled
that Moscow is open to any form
of cooperation in defence, gas
pipelines, energy corridors and
other sectors, effectively handing
over a ‘blank cheque’ to Islamabad.

TECTONIC SHIFTS
During the Cold War, bilateral ties
between Russia and Pakistan were
fraught with tension. After all, the
latter had joined the Central Treaty
Organisation (CENTO), a U.S. led anticommunist military alliance in the
1950s. It had also been the principal
thorn in the sides of the Soviet

occupation forces in Afghanistan.
Moreover, it played a pivotal role in
fostering links between the U.S. and
China as a counterbalance to the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR).
Over the years, the relationship
between Islamabad and Moscow
continued to remain frosty owing
to their respective partnerships
with Washington and New Delhi.
With a shift in geopolitical realities,
however, there was a discernible
thaw. Certain analysts believe that
the turning point was the signing of
the landmark Indo-US civil nuclear
agreement in 2008, which heralded
a new era of strategic realignments.
Meanwhile,
Pakistan’s
relationship with the U.S. started
to take a hit over disagreements
pertaining to the American drone
attacks as well as Pakistan’s
role in the bloody stalemate in
Afghanistan.
Islamabad
sought
fresh partnerships and found Russia
open to such overtures. In fact,
the coming together of Russia and
Pakistan had tentatively begun as
early as in 2009 when they jointly
launched a quadrilateral initiative
to promote regional security and
economics, along with Afghanistan

and Tajikistan. Although this project
had failed to take off, it paved the
way for several reciprocal visits by
ministers and high-level officials
from both sides.
The June 2015 deal for the sale
of four Mi 35 attack helicopters to
the Pakistani Army was a significant
breakthrough in military relations.
Indian objections were brushed
aside on the ground that the
equipment was meant for global
counter-terrorism efforts. A year
later, Russia scripted a fresh chapter
in its Pakistan policy by sending
troops to hold joint drills. Since then,
the armies of the two nations have
bolstered their cooperation further,
through a set of periodic military
exercises dubbed as the ‘Druzhbha’
(friendship) series.

SHARED INTERESTS
By deepening their bilateral
cooperation, Russia and Pakistan
are pre-empting a geostrategic
convergence between India and the
U.S. in the Indo-Pacific. Moscow has
been very vocal in its opposition to
American-backed institutions like
the Quad, which is condemned as
an ‘Asian NATO’.
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Recent Pakistan-Russia Relations
2014: • Russia lifts arms
embargo on Pakistan

2017: • Pakistan joins Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation
(SCO)

Source: Islamabad Policy Research Institute

2015: • Agreement to construct
$2 billion north-south
gas pipeline

2018: • The two countries to
set up a joint military
commission to deepen
counterterrorism
cooperation

• Agreement with Russia
for sale of Mi-35
helicopters to Pakistan
2016: • Pakistan & Russia launch
first ever joint military
exercises
• Pakistan & Russia join
China to host the first
of several meetings
on Afghanistan

Although defence ties with India
remain strong, these are no longer
exclusive, as France and the U.S.
has made significant inroads into
the lucrative Indian arms bazaar.
Furthermore, through its draconian
legislations like the ‘Countering
America’s
Adversaries
Through
Sanctions Act (CAATSA),’ the U.S.
has raised the strategic costs of
purchasing high value Russian
military equipment, like the S-400
missile defence system in India.
The message to India has been very
clear; it cannot run with the hares
and hunt with the dogs.
Leveraging
these
Russian
insecurities, Islamabad has sought
to drive a wedge between New
Delhi and Moscow. Realising that
Washington is no longer a reliable
source of modern equipment, it is
expanding the scope of its strategic
alternatives by going beyond its ‘allweather friend’ China and Islamic
partner Turkey.
Having seen the business end
of Russian weapons in three major
conflicts with India, Pakistan respects
Russian military technology and is
keen to get its hands on the latest
that Moscow has to offer. Tapping
into Moscow’s natural resources
and extracting commercial benefits
is yet another area of priority.
For instance, the $2 billion NorthSouth gas pipeline connecting LPG
terminals in Lahore and Karachi
is being constructed with Russian

2019: • Foreign Ministers of both
countries meet in Bishkek

2020: • Foreign Ministers of
Pakistan and Russia
meet on the sidelines
of SCO in Moscow
2021: • Russian Foreign Minister
visits Pakistan. The entire
gamut of bilateral ties,
future cooperation,
regional & international
issues to be discussed

• Pakistan and Russia sign
Joint Statement on No First
Placement of Weapons in
outer space
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support and is expected to resolve
a large part of Pakistan’s energy
crisis. Islamabad has also indicated
its interest in concluding a Free
Trade Agreement with the Eurasian
Economic Union, of which Moscow is
a founding member.
Meanwhile, Russia views Pakistan
as a necessary ally in devising a
long-term solution in Afghanistan.
In its view, it will not be possible
to moderate the Taliban and other
Islamic militant movements in the
region without coordinating with
Islamabad. This strategy has also
been endorsed by China, fuelling
conjectures that it may have played
an important role in bringing the
two countries together.

A CONCERNED INDIA
The growing rapprochement
between Moscow and Islamabad
is causing ripples in New Delhi, as
any fresh realignment in South Asia
involving China, Russia, and Pakistan
can spell trouble. It is also opposed
to any kind of strategic cooperation
in its backyard, that strengthens the
hands of its historic rival through
arms supplies. The fact that weapons
in Pakistani hands, irrespective of
their source, have eventually been
used against India is a painful reality.
More specifically, by clubbing his
visit to India and Pakistan, the
Russian foreign minister has implied
a possible hyphenation of Moscow’s

relationship with the two countries,
an outcome that New Delhi has
consistently sought to avoid. It is
also keen to not jeopardise the
Russian Veto at the UNSC, which has
been a great source of support for
Indian diplomacy.

Assessment
Moscow is unlikely to upend
its long-standing relationship
with New Delhi. In fact, India
may eventually stand to gain if
Russia improves its leverage over
Pakistan and plays a constructive
role in Afghanistan.
Even if Pakistan emerges as a
huge importer of Russian defence
equipment, it can never match
the size of the Indian market.
Moreover, Indo-Russian relations
are spread over a wide canvas
to include nuclear energy,
transportation, outer space, as
well as infrastructure projects.
Acknowledging the realities of a
multipolar order, India will need
to deftly strike a balance between
the United States and Russia in its
diplomatic relations. Any foreign
policy imperative that requires
participation in institutions like
the Quad should not create
chasms with Moscow.
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