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The US State Department has notified Congress that it is going ahead with three  arms sales
programs to Taiwan — after holding them up for more than six months.

  

While the programs are not huge — they involve radar upgrades for Indigenous  Defense
Fighters (IDF) — the move could be significant in that it shows US  President Barack Obama
standing up to China and supporting Taiwan despite  Beijing’s protests.    
  
  Rupert Hammond-Chambers, president of the US-Taiwan  Business Council, said the move
signaled an “apparent change in  policy.”
  
  According to the council, after the White House released several  programs from former US
president George W. Bush’s administration for  congressional notification in January, a decision
was made to submit no further  notifications for the year. 
  
  Thus the latest congressional notification  would seem to indicate that the “hold” on arms sales
to Taiwan has been lifted  by the Obama administration.
  
  The decision to lift the “hold” seems to  have been made at about the same time that it was
decided to release a  long-delayed Pentagon report on the Chinese military that revealed a
continuing  and secretive buildup by Beijing with the balance of power across the Taiwan  Strait
leaning substantially in China’s favor. 
  
  The Pentagon report also  noted China’s lack of cooperation with the US on military affairs.
  
  China  has strongly objected to all US arms sales to Taiwan and in the hope of reducing 
tensions with Beijing, Washington has exercised extreme caution.
  
  However,  as the Washington Post recently said in a front-page story: “The Obama 
administration has adopted a tougher tone with China.” 
  
  The newspaper  said the US had rejected China’s claims to sovereignty over the whole South 
China Sea; rebuffed Chinese demands that the US military end its long-time  policy of
conducting military exercises in the Yellow Sea; and was putting new  pressure on Beijing not to
increase its energy investments in Iran as Western  firms leave.
  
  US officials told the Post that the moves were part  of a broader strategy to acknowledge
China’s emergence as a world power, but to  also “lay down markers when China’s behavior
infringes on US  interests.”
  
  The council said the latest military sales were a “small move  to end Taiwan arms freezes.” 
  
  It said the recent policy under both the  Bush and Obama administrations — freezing Taiwan
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arms sales notifications and  then releasing them as packages — has had the “inverse effect of
its apparent  intent.”
  
  “By creating multi-billion dollar packages that capture  headlines, the policy has increased
Chinese ire at such sales rather than  reducing it,” the council said. 
  
  “China has rightly deduced that the  process is vulnerable to external pressure, and recently
applied such pressure  by threatening sanctions against American companies and by denying
entry to  China for US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates,” the council said.  
  
  China, the council says, was employing a carrot-and-stick strategy with  Taiwan, offering
significant economic incentives with the recently signed  Economic Cooperation Framework
Agreement (ECFA) while continuing military  modernization and expanding the material threat
represented by the People’s  Liberation Army (PLA).
  
  "This strategy compels a response from both Taiwan  and the United States,” the council said.
“Allowing China’s military threat to  go unmet threatens any hope of long-term success in
reducing cross-strait  tensions.”
  
  “Both the US and Taiwan must determine which actions to take  in support of Taiwan’s
national security, without caving to pressure from China.  Regularizing the Taiwan arms sales
process will in the long term make support  for Taiwan’s defense needs more transparent and
stable,” it said.
  
  “The US  Department of Defense is due to submit to Congress a second report by the end of 
2010 examining the current balance of airpower in the Taiwan Strait and making 
recommendations for US action,” Hammond-Chambers said. “This will include  consideration of
the impact of replacement fighters for Taiwan’s aging air  force. F-16s are the only platform
under consideration for Taiwan, but the F-16  manufacturing line will begin to wind down in July
of 2011. This leaves a narrow  10-month window for a decision on making the requested 66
F-16s available to  Taiwan.”
  
  “Taiwan is also looking to upgrade its current fleet of 145  F-16s, and in the absence of political
obstruction a congressional notification  is due for this program some time in the winter of
2010-2011,” he  said.
  
  The Chinese believe Taiwan should be denied access to replacement  fighters for their aging
F-5s and Mirage-2000s, recognizing the serious  detrimental effect such a denial would have on
Taiwan’s military readiness, he  said.
  
  A senior White House source refused to comment on the issue.
  
  
  Source: Taipei Times - 2010/08/26
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