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Abstract

The security situation acrvoss the Tniwan Strait is precarviously poised,
with China having adopted an overtly proactive stance over the past
couple of years. The curvent havdline stance of China which considers
this time as “a new starting point for veunification”, creates further
portends for conflict. In this context, this article provides a brief
overview of the evolving India-Tniwan relations; assesses the contours of
the China-Taiwan conflict; investigates the effect of such a contingency
on India’s intevests in tevms of quantum and intensity and finally
analyses the options available to New Delhi to mitigate, if not wholly

addvess the consequential challenges.

Introduction

The Nationalist Party (Kuomintang), having faced the brunt of the
protracted civil war with the communists in mainland China in the
1940s, was forced to relocate to the island of Taiwan in 1949, along

with around 1.2 million loyalists and followers. Taiwan’s efforts to
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Notwithstanding the continue being the sole political entity
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a huge setback when the United
Nations (UN), vide its resolution
number 2758, recognised the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) as the only

across the g]obe, legitimate authority representing the
as also threats of whole of China; and removed Taiwan
reunification by from the membership of the UN.! The
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continues to function
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sovereign State.

establishment of diplomatic relations
between the United States (US) and
the PRC with effect from January 1,

1979,? and the consequent closure of

the US diplomatic mission in Taipei, further eroded the status of Taiwan
as an independent country.

All this while, China, having always considered Taiwan as its own
territory, harboured clear intentions to reunify it at an opportune
moment. China passed an ‘Anti-Cessation Law’ during the third Plenary
of the 10™ National People’s Congress (NPC) to the effect that the “...
[s]tate shall never allow the ‘Taiwan independence’ secessionist forces to
make Taiwan secede from China under any name or by any means;”? and
will “...use non-peaceful means and other necessary measures”—albeit as
a last resort—to prevent Taiwan’s cessation.*

Notwithstanding the serious challenges to its very existence—both on
account of lack of formal recognition by the majority of countries across
the globe, as also threats of reunification by China-Taiwan continues
to function quite effectively as a sovereign State. It maintains its own
national defence establishment and freely manages its foreign affairs. The
main objective of Taiwan’s foreign policy is to engender a favourable
environment for national preservation and long-term development.

Within the geopolitical constraints imposed upon it, Taiwan has reasonably
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vibrant economic and cultural relations with many countries of the world,

including India.

India-Taiwan Relations

India-Taiwan interactions have been quite restrained because India

recognises the ‘One China Policy’ with the dispensation in Beijing being

at its helm. However, with the establishment of the Taipei Economic

and Cultural Centre (TECC) in New Delhi in 1995 and the India-Taipei

Association (ITA) in Taipei, both countries and their people started to

engage more closely with each other.® After about a quarter century

of diligent perseverance, the restrictions in many facets of bilateral

engagements have gradually loosened. Many bilateral agreements have

been signed between the organisations and entities from both sides to

bolster trade, connectivity and technology cooperation. Some important

agreements/Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs) are mentioned

below:¢

*  MoU on Scientific and Technological Cooperation-2007.

* Double Taxation Avoidance Agreement-July 2011.

e  Customs Mutual Assistance Agreement-July 2011.

*  MoU on Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises-December 2015.

* MoU between India’s PHD Chamber of Commerce and Industry,
and Taiwan Chamber of Commerce-June 2016.

e Air Services Agreement-September 2016.

¢ MoU on Promotion of Industry Collaboration-December 2017.

e MoU between Association of Indian Universities, and Taiwan

Foundation for International Cooperation in Higher Education-2019.

With the above policy initiatives providing a veritable roadmap,
India-Taiwan bilateral trade has grown considerably over the past decade.
Significant progress was observed in the fields of trade, science and

technology, critical supply chains, and education—particularly after the
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opening of a second TECC office in Chennai in 2012. The total trade
figures for 2022 crossed US$ 12.5 billion, rising from US$ 10.5 billion
in 2021, and US$ 8.5 billion in 2020.” Taiwan has now decided to open a
third TECC office in Mumbai, to further enhance trade and commerce.?
Taiwan currently operates 26 Taiwan Education Centres (TEC) in India,
which largely teach Chinese language to Indian students. Taiwan also
offers language and academic fellowships to Indian scholars and students
in Taiwanese universities and institutions.

While bilateral trade, investment and cultural relations have maintained
a positive momentum; the conversations on ongoing geopolitical
dynamics, national security and maritime order have been rather muted.
This is probably on account of existing foreign policy constraints.
However, India, in the recent past, appears to have adopted a more
nuanced position on these issues while seeking greater engagement with
Taiwan. A scholar, in fact, posits that the emergence of the Indo-Pacific
construct, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and China’s aggressive
behaviour were the main triggers responsible for transformational changes
in India-Taiwan relations since 2020.°

Both countries have also shown the resolve to discuss the maritime
security situation in the Indo-Pacific and the current challenges posed
to the ‘rules-based order’ therein. Taiwan sees a great role for ‘think-
tank diplomacy as the fifth pillar’ of its ‘New Southbound Policy (NSP)’
of 2016 for establishing regional connections. Accordingly, the Taiwan-
Asia Exchange Foundation (TAEF), a think tank affiliated with Taiwan’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, has built institutional linkages with India’s
National Maritime Foundation (NMF)! and the Observer Research
Foundation (ORF).! The TAEF and ORF also held the first Taiwan-
India Dialogue in October 2022 to discuss the security situation in the
Indo-Pacific region and the prospects of India-Taiwan partnership in
such a scenario.’? The Chairman of NMF also participated in the latest

edition of the ‘Ketagalan Forum: Indo-Pacific Security Dialogue-2023’
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Various official
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media articulations
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organised by Taiwan’s Ministry of
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Gambit—Portends for up the issue of
Conflict national reunification,
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an overtly proactive stance over the | China

past couple of years, particularly after
the visit of Ms. Nancy Pelosi, Speaker

The security situation across the
Taiwan Strait presents quite a tenuous

picture, with China having adopted

of the US House of Representatives in August 2022. The overt display
of increased Chinese naval manoeuvres in the Strait, as also in waters
surrounding Taiwan—with the PLA Air Force aircraft violating Taiwan’s
ADIZ and also flying across the median line virtually on a daily basis—has
heightened the sense of alarm in Taiwan, and indeed across the Indo-
Pacific region. The high intensity of PLA’s aggressive brinkmanship in the
Taiwan Strait was particularly noticeable on September 17, 2023 when a
large number of PLA Navy ships were observed to be operating therein,
along with many PLA Air Force (PLA AF) aircraft. One hundred and three
PLA AF aircraft flew in the Taiwan Strait on that day, of which 40 crossed
the median line and violated Taiwan’s Air Defence Identification Zone
(ADIZ) in its south-western and south-eastern sectors. The intruding
aircraft included the Sukhoi-30, J-10, J-11, and J-16 modern fighters,
along with Y-20 aerial refuellers and KJ-500 Airborne Early Warning and
Control (AEW&C) aircraft.'

However, such a hard-line posture adopted by China has not
come about, all of a sudden. Various official pronouncements, media
articulations and White Papers have progressively ratcheted up the issue

of national reunification, in tandem with the increasing diplomatic,
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informational, military and economic heft of China. The Chinese White
Paper of 1993 on ‘The Taiwan Question and Reunification of China’
sought to emotionally link the origin of the Taiwan issue to the country
being subjected to “aggression, dismemberment and humiliation” by
foreign powers during the last century.’® The tone, tenor and language
of that White Paper was almost entreating, seeking the understanding
of the world towards Beijing’s interpretation of the vexed issue. China,
then headed by President Jiang Zemin, had a GDP of less than US$
500 billion, with 157 countries having accepted the ‘One China
Principle.’

China released another White Paper titled “The Taiwan Question
and China’s Reunification in the New Era’ in August 2022. The
very title of this White Paper connoted that China had undergone a
“historic transformation” in the intervening three decades; and that
the “rejuvenated China of the new era” considered this time as “a new
starting point for reunification”.'® The stridency of tone and the hard-line
was quite evident from the terse business-like assertion: “We will always
be ready to respond with the use of force or other necessary means to
interference by external forces ...”"7

Comparison of these two white papers, provides a great insight into
the evolving harder-line resolve of Chinese intent vis-a-vis Taiwan. It
is quite apparent that contemporary China under President and Party
General Secretary Xi Jinping, with a GDP exceeding US$ 17.5 trillion,
and having diplomatic relations with 181 countries, based on the ‘one-
China Principle’; believes that this is perhaps the right moment for
attempting ‘reunification’.

Therefore, the question which troubles the strategic community
worldwide is: Will China be emboldened by the ‘special military
operation’ which Russia is progressing in Ukraine? The long-cherished
wish of China which sees ‘reunification’ as its unfinished agenda, and

in light of the increasing conviction of the current Chinese leadership
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about the appropriateness of the timing and confidence in the nation’s
capabilities to pull this off; it could most likely happen, sooner rather
than later. When and how is the only variable yet to be ascertained.
There is though, considerable speculation in the global media
with regard to this ominous event taking place within the timeline
of2027.18

Effect on Indian Interests

If such a cataclysmic eventuality were to actually come about, then
the global security order will certainly be impacted. Since the Taiwan
Strait and the adjoining East and South China Seas are critical sea
lanes for global trade and energy flow; the emergent situation will
have dangerous ramifications for the whole of the Indo-Pacific region.
India having important stakes in the Indo-Pacific, both, geopolitically
and economically, will also be affected to a great extent. The ongoing
bilateral trade with Taiwan would certainly be disrupted in the short-to-
medium term. Since more than 55 per cent of India’s bi-directional trade
by volume passes through the international sea lanes (ISLs) of the Pacific
Ocean, the resultant regional instability would pose serious risks to its safe
transit. In addition, the fledgling technology collaboration and FDI with
Taiwan would suffer a huge setback.

None of these outcomes can, however, cause grave harm to India’s
national interests. An economically resurgent India having inbuilt
diversity in its critical supply chains can certainly take this setback in its
stride. India instead, has to be mindful of its maritime security interests in
proximate waters getting adversely affected as an indirect consequence of
the Taiwan contingency. The benign-sounding role of the PLA Navy to
“conduct international cooperation in distant waters”—first articulated
in its 2008 Defence White Paper'®—had by 2019 gradually evolved to
“safeguarding of China’s maritime rights and interests”, including those

of overseas Chinese people, organisations and institutions.
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in the world in terms
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projected to grow to
about 435 units by

The PLA Navy with more than 370
blue water ships has already become
larger than the US Navy, and hence
the largest in the world in terms of
numbers, and is projected to grow
to about 435 units by 2030.?' In the
contemporary geopolitical scenario,
the bulk of this large Chinese naval

torce will be deployed in and around

2030.

the Western Pacific Ocean. The Taiwan

issue and long-standing  security
guarantee offered by the US by way of forward and actively deployed US
Navy in the Pacific Ocean are, of course, the top concerns for Beijing.
Considering the additional force requirement for dominance in other
hotspots like the East and South China Seas, the immediate and emergent
focus of the Chinese political and military leadership continues to be
closer home.

At present, six to eight PLA Navy ships are generally present in the
Indian Ocean Region (IOR). These are often supplemented by two
to four research, survey, hospital, intelligence collection and space-
telemetry ships. This empirically works out to less than 5 per cent of
the PLA Navy’s total force level, a number highly inadequate for any
credible posturing. In the event of Taiwan getting reunified—whenever
that happens—a major driver for the employment of a large Chinese
naval force in the Western Pacific Ocean would no longer exist. The
subsequent deployment of the PLA Navy then, would obviously
be towards the Indian Ocean in large numbers. When this begins to
happen in right earnest, the hitherto-before prominence that the Indian
Navy enjoyed in and around its primary areas of maritime interest
would come under serious challenge. When seen in the context of

strained bilateral relations on account of the flaring up of the India-
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China boundary question in the recent past and the situation likely to
remain so in the foreseeable future the Indian maritime security would
definitely be threatened. To place the level of threat in perspective,
even 20 per cent of the PLA Navy’s operationally employable warship
inventory works out to more than 50 ships. China’s pre-existing “/bigher
than mountains and deeper than oceans” friendship with Pakistan®’—
which has been a troublesome neighbour all along in its own right—
will further compound the threat quotient for India in the maritime
domain. In this scenario, the capabilities and resolve of India’s maritime

security apparatus would be severely tested.

Options for India

It is therefore in India’s interest to ensure that Taiwan continues to exist
as an independent State, free from overt threats of reunification. Since
India is located so far away from Taiwan, it would be quite unrealistic
for New Delhi to contribute militarily in case of a China-Taiwan conflict.
Nonetheless, unconfirmed media reports have speculated that the Chief
of Defence Staff (CDS) had ordered a study within the Armed Forces
about the scenarios of China attempting a reunification by force; and
the possible options for the Indian Defence Forces in such a scenario.??
However, various other options to indirectly mitigate the possibility of
this ‘reunification’ contingency, can certainly be considered; and may in
fact, already be under unstated implementation.

The Indian defence force level and heightened posture along the
‘Line of Actual Control’ (LAC) which has been in place since mid-2020,
may occasionally be raised further to coincide with specific events like
in the run-up to Taiwan’s national elections or when excessive Chinese
brinkmanship in Taiwan Strait is observed. It will convey a strategic
message of nuanced Indian solidarity with Taiwan, in addition to keeping
the PLA second-guessing whether a second front from an opposite axis

will go alive or not.

CLAWS Journal ® Vol. 16, No. 2. Winter 2023 121



KamLeEsH K AGNIHOTRI

India has rejected The issue of keeping the PLA
the Chln.a-Pakls.tan busy on multiple fronts from different
Economic Corridor
(CPEC), a part of

directions canalso be actively considered

the Chinese ‘Belt by the QUAD grouping. Japan may be
and Road Initiative requested to become more proactive
(BRI), because the with respect to the employment of its
project ignores its naval and air force assets oft the Senkaku
core concerns on islands and Chunxiao gas fields. The
sovereignty and visible increase in Japan’s proactive

territorial integrity.

engagement with the Philippines—
with nearly half a billion US dollar

loan to build five patrol vessels in addition to providing two large ships

to its Coast Guard—in the context of Chinese aggressive posturing in
the South China Sea, is also a step in right direction.?* Continual cross-
strait passage of US naval ships coupled with the freedom of navigation
operations (FONOPs) around the Chinese-claimed features in the Paracel
and Spratly chain of islands?® and air surveillance missions in the South
China Sea will also continue to engage sizeable attention and effort of
the PLA forces.

India has rejected the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC),
a part of the Chinese ‘Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), because the
project ignores its core concerns on sovereignty and territorial integrity.¢
Since part of CPEC passes through the Pakistan-occupied Kashmir
(POK), India could formally start using the acronym CPOKEC
(China-Pakistan Occupied Kashmir Economic Corridor) to convey its
opposition in a symbolic riposte. In fact, the usage of this nomenclature
(CPOKEC) is already gaining traction in the Indian geo-strategic
narrative.?”

India must also proactively join the international community in
every possible forum to oppose the attempts by China to unilaterally

change the status quo in the South China Sea with regard to its illegal
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and unlawful claims on many features and associated maritime zones
therein. In this regard, India’s nuanced change in position with respect
to the 2016 ruling by the Permanent Court of Arbitration in favour of
the Philippines, wherein New Delhi called for “... the need for peaceful
settlement of disputes and for ‘adherence’ to international law, especially
the UNCLOS and the 2016 Arbitral Award on the South China Sea ...”

is a great step.?

Conclusion

Despite the changing geopolitical circumstances, India continues to
retain its official ‘One China policy’. In December 2021, in response to a
question in Rajya Sabha on whether India was looking forward to augment
its diplomatic, economic, trade and bilateral relationship with Taiwan
to a strategic level; the Minister of State replied that the “Government
of India’s policy on Taiwan was clear and consistent. The Government
only facilitates and promotes interactions in areas of trade, investment,
tourism, culture, education and people-to-people exchanges.”?

However, in the currently changing geopolitical reality, both,
India and Taiwan face an increasingly overbearing adversary—albeit
in different domains—who believes in leveraging its comprehensive
national power (CNP) to engage in a revisionist expansive agenda. It
is, therefore, not an option for either country to accept the adversary’s
ploy to forge a ‘new normal’. In such circumstances, it is for New Delhi
to take a call on whether or not, there should be a significant change of
stance in India-Taiwan relations; and also, to decide when, and by how
much.

In the meanwhile, India must find ways and means within the
confines of its existing foreign policy choices to safeguard its national
interests by a combination of its own endeavours, as well as lending its
support to multilateral organisations/forums which call for rules-based

order and resolution of national disputes through dialogue and peaceful
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means. Because the antagonist must be made to realise that “This is not

an era of war”, as Prime Minister Modi has publicly articulated at various

global forums.*
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