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A number of recent articles have addressed China’s rapid maritime rise and strategy for dominating large swaths of
the Pacific, including a recent commentary that I wrote for The Diplomat.[1] The sea trials of China’s first aircraft
carrier, the ex-Ukrainian Varyag, have garnered significant international press coverage.[2] The launch of the
Chinese carrier, the first of at least two such warships,[3] is emblematic of a ship building program not seen since
Kaiser Wilhelm II decided to challenge British naval power by building the High Seas Fleet at the turn of the last
century.

China’s naval buildup will soon give it the means to use military force to back up its extravagantly expansive
territorially claims to essentially the entire Yellow Sea, East China Sea and South China Sea.[4] In response,
Southeast Asian nations, Japan, India and Australia have all embarked on significant defense force modernization
programs of their own and increased their budgets for major air and naval platforms.[5] Submarines are in particular
demand.[6]

Despite using the term “peaceful rise” for almost a decade to describe its global diplomatic, economic and military
growth, China has not hesitated to support its territorial claims in the Pacific with what senior American officials have
repeatedly labeled as “aggressive” naval action by the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLA Navy), Air Force and
auxiliary forces.[7] While individual incidents at sea have been reported in regional, maritime, military or, on
occasion, mainstream press, the full extent of China’s efforts to exert control over nearby international waters has not
been widely covered. Governments, on the other hand, are increasingly concerned about China’s naval behavior in
the region. Indeed, Japan accused Beijing, for the first time, of “assertiveness” in an official government White
Paper issued in July 2011.[8] Japan’s characterization of Chinese action in an official government document is blunt
in “diplospeak.”

As China asserts its claims in the Pacific, it has made no secret of its opposition to United States freedom of
navigation operations in nearby international waters, and it has not confined it unhappiness to mere diplomatic
protests. Instead, Chinese forces have confronted the world’s leading navy at sea. Representative examples of PLA
Navy and Air Force conduct in this regard, that are available from open sources, include the following encounters:

In 2001, the “Chinese interception of an American EP-3 surveillance aircraft flying in international airspace
over the East China Sea” forced the damaged plane to land at a Chinese military base, almost triggering a
major political problem for China and the new George W. Bush Administration.[9]
In October 2006, the stalking of the USS Kitty Hawk by a 160-foot Chinese Song-class diesel-electric
attack submarine culminated in the surfacing of the Chinese sub within torpedo firing range of the American
carrier.[10]
In November 2007, China denied the Kitty Hawk carrier group entry to Victoria Harbor (Hong Kong), when
the ships were seeking refuge from “building seas and deteriorating weather.” Such an act is considered
especially unfriendly by mariners who must confront dangerous weather at sea.[11]
On March 4, 2009, a Chinese Bureau of Fisheries Patrol vessel used a spotlight to illuminate the USNS
Victorious and crossed the American vessel’s bow at a range of 1,400 yards at night without notice or
warning while the ship was conducting operations in international waters in the Yellow Sea. The next day, a
Chinese Y-12 maritime surveillance aircraft conducted 12 fly-bys of the Victorious at low altitude.[12]
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In the same month, PLA Navy ships engaged in extensive harassment of the USNSImpeccable, while
Impeccable was conducting survey operations in the South China Sea. A Chinese frigate approached the
American ship and proceeded to cross its bow at a range of approximately 100 yards. Two hours later, a
Chinese Y-12 conducted 11 fly-bys of the Impeccable at low altitude. Two days later, five Chinese ships
surrounded and harassed the Impeccable in the South China Sea.[13] The Chinese discontinued the
harassment when the US destroyer, Chung-Hoon, arrived to “keep an eye” on Impeccable.[14]
In June 2009, a Chinese submarine followed the US destroyer John S. McCain in the East Sea, apparently
colliding with and damaging its towed array sonar instrumentation.[15]
In late-June 2011, Chinese Sukhoi-27 fighters shadowed an American reconnaissance plane causing
Taiwan to send two F-16 fighters to intercept the Chinese jets near the central line across the 113-mile wide
Strait, the first such incursion by China in 12 years.[16]

China has been even more “assertive” in militarily confronting its Asian neighbors at sea. In recent years, notable
incidents of China actively asserting control of international waters that it claims as its own, include the following
events:

In July and August 1995 and March 1996, in response to certain measures in Taiwan interpreted by China
as moves toward Taiwanese independence, China conducted “missile tests and other military exercises”
near the Taiwan Strait. In March 1996, the U.S. responded by sending “two carrier strike groups (CSGs)
toward the region . . . .”.[17]
In 2005, China and Japan “sparred” over the Senkaku/Diaoyutai Islands, “along with sizable deposits of
undersea oil and natural gas.”[18]
In April 2010, “Japan claims two Chinese submarines and eight destroyers passed through its waters in a
brazen incursion.”[19] “When two Japanese destroyers began following the Chinese ships, a Chinese
helicopter flew within 300 feet of one of the destroyers.”[20]
On April 23, 2010, when a PLA Navy flotilla ventured near a group of disputed islands close to Okinawa in
the East China Sea, the PLA Navy “sent out a helicopter that buzzed Japanese navy ships monitoring their
movement” [21] at a distance of just 90 meters.[22]
On August 26, 2010, despite the assertion of claims to territory in the South China Sea being made by
Brunei, Malaysia, Vietnam, the Philippines and Taiwan, on Thursday, China claimed “it had used a small,
manned submarine to plant the national flag deep beneath the South China Sea . . . .”[23]
On September 7, 2010, a Chinese fishing vessel rammed Japanese patrol boats in two separate incidents
near the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyutai Islands in the East China Sea.[24] “[T]he Japanese coast guard
arrested the captain of a Chinese fishing trawler after it twice collided with patrol boats in disputed waters
controlled by Tokyo . . ..”[25] Japan eventually released the Chinese Captain after China escalated the
dispute into a major diplomatic incident and threatened to cut off certain trade with Japan.
In March 2011, Japanese F-15J fighters intercepted Chinese Y-8 surveillance planes about 30 nautical
miles from the Senkaku/Diaoyutai Islands, reportedly the closest distance Chinese military aircraft have
been detected to that disputed sites.[26]
Also, in March 2011, a helicopter from China’s State Oceanic Administration reportedly buzzed the
Japanese destroyer Samidare at a range of 70 meters, near an East China Sea gas field where both
nations claim exploration rights.[27]
In March 2011, two Chinese gunboats with the markings No. 71 and No. 75 tried to drive away a Philippines
Department of Energy research vessel from the Reed Bank in the vicinity of the Kalayaan Island Group,
controlled by the Philippines, which is part of Spratlys. The incident prompted the Philippine government to
file a diplomatic protest that was summarily dismissed by China.[28]
In May 2011, two Chinese MIG-29 Fulcrums reportedly buzzed two Philippine Air Force OV-10 Broncos on
a routine reconnaissance patrol in the vicinity of the Kalayaan Island Group.[29]
In May 2011, Chinese ships cut cables on a Hanoi-chartered survey vessel working for foreign oil and gas
exploration firms in the South China Sea.[30]
In July 2011, the Indian amphibious ship Airavat was on a show-the-flag mission when it was challenged as
it sailed from Vietnam’s Nha Trang port near Cam Ranh Bay. A purported Chinese naval officer radioed the
ship that it was entering Chinese waters as it approached Haiphong.[31] While it is likely that the call was
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not made by the PLA Navy but perhaps instead by a Chinese fisherman with nationalist leanings, the
incident has “calcified into fact among Indian commentators”[32] and shows the danger of how incidents at
sea can escalate.

As the United States and Asian nations consider the implications of China’s massive naval buildup and expansive
territorial claims in the Pacific, they must do so in light of China’s proven willingness to use its armed forces as a
means to enforce such claims. The list of foregoing incidents at sea involving the PLA Navy, Air Force and auxiliary
forces is remarkable in that the confrontations have taken place during a period in which the United States Navy has
been dominant in the region.

As the PLA Navy continues its impressive growth and as the United States Navy shrinks as a result of significant
cuts in defense spending,[33] it is quite possible that Chinese-initiated confrontations will increase if the balance of
forces in the region dramatically tilts in China’s favor. Indeed, China’s party-controlled press seems to foreshadow
such a situation. Discussing the refusal of Asian nations to accede to China’s South China Sea “core interest”
claims, China’s Communist Party Newspaper warned last month that if neighboring nations “don’t change their ways
with China, they will need to mentally prepare for the sound of cannons. We need to be ready for that, as it may be
the only way for the disputes in the sea to be resolved.”[34] This course is fraught with peril for not only the United
States and Asian nations but for an assertive China as well.

Reducing the types of sea incidents discussed herein and the assertive behavior behind them requires maintaining
an equilibrium in which the risk of escalation is too great for China to engage in such conduct. In an era of a smaller
United States Navy, achieving balance can be accomplished using tools such as deploying a greater percentage of
the US fleet to the Pacific. This step is already underway.[35] Those ships must continue to engage in freedom of
navigation cruises in international waters seaward of China’s 12 mile territorial waters. Providing regional allies with
the platforms necessary to defend themselves is perhaps the most cost-effective approach to the problem. The
United States, however, has refused to sell Japan the F-22 Raptor fighter jet[36] and recently refused to sell Taiwan
the F-16C/D variant fighter jet, which is a defensive fourth generation plane.[37] The refusal to arm our allies sends
the wrong message to China and our friends. Of course, it also undermines the American industrial base.
Encouraging our allies to adequately fund their own navies and to increase their training tempo with the United States
and each other is critical as well.  China’s maritime rise has already served as a catalyst in this regard.[38]

On the diplomatic front, the United States must make clear that it will scrupulously honor its defense treaty
commitments to Pacific partners such as Australia, Japan and the Philippines. America should also continue to
support ASEAN efforts to implement the 2002 Declaration of Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea. The July
2011, Bali Guidelines are a small step forward on this front, but more must be done and United States diplomatic
support will strengthen ASEAN’s hand in its negotiations with China.[39]

The best ally of peace in the Pacific is a strong United States that is committed to working with its allies and
demonstrating such commitment to China to ensure that China’s maritime rise is peaceful rather than assertive.

Robert C. O’Brien is the Managing Partner of Arent Fox Los Angeles. He has served as a US Representative to
the United Nations. He can be followed on Twitter @robertcobrien. The author notes with appreciation the research
work of Richard Buckley on this article. The views herein are his own.
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