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in support of its BRI, but also prior to using military force to settle the Senkakus 
and Taiwan issues on its terms.

In my estimation, the answer is as early as 2020, but likely no later than 2030—
a period that I have labeled “the decade of concern” (see figure 4). 

China very likely has calculated a timeline for when it could use military 
force at the latest possible moment and still be able to conduct a grand ceremony 
celebrating its national restoration in 2049. A likely template for calculating that 
date would be the period from Tiananmen Square to the 2008 Olympics. China’s 
leaders remember well that in 1989 the international community largely con-
demned Beijing’s brutal slaughtering of its own citizens at Tiananmen Square, 
yet just nineteen years later the world’s leaders—including the president of the 
United States—eagerly flocked to Beijing to attend the opening ceremony of the 
2008 Olympic Games. That president later described the event as being “spec-
tacular and successful.”145

What was the strategic message from this event? It reinforced a belief among 
China’s leadership that the United States has a short attention span regarding the 
use of force. In short, Beijing believes the West can be counted on to forget even 

Figure 4: The Decade of Concern, 2020–30 
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the most barbarous actions after a roughly twenty-year time span. Given that 
logic, the latest Beijing could use military force to restore China’s perceived ter-
ritory physically would be around 2030. This would then allow for twenty years 
of “peace” before Beijing would conduct a grand ceremony to memorialize the 
“second 100”—the hundredth anniversary of the PRC. This again leads to the 
question: When is the earliest China could use military power?

Given the current environment and readiness of the PLA, such use could start 
at any time. However, as referenced earlier, intelligence analysis strongly indicates 
that during the past decade the PLA has been given the strategic task of taking 
Taiwan by force by 2020. If it is able to do that, it stands to reason that the lesser 
task of seizing the Senkaku Islands also would be achievable.

With the decade of concern beginning in 2020, it is my estimation that there 
will be mounting pressure within China to use military force to achieve the China 
Dream of national restoration by 2049. There will be a loud chorus for the use of 
force, which will grow each year and will crescendo in the late 2020s, ending in 
a violent clash to seize Taiwan, the Senkakus, and any other area Beijing deems 
to be a core interest.

In this decade of concern, an increasingly capable PLAN, as directed by a CCP 
greatly emboldened by its power and the lack of resistance to its expansionist 
global aspirations, will engage in operations in all the oceans of the world. It is 
entirely foreseeable that these PLAN operations will include activities designed to 
coerce, intimidate, and ultimately even defeat at sea the United States, our allies, 
and our friends.

RECOMMENDATIONS
First and foremost, I believe there must be, as James Holmes recently wrote, a 
fundamental transformation in the “culture” of how we deal with China, to one 
that recognizes that country as the main threat to U.S. national security, princi-
pally because of the strategic trend line that will grant the PLAN the ability to 
control the oceans of the world.146

Achieving this cultural change is a national issue, and the effort to do so is 
being driven from the top. The new National Security Strategy (NSS) and the Na-
tional Defense Strategy call out the PRC for being a “revisionist power.” Standing 
up to Beijing is not irresponsible or irrational, especially given that China’s ac-
tions are targeting the United States (and our fleet) despite President Xi’s pledge 
that the PRC is devoted to a “community with a shared future for mankind” and 
“mutual respect, fairness, justice, and win-win cooperation.”147

Second, the administration should declare unambiguously that U.S.-China 
relations have entered a new period of competition, as stated in the NSS, and then 
take the steps needed to compete. We must, of course, walk our talk. To this end, 
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our strategic communications need to be strengthened greatly and organizations 
need to be given specific authority and direction to fight and win on the informa-
tion battlefield.

America must deal with the PRC now from a position of strength, one from 
which we can assert our core interests and principles just as firmly as, if not more 
firmly than, the PRC asserts its core interests and principles. This means no more 
acquiescing to PRC demands; no more being quiet when the Chinese ignore the 
rule of law, as they have done with regard to the July 12, 2016, PCA ruling; and 
no more subordinating U.S. national interests to worries about whether we are 
provoking China.

Beijing is using incremental strategies and political warfare very effectively to 
gain maritime territory, and in the process to destroy the trust of our allies. Wash-
ington must be willing to confront Beijing’s bullying even at the risk of military 
conflict, especially since Beijing purposefully fosters fear among the Western 
academic China-watching community as a tool to manipulate us in our military, 
economic, and diplomatic strategies. For instance, as part of our messaging, we 
regularly—whenever we wish—should conduct carrier operations anywhere 
within the first island chain. In fact, we should increase our presence, with the 
adoption of a permanent 2.0 presence in the western Pacific.

Third, this new relationship also means recalibrating our one-China policy, 
and very publicly highlighting the U.S. interpretation of the term—what it means 
and what it does not mean. To this end, we have to refute, visibly and verbally, 
the PRC’s constraints on our relationship with Taiwan. This means discarding 
years of constraints our own bureaucrats have imposed. For example, the no-
tion that U.S. warships cannot make the occasional port call in Taiwan needs to 
be scrapped; nowhere is this self-defeating prohibition enshrined in any treaty, 
agreement, or law. Therefore—after discussion with our friends in Taiwan— 
we should make a port call, and we should do it without fanfare or advance  
notification.

To disrupt Beijing’s strategic schedule, the United States must keep China 
on its back foot, and that requires strategic unpredictability on our part. The 
message to China is that freedom of navigation and free access to ports is a core 
interest of the United States of America, and we are not going to be constrained 
by Beijing’s threats.

Also to this end, we must end the practice of “unconstrained engagement” 
by the Department of Defense. Encouragingly, the fiscal year 2019 National 
Defense Authorization Act, signed on August 13, 2018, includes a specific policy 
barring the PLAN from participating in any future RIMPAC exercises unless the 
Secretary of Defense grants a waiver. This constitutes a direct response to China’s 
decades of aggressive and expansionistic behavior in the South China Sea. The 
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United States is making a clear statement that China’s bad behavior no longer will 
be rewarded with such privileges; to do otherwise simply makes a mockery of our 
foreign policy positions in Asia, if not around the globe.

Fourth, and closely aligned with the preceding, the administration must pro-
claim its commitment to a forward-deployed presence, especially for our naval 
forces. Not only is this necessary for bolstering the flagging confidence of our 
allies; it also sends a clear and unambiguous statement to China. Options can 
range from homeporting a second carrier in the western Pacific (i.e., Guam) to 
homeporting ships in South Korea.

This visible commitment 
to for ward presence also 
means halting any further re-
duction of U.S. Marine Corps 
forces in Asia. Every time we 
vacillate in defense of our for-
ward presence we succumb to 

the PRC’s PW strategy; in essence, we hand China a victory and perpetuate its 
myth that China is in ascension and America in decline.

Fifth, the United States must commit to conducting more-robust and more-
public maritime intelligence operations. While much progress has been made in 
improving our intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities in the 
Indo-Pacific region, as reflected by the introduction of the P-8 aircraft, we con-
currently have displayed a lack of will to expose the PRC’s aggressive actions in 
the maritime domain. This requires the United States to get serious about its stra-
tegic communications, in terms of mission, organization, policy, and doctrine.

Why, for instance, during the inaugural deployment of China’s aircraft carrier 
Liaoning, did the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, which conducted intelligence re-
connaissance flights, fail to provide unclassified pictures of China’s inaugural car-
rier flight operations in the deep blue sea? This same reluctance characterized our 
approach to China’s building of the seven new artificial islands. Why?

The sharing of facts about Chinese activities at sea is not only good for trans-
parency in a democracy but is also smart military strategy, as it imposes repu-
tational costs on the PRC for its military adventurism. Moreover, making such 
information widely available would help to counter spurious Chinese narratives 
of American actions as being the root cause of instability in the western Pacific. 
Both outcomes are in our national interest.

However, we have no unified national policy to develop and execute strategic 
communications in this era of competition, and there is no unity of effort. For 
example, the funding allotted to the State Department for counter-PW opera-
tions has been diverted almost exclusively to countering Russian propaganda, 

America must deal with the PRC now from a 
position of strength, one from which we can 
assert our core interests and principles just as 
firmly as, if not more firmly than, the PRC as-
serts its core interests and principles.
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with the seemingly conscious exclusion of countering PRC influence operations. 
Further, as a rule, neither Department of Defense nor Department of State public 
affairs practitioners study PRC influence operations and political warfare at the 
Defense Information School or the Foreign Service Institute, as the leadership in 
those organizations does not seem to understand the urgency of including such 
training in the curriculum.

Sixth, we must return to naval nuclear-deterrence operations. The harsh real-
ity is that China’s nuclear ballistic-missile submarines (SSBNs, also known as 
boomers) now can range all of the United States, including the capital. Given the 
presumption that the PRC already has begun SSBN patrols and to mitigate the 
risk of a sea-launched nuclear ballistic-missile attack against the United States, 
the U.S. Navy must be able to hold at risk all adversarial nations’ patrolling  
SSBNs, at all times. To hold at risk means that every time PLAN SSBNs depart 
on strategic nuclear patrols, the U.S. Navy must follow them closely enough to be 
ready to sink them if they ever attempt to launch nuclear-tipped intercontinental 
ballistic missiles toward our shores. Chinese boomers are not so loud that if a 
crisis began we would, with high certainty, be able to find them.

This leads to the seventh recommendation—and the proverbial elephant in 
the room. All the above recommendations make it obvious that the U.S. Navy 
must increase in size. Roger Wicker and Jerry Hendrix’s recent article entitled 
“How to Make the U.S. Navy Great Again” states as follows:

From a naval perspective, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) is 
pursuing a mix of high-end and low-end ships and submarines. This strategy would 
allow the PLAN to spread out across the vast Pacific Ocean in sufficient numbers to 
locate and interdict U.S. ships. At the high end, China is investing in aircraft carriers, 
nuclear-powered fast-attack submarines and large surface combatants equipped  
with advanced radars, surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) and surface-to-surface  
missiles. . . . Backed by a growing arsenal of longer-range and more sophisticated air 
and missile weapons, the Chinese navy will have a highly capable and numerically 
larger maritime force by the middle of the next decade. If this situation comes to frui-
tion, it could make the projection of U.S. naval power cost prohibitive in the western 
Pacific, undermining the credibility of our alliance commitments.148 

Given my estimate that the future size of the PLAN will be about 550 warships 
and submarines by 2030—twice the size of today’s U.S. Navy—it is clear the U.S. 
Navy is at great risk of not being adequately sized or outfitted to meet American 
national security commitments in the Indo-Pacific, let alone around the globe. 
Therefore, to accomplish all the above missions, to provide a credible deterrent 
against PRC hegemony, and to be able to fight and win wars at sea, the U.S. 
Navy must get bigger. The evidence that a strategic gap between the U.S. Navy 
and the PLAN is on the verge of exploding over the next decade and a half is 
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overwhelming. Because of this gap, it seems clear to me that to keep even a modi-
cum of parity with the Chinese the U.S. Navy will require more than 355 ships.

The bottom line is that America needs to get back to being a maritime power 
supported militarily by strong allies—something that has been sorely neglected 
since the fall of the Soviet Union. Without that accomplishment, expect China 
to push us ever farther from Asia. Expect to lose more allies and influence across 
the Indo-Pacific. And, ultimately, expect to be seen as globally irrelevant, with 
all the negative consequences for our national security interests and the defense 
of our values.

We already have slipped. If we fall any further, we may not recover.
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