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Principal Findings 

What’s new? The risk of an unintended collision between U.S. and Chinese 
ships or planes has grown as the two sides expand military activities in the South 
China Sea and Taiwan Strait. Heightened political tensions increase the escala-
tory potential for such an incident and make crisis management more difficult.  

Why does it matter? Although a full-blown military conflict remains unlikely, 
an inadvertent collision or misinterpreted signal of impending action could pre-
cipitate a crisis that deepens U.S.-China tensions and creates greater uncertainty 
and instability bilaterally, regionally and globally.  

What should be done? The U.S. and China have different perspectives on 
desirability of risk reduction, but there is room for incremental progress on crisis 
management. Washington and Beijing should better implement existing mari-
time “rules of the road” and hotlines, reinvigorate defence dialogues and develop 
better understanding of possible escalation pathways through crisis simulations. 
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Executive Summary 

Rising tensions between the U.S. and China, combined with larger military deploy-
ments by both powers in the Asia Pacific, have increased the risk of a crisis sparked 
by miscalculation or an unintended collision in the air or at sea. Existing crisis man-
agement mechanisms have contributed to stability in the relationship, but in the face 
of growing competition, heightened by the war in Ukraine, the two sides must identify 
ways to bolster them, even if at the margins. In some cases, the most promising option 
may be to focus on better implementing existing mechanisms – including hotlines to 
communicate during crises and maritime “rules of the road” to prevent incidents. 
But there is also room for greater ambition, particularly when it comes to defence dia-
logues. Resuming and expanding these dialogues, possibly to include joint crisis simu-
lations, would allow Beijing and Washington to signal their intentions more clearly 
and, down the line, might advance mutual understanding of possible escalation triggers 
that can help both sides manage the associated risks more effectively.  

The strategic competition between the U.S. and China is increasingly framed by 
both sides as a rivalry between their respective domestic political systems. On one 
hand, Washington presents itself as waging a battle for democracy and against autoc-
racy, spurred among other things by President Joseph Biden’s desire to champion 
values that his predecessor, Donald Trump, treated with visible contempt. On the other 
hand, Beijing casts itself as the defender of China’s Communist Party-led system, 
which it says represents a different form of democracy that has delivered huge benefits 
for the Chinese people. The competition has intensified amid the conflict in Ukraine, 
where Beijing’s backing of Moscow and Washington’s support for Kyiv have reinforced 
the mutual sense that the two countries are engaged in a globe-spanning struggle. As 
they jockey for position, both sides put forward narratives that raise the stakes of 
their sparring, reduce the space for compromise and make it more difficult to limit 
the risk of confrontation.  

Making matters even more fraught, the bilateral contest has become increasingly 
militarised in the South China Sea and Taiwan Strait. Under the Trump administra-
tion, the U.S. began to increase the tempo of its military activities to challenge and 
deter what Washington sees as China’s attempts to undermine what the U.S. refers to 
as the rules-based international order, which it has led for decades. For its part, China 
has been both rapidly advancing its military capabilities, and increasing and routinis-
ing its military and paramilitary presence along its periphery. It has, for instance, 
expanded its presence in disputed areas and at key maritime chokepoints. Beijing 
argues that these measures are necessary to protect its national security and sover-
eignty, which it asserts are under threat.  

With high-level dialogue intermittent in recent years – there was no leader-level 
contact between the two countries’ defence ministries from August 2020 until April 
2022 – the environment is ripe for the two governments to misjudge each other’s 
intentions, particularly around sensitive issues concerning the South China Sea and 
Taiwan. Indeed, in the autumn of 2020, Beijing misinterpreted a series of U.S. actions 
as indicating a possible U.S. plan to attack Chinese outposts in the South China Sea. 
Though U.S. officials helped defuse tensions by conveying to China through defence 
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communication channels that no attack was planned or under way, the episode illus-
trates the intensifying risks.  

With the two militaries’ aircraft and vessels operating in close proximity to each 
other, the chance of a collision is ever present. Should a major incident occur at sea or 
in the air in contested areas where the two governments have opposing views of their 
rights and obligations under international law, tensions could ratchet up quickly. 
Heightened competition will incline decision-makers to perceive hostile motives 
behind the other side’s actions. Once an incident is made public, officials on both sides 
will come under domestic pressure to take tough, escalatory public stances that re-
duce the space for accommodation in private. While the likelihood of a full-scale mil-
itary conflict is low, a collision is likely to place both militaries on high alert and may 
lead to military reinforcements around the incident zone – creating additional risks 
going forward.  

Whether the two governments can prevent an accident or misinterpretation from 
escalating into heightened tensions or worse rests on officials’ capacity to show re-
straint and exercise prudence. Crisis management mechanisms cannot ensure that 
the latter will prevail, but they can help reduce the odds of Washington and Beijing 
slipping into a conflict neither desires. Several such mechanisms exist: maritime 
“rules of the road”, including the 1998 Maritime Military Consultative Agreement 
(MMCA) and associated 2014 Rules of Behaviour that aim to promote safe encounters; 
the 1998 presidential hotline and 2008 Defense Telephone Link that seek to provide 
timely communications between the two governments during and before a crisis; 
and recurring defence dialogues that help to clarify intentions and reduce strategic 
miscalculation. All these have contributed to overall stability in the bilateral relation-
ship, which has not seen a major incident since 2001. But those mechanisms have 
been imperfectly implemented and were not designed to address dangers that are 
emerging as the relationship becomes more contentious. 

While there is room and need for improvement, change will likely be incremental 
and difficult. Part of the challenge is that the parties have asymmetric interests in 
risk reduction. Washington seeks to make encounters safer so that Asian seas and 
skies afford a more predictable environment for the U.S. military. Conversely, Beijing 
resists providing too much clarity for U.S. operations as a means of discouraging the 
U.S. military’s presence in its periphery. Bilateral efforts to expand or to make legally 
binding the 2014 Rules of Behaviour are likely to founder for this reason. Nevertheless, 
it remains important for the two sides to continue to review compliance with the Rules 
and other relevant international rules and norms, not only in the bilateral MMCA con-
sultations, but also in multilateral forums such as the Western Pacific Naval Symposi-
um and the ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus mechanism, where the two sides’ 
interests in risk reduction may be more aligned and discussions less politicised.  

Similarly, it may not be useful to pour effort into augmenting existing communi-
cations channels, or “hotlines”. Centralised decision-making in China’s political system, 
in which the leadership tightly controls all forms of exchange with the U.S., means 
that engaging in timely crisis communications will remain a challenge. That said, 
both sides should emphasise the importance of these channels within their own sys-
tems, and it is worth exploring prospects for shortening the notification and response 
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times of the Defense Telephone Link – which played an important crisis prevention 
role in the autumn of 2020.  

There may also be room for improvement in the area of dialogue. Given how prone 
Washington and Beijing are to misinterpreting each other’s intentions, more occa-
sions for exchange may help the two sides read each other better and mitigate the 
risk of miscalculation in crisis scenarios. U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin and 
Chinese Defence Minister Wei Fenghe should make clear their mutual commitment 
to resuming all working-level dialogues within the framework of the Policy Dialogue 
System; an early opportunity to do that would be on the sidelines of the June Shangri-
La Dialogue. This framework, put in place in 2020, tries to balance the U.S. desire to 
focus on risk reduction with the Chinese desire for forums in which to press the U.S. 
to scale back its presence in the Asia Pacific. Ideally, the two sides would also engage 
in crisis simulations to deepen understandings of where specific escalation triggers lie, 
though in current circumstances it will be difficult for them to be transparent about 
how they would react. At a minimum, they should participate in such exercises at the 
Track 1.5 level.  

While rising U.S.-China competition has generated greater interest in strengthen-
ing crisis management capabilities on both sides, neither sees the level of risk as so 
intolerably high that it must significantly adjust its approach. For this reason, and 
barring a crisis that grabs decision-makers’ attention, it is likely that any step to im-
prove crisis management will result in only incremental, hard-to-measure forward 
movement. Given the poor state of relations, however, and the potential consequences 
of confrontation, even such minor progress would be welcome.  

Taipei/Brussels, 20 May 2022 
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Risky Competition: Strengthening  
U.S.-China Crisis Management 

I. Introduction 

China’s rise in the Asia Pacific and the resultant relative decline of U.S. economic 
influence and military capability have intensified competition between the two coun-
tries, with far-reaching implications for the global economy and international security. 
One important consequence of the increasingly confrontational relationship, in which 
ideological competition plays a role, is that the risk of military conflict between the 
U.S. and China in the Asia Pacific – while still low – has increased.  

War between the world’s leading powers, both armed with nuclear weapons, would 
come at a devastatingly high economic and political cost, potentially imperilling much 
of the world’s maritime trade, but it is a remote prospect.1 A more immediate danger is 
a prolonged political crisis resulting from an accidental military collision. Such a 
standoff could further inflame tensions in the relationship, engender greater global 
economic instability and make it more difficult for third countries to balance their 
relationships with both Beijing and Washington. Already, the intensifying rivalry has 
impeded U.S.-China cooperation on major global issues, for instance prompting 
Washington and Beijing to compete over rather than cooperate in distribution of 
COVID-19 vaccines. Tariffs applied amid the U.S.-China trade war have heightened 
uncertainty around global trade and supply chains.2 Most Asia Pacific governments, 
deeply tied to China’s economy but reliant on U.S. security guarantees, have to walk 
a careful line.  

The crisis in Ukraine has further entrenched assumptions in the two capitals that 
competition is necessary and will be protracted. For Washington, Beijing’s political 
and moral support for Moscow’s actions is evidence for the view that the world is 
splitting into two opposing, irreconcilable camps – democratic and autocratic – with 
Russia and China aligned in the latter. Despite limitations in the analogy, the war 
has also sharpened worries among Washington policymakers that Taiwan could be 
the next Ukraine, and focused minds on how to gird Taiwan for invasion and how to 
safeguard U.S. interests in the region. For Beijing, Washington’s relative success in 
unifying Europe and other allies behind economic and military pressures on Russia 
adds to its anxieties about the staying power of U.S. leadership, which may be greater 
than it would wish, its own economic dependency on the West and its prospects of 
unifying with Taiwan. Beijing believes that Washington provoked Moscow into attack-

 
 
1 According to the UN Conference on Trade and Development, in 2020 Asia accounted for 41 per-
cent of total goods loaded and over 60 percent of total goods discharged of global maritime trade. 
“Review of Maritime Transport 2021”, UN Conference on Trade and Development, pp. 3-5.  
2 Philip Heijmans, “Trade war costs global value chains 3-5 years of growth, UN says”, Bloomberg, 
17 June 2021.  
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ing Ukraine and now seeks to prolong the conflict to weaken not only Russia, but 
China too.3  

Conflicting interests over Taiwan and the South China Sea are two key drivers of 
bilateral friction. Beijing claims Taiwan, an island approximately 180km east of China, 
as part of its territory and seeks to unify it with the Chinese mainland, even if the 
task requires military force. While Washington does not recognise Taiwan as an in-
dependent nation, it believes the island’s status should be peacefully resolved. The 
U.S. seeks to deter a Chinese military invasion by supplying Taipei with defensive 
weaponry. It has left ambiguous whether it would militarily intervene if China invaded. 
The South China Sea, a semi-enclosed sea linking the Indian Ocean and the west-
ern Pacific, has three groups of land features: the Pratas Islands in the north west, the 
Paracels in the north east and the Spratlys in the east. Overlaying disputes among 
China, Vietnam, Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei and Taiwan over the sovereignty of 
land features and sovereign rights in the waters around the features is a struggle 
between the U.S. and China over competing visions of maritime orders that advance 
their respective interests.4  

A major aspect of the South China Sea disagreement is China’s expansive maritime 
rights claims, which were invalidated by a 2016 ad hoc tribunal constituted under 
the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). The U.S. endorses the 
ruling, although it is not itself a party to UNCLOS, but China rejects it.5 Also important 
are divergent interpretations of the navigational rights that UNCLOS grants to user 
states like the U.S. in the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) (the area extending 200 
nautical miles, or nm, from a state’s coastline) and territorial seas (12nm from the 
coast) of coastal states like China. 

For most of 2021 Washington and Beijing were at odds over the framing of the 
bilateral relationship, with each making clear that on issues like human rights abus-
es in Xinjiang, the end of Hong Kong’s political autonomy, Taiwan and the South China 
Sea the two sides’ positions remain far apart. Until 20 April, when U.S. Defense Sec-
retary Lloyd Austin spoke with Chinese General Wei Fenghe by telephone, there had 
been no high-level defence contacts since the Trump administration was still in office.6  

Officials and scholars in both countries recognise the growing risks of U.S.-China 
competition, especially given dwindling diplomatic interaction in recent years.7 

 
 
3 Yan Xuetong, “China’s Ukraine Conundrum”, Foreign Affairs, 2 May 2022.  
4 For more on the South China Sea dispute, see Crisis Group Asia Report Nº315, Competing Visions 
of International Order in the South China Sea, 29 November 2021.  
5 UNCLOS establishes the international legal framework governing all marine and maritime activi-
ties. While China is a party to UNCLOS and the U.S. is not, the U.S. abides by most UNCLOS provi-
sions as a matter of customary international law. For more on the 2016 South China Sea Arbitral 
Tribunal ruling, see Crisis Group Report, Competing Visions of International Order in the South 
China Sea, op. cit., pp. 9-13.  
6 Robert Burns, “US Pentagon chief speaks for 1st time to Chinese counterpart”, Associated Press, 
20 April 2022. The conversation concerned Russia’s war in Ukraine, as well as bilateral defence is-
sues. On the previous contact, see “Readout of Secretary of Defense Dr. Mark T. Esper’s Telephone 
Call with the People’s Republic of China’s Minister of National Defense General Wei Fenghe”, U.S. 
Department of Defense, 6 August 2020.  
7 Jack Detsch, “Biden looks for defence hotlines with China”, Foreign Policy, 10 May 2021; Phelim 
Kine, “‘Spiral into crisis: The U.S.-China military hotline is dangerously broken”, Politico, 1 Sep-
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Experts on both sides call for improvements and embellishments to the crisis man-
agement mechanisms – in particular, operational rules that help make military en-
counters safer, hotlines and dialogue for the purpose of exchanging views – that 
have been created to reduce the risk of conflict between the two powers.8  

This report explores the respective views of Beijing and Washington on risks in 
the bilateral relationship and crisis management, and makes recommendations with 
respect to the latter. The report focuses in particular on the tensions that arise from 
the two militaries’ growing presence in the Taiwan Strait and the South China Sea. It 
does not attempt to address the full range of risks that exist in the bilateral relation-
ship – the impact of China’s growing nuclear capabilities on strategic stability, for 
instance, or the potential escalation pathways created by the advancing cyber, space 
and artificial intelligence capacities of both countries. Because of COVID-19 travel 
restrictions and other security concerns, all interviews were conducted remotely, via 
telephone or video conference platform. All interviews with Chinese experts are anon-
ymously attributed; the preponderance of Chinese experts interviewed are currently 
or formerly affiliated with government or military think-tanks. 

 
 
tember 2021; Julian Borger, “Hotlines ‘ring out’: China’s military crisis needs rethink, says Biden 
Asia chief”, The Guardian, 6 May 2021; “Regular Press Conference of the Ministry of National Defence 
on May 27”, Ministry of National Defence of the People’s Republic of China, 31 May 2021.  
8 See, for example, Rush Doshi, “Improving Risk Reduction and Crisis Management in US-China 
Relations”, in Ryan Hass, Ryan McElveen and Robert D. Williams (eds.), The Future of US Policy 
toward China (Washington, 2020); Paul Haenle, “Why the U.S. and Chinese militaries aren’t talking 
much anymore”, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 11 August 2021; Kurt M. Campbell 
and Ali Wyne, “The growing risk of inadvertent escalation between Washington and Beijing”, Law-
fare, 16 August 2020; Jacob Stokes and Zack Cooper, “Thinking strategically about Sino-American 
crisis management mechanisms”, War on the Rocks, 30 September 2020; Zhang Tuosheng, “Strength-
ening Crisis Management: The Most Urgent Task in Current China-US and China-Japan Security 
Relations”, China International Strategy Review, no. 3 (2021); Yao Yunzhu, “Sino-U.S. Military 
Relations: From Quasi-allies to Competitors?” The Chinese Journal of American Studies, no. 2 (2019) 
[Chinese]; Zhou Bo, “China and America can compete and coexist”, The New York Times, 3 February 
2020; and Hu Bo, “Challenges and Ways to Improve Sino-U.S. Maritime Crisis Management”, The 
Chinese Journal of American Studies, no. 5 (2021) [Chinese].  
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II. The New Normal: Risky Competition  

A. The Increasing Stakes of U.S.-China Competition  

The U.S.-China relationship has settled into an openly competitive dynamic in which 
decision-makers on both sides are more risk-tolerant and see the introduction of 
friction as necessary for achieving national objectives. Importantly, both governments 
see competition as partly about a rivalry of domestic systems and contending visions 
of world order. The fact that both governments view the contest through an ideological 
lens increases the likelihood that one or the other will perceive an unintended mili-
tary collision or a spike in tensions around a longstanding dispute as a high-stakes event 
that tests the credibility and effectiveness of the political system it espouses, making 
conflict management more difficult.  

Following years in which the Trump administration chipped away at democratic 
institutions and norms at home and pursued a foreign policy centred on U.S. unilat-
eralism, Washington is anxious to, as President Joe Biden put it, “prove democracy 
works”.9 The administration assesses that what U.S. officials refer to as the interna-
tional rules-based order is under stress from autocracies and that the U.S. must work 
with other democracies to ensure that the world remains democratically-led and 
governed by the existing order.10 Washington’s view of the rules-based order can be 
broadly defined as the U.S.-led post-World War II system of international institutions, 
rules and norms, which the U.S. sees as the basis of global prosperity and stability – 
as well as the foundation on which U.S. moral authority and global influence rest.11  

Within this worldview the U.S. assesses China to be “the only competitor poten-
tially capable” of challenging the existing international system, pointing to what it 
characterises as Beijing’s use of coercion and (in some cases) aggression, along the 
Line of Actual Control with India, with Taiwan and with neighbours in the East and 
South China Seas as indicative of China’s threat to the rules-based order.12 In the 
face of Beijing’s growing confidence in its own institutions, U.S. officials also believe 
that a key element of competing with China is getting things in order at home to 
demonstrate to its rival that the U.S. political system can perform.13 

China’s long-term objective is to achieve “national rejuvenation” by 2049, defined 
as becoming a “modern socialist country that is prosperous, strong, democratic, cul-
turally advanced and harmonious”.14 The leadership believes that it faces a world 
undergoing “major changes unseen in a century”, a transitional period in which U.S. 

 
 
9 “Remarks by President Biden in Press Conference”, The White House, 25 March 2021. 
10 “Remarks by President Biden at the 2021 Virtual Munich Security Conference”, The White 
House, 19 February 2021; “Remarks by President Biden in Press Conference”, The White House, 25 
March 2021; “Interim National Security Strategic Guidance”, The White House, March 2021, pp. 7-8. 
11 For a discussion of the “rules-based order” in the context of U.S.-China relations, see Crisis Group 
Report, Competing Visions of International Order in the South China Sea, op. cit., pp. 18-22.  
12 “Interim National Security Strategic Guidance”, The White House, March 2021, pp. 7-8; “Indo-
Pacific Strategy of the United States”, The White House, February 2022. 
13 Antony J. Blinken, “Domestic Renewal as a Foreign Policy Priority”, U.S. Department of State, 
9 August 2021; “Asia Society: A conversation with Kurt Campbell, White House coordinator for the 
Indo-Pacific”, video, YouTube, 7 July 2021.  
14 “Full text of Xi Jinping’s report at 19th CPC National Congress”, Xinhua, 3 November 2017.  
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unipolar power has ended, but Beijing is not yet strong enough to assume a position 
as Washington’s peer.15 Party writings exhorting the bureaucracy to “actively create a 
positive external environment” and to extend an “important period of strategic op-
portunity” suggest that Beijing believes its management of this transitional period, 
and in particular its thwarting of U.S. efforts to form anti-China coalitions, is a key 
determinant of the pace and trajectory of its development and rise.16  

Beijing views Washington’s emphasis on ideological differences between democra-
cies and autocracies as a rebuke of its “socialist system with Chinese characteristics”, 
aimed at diminishing on the international stage the moral authority and legitimacy 
of the Chinese system and the Communist Party of China (CPC).17 Washington’s crit-
icism of Beijing’s policies in Xinjiang and Hong Kong and its deepening engagement 
with Taiwan, in particular, reinforce longstanding anxieties in Beijing that external 
forces are attempting to change China’s political system and to undermine the CPC.18 In 
response, Beijing has more openly embraced the notion that rivalry between Western 
and Chinese political systems is a key aspect of competition, arguing not only that its 
own institutions are a form of democracy, but that the system is successful because 
of what it has delivered for the Chinese people.19 

B. Competition through Military Presence  

Military signalling is playing an increasing role in the bilateral relationship. Demon-
strations of military resolve are particularly prominent within and around the first 
island chain, an area where the two governments see national interests at stake and 
where a shift in the balance of military power increasingly in China’s favour has accel-
erated a struggle for military advantage. The first island chain is a string of islands 

 
 
15 Yuan Peng, “The coronavirus pandemic and a once-in-a-century change”, Aisixiang, 17 June 
2020 (translated by David Ownby).  
16 “My country’s development is facing an unprecedentedly complex environment, with many … 
risks and challenges. … If we fail to prevent and respond inadequately…, the process of achieving 
the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation may be delayed or forced to be interrupted”. “The cor-
nerstone for thousands of years: Questions and answers on Xi Jinping’s thought on socialism with 
Chinese characteristics for a new era (42)”, People’s Daily, 14 September 2021 [Chinese]; Yang Jiechi, 
“Actively create a favourable external environment (study and implement the spirit of the Fifth Plenum of 
the 19th Central Committee of the Party)”, People’s Daily, 30 November 2020 [Chinese]; “Chinese Pres-
ident Xi Jinping Speaks with U.S. President Joseph Biden on the Phone”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the People’s Republic of China, 10 September 2021; “Xie Feng: The China-US relationship is in a 
stalemate, fundamentally because some Americans portray China as an ‘imagined enemy’”, Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 26 July 2021. 
17 “Wang Yi: Underline Three Bottom Lines of China’s Relations with the United States”, Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 26 July 2021; “Mutual Respect, Mutual Benefit, 
Peaceful Co-existence – Exploring a New China-U.S. Relations Framework in Complexity”, China 
Institutes of Contemporary International Relations, 5 Nov 2021. 
18 “[H]ostile forces have never stopped implementing a strategy of Westernisation and dividing up” 
of China and have never stopped “subverting and sabotaging” the party and China’s socialist system. 
“The cornerstone of a great cause for thousands of years”, op. cit.; Wang Jisi, “The Plot against China? 
How Beijing Sees the New Washington Consensus”, Foreign Affairs, July-August 2021. 
19 Jun Mai, “Xi Jinping says China’s ‘democratic’ political system is a ‘great creation’ that holds key 
to international success”, South China Morning Post, 14 October 2021; “China: Democracy That 
Works”, State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 4 December 2021.  
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composed of Japan’s Ryukyu Islands, Taiwan, the Philippines and Borneo that enclose 
the waters bordering China. Washington and Beijing each views the expansion of its 
own military presence and exercises in the area as rightful, “normal” and necessary 
for achieving the objectives discussed below, while regarding the other’s military 
presence and activities as implying hostile, aggressive intent.20  

1. China’s outward push to achieve “national rejuvenation”  

China believes that ensuring control of what it calls its near seas, within and around 
the first island chain, is essential to its defence, as well as its “national rejuvenation”, 
part of which is the goal of becoming a maritime power.21 Accordingly, the capabilities 
of China’s military, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and its presence within and 
around the first island chain have rapidly grown in the last two decades. By one 
measure, the number of Chinese naval vessels has tripled, from 110 ships in 2000 to 
360 in 2020.22 Chinese military exercises take place regularly, at times in several seas 
at once; according to Chinese state media, the PLA conducted 120 drills over three 
months in 2021 in the Bohai Sea, the Yellow Sea, the East China Sea, the Taiwan Strait 
and the South China Sea.23 

Chinese strategists view the first island chain as a “hostile fortification” that the 
U.S. and other foreign forces could use to constrict or block the movements of Chinese 
vessels and aircraft from its near seas out to the western Pacific.24 In response, Bei-
jing has increasingly sent its warships and aircraft through key passageways along 
the chain, including waterways between Japan’s islands and near the western en-
trance of the Bashi Channel, a main thoroughfare for submarines that lies just south 
of Taiwan.25 

Beijing regards controlling its near seas as a necessary condition for achieving 
unification with Taiwan and defending its claims in the East and South China Seas.26 
Moreover, Beijing believes that alongside growing military capabilities it should 
demonstrate its increased ability to defend these interests and related sovereign 
claims before both domestic and international audiences.27 Near-daily sorties near 
the Bashi Channel are intended to credibly convey to several audiences the depth of 
Beijing’s resolve to unify Taiwan with the mainland. Around the Diaoyu/Senkaku 

 
 
20 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. and Chinese experts, June-September 2021.  
21 Hu Bo, Chinese Maritime Power in the 21st Century (New York, 2020), pp. 35-43. 
22 Ronald O’Rourke, “China Naval Modernization: Implications for U.S. Navy Capabilities –Background 
and Issues for Congress”, Congressional Research Service, 3 August 2021, p. 10.  
23 Liu Xuanzun, “PLA holds 100+ drills in all Chinese sea areas in 3 months, ‘sets up strategic defense 
perimeter’”, Global Times, 24 August 2021.  
24 Toshi Yoshihara and James R. Holmes, Red Star over the Pacific: China’s Rise and the Challenge 
to U.S. Maritime Strategy (Annapolis, 2018), p. 74.  
25 Chinese warships passed between Japan’s islands thirteen times per year on average between 
2012 and 2020. “China’s Activities in East China Sea, Pacific Ocean, and Sea of Japan”, Japan Ministry of 
Defence, March 2021. See also tweets by Taiwan’s Ministry of National Defence, September 2020-
April 2022.  
26 Hu, Chinese Maritime Power in the 21st Century, op. cit., pp. 35-43. 
27 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, September 2021.  
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Islands in the East China Sea, which both China and Japan claim, Beijing maintains 
a continuous presence of coast guard vessels to advance its assertion of sovereignty.28 

In the South China Sea, Beijing has outfitted artificial islands it built with mili-
tary assets and structures, including anti-air and anti-ship missiles, radar platforms 
and hangars that can accommodate military aircraft.29 Beyond significantly expanding 
China’s ability to project military power across the disputed Sea, the outposts also 
facilitate the regular presence of China’s coast guard there.30 When South East Asian 
claimant states exploit oil and gas resources in their EEZs in areas that overlap with 
Beijing’s expansive claims, China dispatches coast guard and research vessels to patrol 
and conduct surveys nearby.31 Beijing regards such responses as essential for demon-
strating resolve and for deterring other South East Asian claimant states from what 
China sees as provocations.32  

2. U.S. defence of a “rules-based order”  

The U.S., which has enjoyed military dominance in East Asia since World War II, 
believes that bolstering its military deterrence in the region is important for provid-
ing security for itself and its allies, for ensuring its access to Asian markets and for 
promoting U.S. values.33 Washington is concerned that China’s increasing ability to 
limit U.S. access to, and operations within, the first island chain during a potential 
conflict will hamper it in responding to events affecting U.S. interests or those of 
partners and allies.34 For instance, China’s DF-26 anti-ship ballistic missile can strike 
a moving U.S. target from 4,000km away, long before a U.S. aircraft carrier could 
come near China’s periphery.35  

Senior U.S. military officials assess that unless they strengthen deterrence, China 
will be emboldened to engage in aggression against U.S. allies and partners and to 
displace what Washington calls the rules-based order.36 As one element of deterrence, 

 
 
28 In 2021, Chinese coast guard vessels entered the contiguous waters of the disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku 
islands 157 days in a row. “Typhoon ends 157-day streak of Chinese vessels near Senkakus,” Japan 
Times, 21 July 2021.  
29 “By Air, Land and Sea: China’s Maritime Power Projection Network”, Asia Maritime Transparency 
Initiative, 15 September 2021.  
30 “Still on the Beat: China Coast Guard Patrols in 2020”, Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative, 
4 December 2020.  
31 For instance, see “Nervous Energy: China Targets New Indonesian, Malaysian Drilling”, Asia 
Maritime Transparency Initiative, 12 November 2021.  
32 Crisis Group interviews, Chinese experts, June-August 2021; Ketian Zhang, “Chinese Coercion in 
the South China Sea: Resolve and Costs”, Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, January 
2020.  
33 Evan S. Medeiros, “Major Power Rivalry in East Asia”, Council on Foreign Relations, April 2021, 
pp. 6-7. See also Crisis Group Report, Competing Visions of International Order in the South China 
Sea, op. cit., pp. 20-22.  
34 The Pentagon describes China’s approach as its Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) strategy.  
35 Ronald O’Rourke, “China Naval Modernization: Implications for U.S. Navy Capabilities –Background 
and Issues for Congress”, Congressional Research Service, 3 August 2021, p. 13.  
36 “Advance Policy Questions for Admiral John C. Aquilino, USN Nominee for Commander, U.S. 
Indo-Pacific Command”, Senate Armed Services Committee, 23 March 2021; “Statement of Admiral 
Philip S. Davidson, U.S. Navy Commander, U.S. Indo-Pacific Command Before the Senate and 
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the U.S. began stepping up its military presence in China’s periphery under the Trump 
administration, calculating that the operational risks of doing so paled alongside the 
strategic risks of not being present. As one former senior official put it, “If we are not 
operating in their space, we are ceding to their claims”.37 In April 2021, a Chinese de-
fence spokesperson said the number of “activities” conducted by U.S. warships and 
surveillance aircraft in the sea areas around China had increased by more than 20 per 
cent and 40 per cent respectively, compared with the same period in 2020.38 

According to publicly available information, U.S. freedom of navigation operations 
in the South China Sea steadily grew between 2015 and 2020, from one to ten opera-
tions per year; in 2021, the number declined to five.39 Washington uses freedom of 
navigation operations to challenge what it believes are China’s excessive claims in the 
South China Sea; claims that it argues wrongly restrict navigation and overflight rights 
and freedoms guaranteed under international law.40 These operations generally 
involve a U.S. warship sailing within 12nm of a Chinese outpost in the South China Sea 
or through Chinese-claimed waters around the Paracel Islands.41  

 
 
Armed Services Committee on U.S.-Indo Pacific Command Posture”, Senate Armed Services Committee, 
9 March 2021. 
37 Crisis Group interview, Vic Mercado, former U.S. assistant secretary of defense for strategy, plans 
and capabilities, June 2021.  
38 “Regular Press Conference of the Ministry of National Defence on April 29”, Ministry of National 
Defence of the People’s Republic of China, 29 April 2021.  
39 These figures are based on press reports compiled by Collin Koh. See tweet by Collin Koh, 
@CollinSLKoh, researcher, 8:52 pm, 20 January 22. The number of freedom of navigation operations 
reported by the press differs from that reported by the U.S. Navy. See Ronald O’Rourke, “U.S.-China 
Strategic Competition in South and East China Seas: Background and Issues for Congress,” Congres-
sional Research Service, 26 January 2022, pp. 40-41. 
40 The U.S. has since 1979 used freedom of navigation operations to challenge what it deems to be 
“excessive maritime claims” around the world.  
41 There are generally three types of Chinese claims in the South China Sea that U.S. operations 
challenge: 1) China’s domestic law requiring foreign warships to seek permission from the Chinese 
government before conducting “innocent passage” (the international legal term for “continuous and 
expeditious” transit that is not prejudicial to the peace, good order or security of the coastal state) 
in China’s territorial seas. The U.S. believes coastal states have no authority to require prior permis-
sion under international law; 2) China’s declared straight baselines around the Paracels and claim 
to waters within the baselines. (For an explanation of baselines and territorial claims see Crisis 
Group Report, Competing Visions of International Order in the South China Sea, op. cit., pp. 3-4.) 
The U.S. does not recognise China’s straight baselines, because it believes as a legal matter only 
archipelagic states can draw such baselines around island groups in the way that China has; 3) China’s 
presumed claim of territorial seas and internal waters in the Spratly island chain. China has yet to 
declare straight baselines around the Spratlys, but its position is that it claims “sovereignty over the 
internal waters and territorial seas” based on the land features that it claims in the South China Sea. 
Should the government declare straight baselines, Chinese scholars say, the waters within would be 
considered internal waters; they also say user states should respect a 12nm territorial sea around all 
features in the South China Sea until baselines are declared. The U.S. would not recognise China’s 
drawing of straight baselines around the Spratlys for the same reason it does not recognise China’s 
baselines around the Paracels. The U.S. also believes that the status of individual features deter-
mines the passage regime. For instance, because Mischief Reef (a reef in the Spratlys that sits about 
130nm west of Palawan Island in the Philippines) is a low-tide elevation, as determined by the 2016 
ruling, it is not entitled to a territorial sea under UNCLOS. The U.S. view is that it can exercise high 
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In response to Chinese attempts to deter South East Asian claimant states from 
exploiting seabed natural resources, the U.S. for the first time in May 2020 dispatched 
warships to conduct “presence operations” near a standoff at sea involving the Malay-
sian-chartered drillship West Capella and Chinese survey and law enforcement ships.42 
In September 2021, the U.S. deployed an aircraft carrier close to an Indonesian oil 
rig that was subject to similar Chinese pressure.43  

As for the Taiwan Strait, U.S. naval transits through the strait reached a record 
thirteen in 2020; in 2021, the number – twelve – was almost as high again, in a sign 
of Washington’s concern about China’s increasing ability to forcibly unify with Taiwan 
through an invasion.44  

The scale and complexity of U.S. military exercises, including with partner countries, 
also appear to be increasing. In August 2021, for instance, the U.S. Navy conducted 
its largest exercise “in a generation,” involving its fleets in both the Atlantic and the 
Pacific Oceans, as well as British, Australian and Japanese ships and planes.45 Public 
data for U.S. reconnaissance flights in China’s periphery is scarce and incomplete, 
but it suggests that the tempo of operations is high. A Beijing-based think-tank reports 
that the U.S. conducted nearly 1,000 reconnaissance sorties in the South China Sea 
in 2020 and 1,200 in 2021.46 Reconnaissance missions can provide the U.S. with 
intelligence on Chinese military movements and exercises and are also a means of 
demonstrating U.S. military presence.  

Just as Washington sees aggressive intent behind China’s increased military and 
paramilitary presence, Beijing has long viewed the U.S. military presence along its 
periphery as provocative, hostile and unjust. It officially describes U.S. reconnaissance 
activities and freedom of navigation operations as undermining China’s national secu-
rity.47 China’s position reflects a deeply held view that the U.S military presence along its 
periphery is a deliberate attempt to injure China’s national dignity.48  

 
 
sea freedoms in the 12nm waters around the reef. For more, see Eleanor Freund, “Freedom of Navi-
gation in the South China Sea”, Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, June 2017.  
42 Lauren Chatmas, “U.S. Navy maintains persistent presence near West Capella”, U.S. 7th Fleet, 12 
May 2020.  
43 “Nervous Energy: China Targets New Indonesian, Malaysian Drilling”, op. cit.  
44 O’Rourke, “U.S.-China Strategic Competition in South and East China Seas: Background and Issues 
for Congress,” op. cit., p. 41; Lin Hung-han and William Yen, “U.S. Navy conducts Taiwan Strait 
transit days before VP Lai’s Honduras trip”, Focus Taiwan, 1 February 2022.  
45 Steven Stashwick, “US Navy, Marines conclude giant two-ocean exercise”, The Diplomat, 27 August 
2021; “U.S. Indo-Pacific Command Will Conduct Large Scale Global Exercise 21”, press release, 
U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, 2 August 2021.  
46 “An Incomplete Report on US Military Activities in the South China Sea in 2020”, South China 
Sea Strategic Situation Probing Initiative, 12 March 2021; “An Incomplete Report on US Military 
Activities in the South China Sea in 2021”, South China Sea Strategic Situation Probing Initiative, 
22 March 2022.  
47 “Countries from outside the region conduct frequent close-in reconnaissance on China by air and 
sea, and illegally enter China’s territorial waters and the waters and airspace near China’s islands and 
reefs, undermining China’s national security”. “China’s National Defence in the New Era”, State 
Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, July 2019, p. 4.  
48 Crisis Group interviews, Chinese experts, July-September 2021.  
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C. The Risks of Miscalculation and Escalation  

1. Strategic miscalculation and misperception  

The competitive lens through which decision-makers in Beijing and Washington are 
interpreting developments, coupled with an uptick in military operations and decline 
in dialogue, raise the potential for the two governments to misread each other’s inten-
tions at the strategic level over sensitive issues, such as the South China Sea and Taiwan.  

For decades, Beijing and Washington have relied on certain overlapping, though 
not convergent, understandings to maintain peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait. 
Beijing’s position is that there is only one China of which Taiwan is a part. Its objec-
tive is unification with Taiwan – which it sees as critical to national rejuvenation and 
the CPC’s legitimacy – and it holds out the possibility of using military force to 
achieve this end. Washington recognises the People’s Republic of China as the sole 
legal government of China, acknowledges Beijing’s position on Taiwan and says it 
has no intention of pursuing a policy of “one China, one Taiwan”.49 But it maintains 
unofficial ties with Taiwan and believes that the question of Taiwan’s sovereignty is 
unsettled and should be resolved peacefully between the two parties.50 The executive 
branch is mandated to provide Taiwan with defensive arms and to maintain its capaci-
ty to resist any attempt at force or coercion that would jeopardise the security or the 
socio-economic system of the Taiwanese people.51  

Though the two positions diverge in certain respects, they have allowed both 
sides to arrive at a modus vivendi by which Washington maintains a delicate balance 
between Beijing and Taipei within the bounds of its commitments to both sides, while 
China pursues peaceful unification. This tacit arrangement allowed the U.S. and 
China to normalise relations in 1979. It has helped keep a fragile peace since then.  

Nevertheless, China’s rapid military modernisation and more assertive military 
posture in the region have altered U.S. perceptions of the threat that China poses to 
Taiwan, causing Washington to consider a Chinese military invasion of Taiwan possi-
ble and to question its own ability to prevail if it were to intervene to prevent forcible 
reunification. Competition with Beijing has also led Washington to attach geopoliti-
cal stakes to Taiwan that extend far beyond the island itself; as one former U.S. official 
put it, U.S. strategists are increasingly understanding Taiwan as a “first battle of the 
U.S.-China contest over the future of Asia”.52 The Biden administration has deepened 
Washington’s unofficial ties with Taipei, reframed the Taiwan problem as an inter-
national issue with regional security implications and worked to reduce Taiwan’s 

 
 
49 “Joint Communiqué of the United States of America and the People’s Republic of China (Normal-
isation Communiqué)”, American Institute in Taiwan, 1 January 1979; “Joint Communiqué of the 
United States of America and the People’s Republic of China (the 1982 Communiqué)”, American 
Institute in Taiwan, 17 August 1982.  
50 “Pentagon Press Secretary John F. Kirby Holds a Press Briefing”, U.S. Department of Defense, 13 
October 2021; Michael J. Green and Bonnie S. Glaser, “What is the U.S. ‘One China’ Policy and Why 
Does It Matter?”, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 13 January 2017; John J. Tkacik, 
Jr., “Taiwan’s Status Remains ‘Unsettled’”, Heritage Foundation, 1 October 2007. 
51 “Taiwan Relations Act”, American Institute of Taiwan, 1 January 1979.  
52 Evan S. Medeiros, “Major Power Rivalry in East Asia”, Council on Foreign Relations, April 2021, p. 14. 
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international isolation, in a reflection of both Washington’s determination to deter 
Chinese aggression and the importance attached to Taiwan.53  

Beijing in turn sees Washington as cynically employing the Taiwan issue as a pres-
sure point in the larger bilateral competition. It believes that Washington’s deepening 
engagement on Taiwan dangerously alters the status quo by strengthening Taiwan’s 
claims to independence and forestalling Beijing’s plans for unification.54 It has 
responded with more acts of military and economic coercion that further confirm 
Washington’s suspicions. Though the U.S. has made clear its policy is not to support 
Taiwan’s independence, its posture has led China to question how far the Biden 
administration will go to convey its commitment to Taiwan. A direct conflict over Tai-
wan is only a remote possibility in the near term, but the current dynamism, in which 
the two sides are tussling over a new equilibrium, will motivate both Washington 
and Beijing to keep showing resolve in ways that generate tensions and uncertainty 
over intentions.  

In the South China Sea, tensions have risen as growing Chinese military capabili-
ties and assertiveness have prompted Washington to push back politically and mili-
tarily. For Washington, Beijing’s ability to exercise control over the South China Sea 
in peacetime and to deploy paramilitary and civilian assets across the breadth of the 
waters it claims raises questions about whether an even more capable China will at-
tempt to restrict or deny U.S. access to the area in the coming years.55 As noted above, 
the U.S. has since the Trump administration stepped up its military operations and 
deployments in the area. In a July 2020 statement, furthermore, Washington ex-
plicitly rejected China’s claims to offshore resources across the South China Sea, in 
accordance with the 2016 award.56 Previously, the U.S. had taken no position on the 
maritime dispute and was more narrowly focused on upholding U.S. freedom of nav-
igation and overflight. 

In the autumn of 2020, the Chinese government appeared to misread U.S. actions 
as signs of intent to initiate a limited conflict in the South China Sea. Theories of a 
U.S. “October surprise” attack on Chinese outposts in the Spratly Islands began to 
circulate widely in Beijing that July, abetted by a sharp decline in the bilateral rela-

 
 
53 The June 2021 G-7 summit statement explicitly referenced the Taiwan Strait for the first time in 
the group’s history. Japan’s 2021 Defence White Paper said “stabilising the situation surrounding 
Taiwan is important for Japan’s security and the stability of the international community”. “Our 
Shared Agenda for Global Action to Build Back Better”, Carbis Bay G7 Summit Communiqué, 13 
June 2021; “Defence of Japan”, Japan Ministry of Defence, p. 17.  
54 Crisis Group interviews, Chinese experts, July-September 2021. See also, for example, “Foreign 
Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian’s Regular Press Conference on May 5, 2022”, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 5 May 2022; Li Yihu, “Biden’s Taiwan Policy within Its 
China Strategy: Strategic Positioning and Strategic Competition”, Taiwan Studies, no. 3 (2021) [Chi-
nese]; Cao Qun, “Risks, Variables, and Crisis Management in the U.S.-China Game in the Taiwan 
Sea”, Asia Pacific Security and Maritime Affairs, no. 3 (2022) [Chinese].  
55  In April 2018, Admiral Philip Davidson stated: “China is now capable of controlling the South 
China Sea in all scenarios short of war with the United States”. “Advance Policy Questions for Admiral 
Philip Davidson, USN Expected Nominee for Commander, U.S. Pacific Command”, Senate Armed 
Services Committee, 17 April 2018, p. 18.  
56 “Statement by Secretary Michael R. Pompeo, U.S. Position on Maritime Claims in the South China 
Sea”, press statement, U.S. Department of State, 21 July 2020.  
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tionship and Washington’s rejection of China’s maritime rights claims.57 A popular 
article by a retired Chinese military official argued that Trump was “very likely” to 
provoke a military conflict with China in the Spratlys as a means of securing his re-
election. The piece pointed to the closing of consulates in Houston and Chengdu, the 
shift in Washington’s South China Sea policy and what Beijing saw as “pre-war tactical 
and technical reconnaissance” activities in the Sea as evidence of an impending U.S. 
attack.58  

According to a former U.S. defence official, by mid-October, Chinese government 
anxieties “had gone off the rails”.59 The U.S. assessment of Chinese concerns was 
based on official statements made by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the PLA, 
the views of military officials and Chinese scholars, and the content of state media, 
as well as the PLA’s large-scale military drills and heightened readiness.60 U.S. officials 
responded by directly informing Chinese officials that the U.S. would launch no such 
attack.61 Following these conversations, in October 2020 a Chinese defence spokes-
person refuted media reports of a possible U.S. attack, saying “the U.S. side has no 
intention of creating a military crisis with China”.62 The event illustrates the potential 
for the two governments to radically misunderstand each other’s intentions, though 
it wound up providing a positive example of how they can communicate in exigent 
circumstances.   

2. Sparks from a collision at sea or in the air  

The two governments’ use of increased military presence in the South China Sea and 
Taiwan Strait to send political signals means that the probability of encounters be-
tween U.S. and Chinese forces in the air and at sea and related risks have likely risen. 
Both Chinese and U.S. experts say interactions are mostly safe and professional, due 
in part to the familiarity the two sides have accrued from decades of operating in 
proximity.63 Nevertheless, the recent history of encounters is sprinkled with near 
misses and accusations of unsafe, unprofessional behaviour. Decision-making on these 
occasions, which are highly stressful, is left to individuals who are susceptible to 
human error, and who, influenced by their governments’ political attitudes, may be 

 
 
57 Crisis Group interviews, Chinese experts, June-August 2021. 
58 Wang Yunfei, “Sino-U.S. relations have undergone a sharp downturn. It is necessary to guard 
against a surprise U.S. military attack on the Spratly Islands”, Phoenix Military Channel, 24 July 
2020 [Chinese].  
59 Crisis Group interview, Chad Sbragia, former U.S. deputy assistant secretary of defense for China, 
July 2021.  
60 “General Milley’s Engagements with the People’s Liberation Army Leaders”, U.S. Department of 
Defense, 27 September 2021; “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments 
Involving the People’s Republic of China 2021”, Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department 
of Defense, 2021, p.7.  
61 Crisis Group interviews, Chad Sbragia, former U.S. deputy assistant secretary of defense for China, 
July and September 2021. See also Lolita C. Baldor and Robert Burns, “Milley defends calls to Chinese 
at end of Trump presidency”, Associated Press, 28 September 2021. 
62 “No ‘October surprise’ and urge U.S. to stop provocations: Defence spokesperson”, Ministry of 
National Defence of the People’s Republic of China, 29 October 2020.  
63 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. and Chinese experts, June-July 2021.  
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motivated to act assertively on the front lines.64 As a Chinese analyst put it, “Humans 
have emotions and lose control”.65 

There are new risk factors as well. Encounters are occurring under new scenarios, 
including in areas where the maritime claims of South East Asian states and China 
overlap, and in the southwestern corner of Taiwan’s air defence identification zone.66  

Close encounters between U.S. and Chinese military vessels and aircraft tend to 
occur during the U.S. military operations that Beijing most strongly opposes, but 
that Washington believes are important for upholding its prerogatives under inter-
national maritime law. Historically, these have concerned U.S. survey and surveil-
lance activities in China’s Exclusive Economic Zone, an area stretching out 200nm 
from the mainland coast.67 In recent years, however, information publicised by the two 
governments and media suggest, anecdotally, that the types of interaction that lead 
to close calls are more diverse.  

In many cases, Chinese warships and aircraft tail, or more rarely, attempt to inter-
cept and drive away U.S. vessels and aircraft conducting freedom of navigation and 
reconnaissance activities as a means of registering protest and discouraging more 
such operations. In September 2018, a Chinese warship steamed directly at a U.S. 
Navy destroyer conducting a freedom of navigation operation, in an attempt to push 
the vessel out of the area within 12nm of Gaven Reef, a rock feature China has built 
up in the Spratlys. The two ships came within 41m of each other; the U.S. vessel pre-
vented a collision by manoeuvring out of the way.68  

In 2018, the U.S. Pacific Fleet reported eighteen “unsafe and/or unprofessional” 
encounters with Chinese military forces in the Pacific between 2016 and late 2018; 
officials quoted in the media said “at least three” of these involved Chinese fighter 
jets making “unsafe” intercepts of U.S. surveillance planes.69 According to a Pentagon 
official, nine “concerning incidents” involving U.S. and Chinese aircraft occurred 
between March and May 2020.70 Encounters take place around military exercises; in 

 
 
64 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. and Chinese experts, July-August 2021.  
65 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, July 2021.  
66 Cai Zongxian, “Taiwan, U.S. and Chinese military planes drive each other out of the southwest 
airspace – a lively morning”, Liberty Times Net, 7 September 2021; “Nervous Energy: China Targets 
New Indonesian, Malaysian Drilling”, op. cit.; Chatmas, “U.S. Navy maintains persistent presence 
near West Capella”, op. cit.  
67 The U.S. and China were long at odds over whether coastal states have the right to regulate foreign 
military activities in their EEZs under UNCLOS. The U.S. argues, along with most other countries, 
that coastal states do not have this right, while China (along with two dozen others) contends that 
they do. In recent years, differences of legal interpretation appear to have narrowed as China increases 
its own military activities in other countries’ EEZs. Chinese experts increasingly emphasise that 
China’s concerns about U.S. military activities in its EEZ have a security and political basis rather 
than a legal one, noting that Chinese domestic law does not explicitly prohibit military activities in 
its EEZ. For a list of major incidents from 2001 to 2016, see O’Rourke, “U.S.-China Strategic Com-
petition in South and East China Seas”, op. cit., p. 53.  
68 Ben Werner, “Destroyer USS Decatur has close encounter with Chinese warship”, USNI News, 
1 October 2018.  
69 Updated information is not routinely available. Ryan Browne, “US Navy has had 18 unsafe or un-
professional encounters with China since 2016”, CNN, 3 November 2018.  
70 Ryan Pickrell, “Pentagon says China’s military is challenging the US with ‘risky’ run-ins in the 
South China Sea during the pandemic”, Business Insider, 21 May 2020.  
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April 2021, a Chinese official said a U.S. destroyer conducting reconnaissance on a 
Chinese aircraft carrier formation “seriously obstructed” operations and “threatened 
the safety” of both sides.71  

The one collision that has occurred between Chinese and U.S. forces – now more 
than two decades ago – offers a useful case study of the challenges of managing such 
incidents. On 1 April 2001, a U.S. EP-3 reconnaissance plane and a Chinese fighter 
jet unintentionally ran into each other, killing the Chinese pilot and forcing the U.S. 
crew to make an emergency landing on Hainan Island (China’s largest island, to the 
south of Guangdong province). China blamed the collision on the U.S., and initially 
demanded an apology for the Chinese pilot’s death and the EP-3’s landing without 
permission. For Beijing, key objectives included safeguarding China’s sovereignty 
and national dignity, as well as avoiding appearing weak before the Chinese public.72 
The U.S. wanted the return of its crew and aircraft, but it did not want to apologise 
because it believed the Chinese pilot’s recklessness had precipitated the incident. A 
key concern for Washington included appearing “bullied” by China in the eyes of the 
U.S. public or peoples and governments in the Asia Pacific.73  

One Chinese perspective on the incident described the U.S. insistence on its right 
to conduct spying activities in China’s EEZ and Washington’s demand that Beijing 
return the crew and aircraft without expressing regret in return as evidence of cal-
lousness and Washington’s tendency to maximise its interests above all else during a 
crisis; at the time, Beijing described this U.S. position as “the logic of hegemony”.74 A 
U.S. account said U.S. officials saw Beijing’s response to the incident as attaching 
worryingly little importance to the facts of the collision and international norms for 
handling the incident.75  

The parties ultimately arrived at a pragmatic solution, which involved the U.S. 
sending a letter saying it was “very sorry” for the loss of life and for entering Chinese 
airspace without verbal clearance, but not apologising for the collision itself.76 This 
workaround resulted in the U.S. crew’s repatriation; China returned the EP-3 three 
months after the incident. Importantly, neither side insisted on settling what caused 
the collision or who was responsible.  

While experts on both sides concur that a collision at sea or in the air is unlikely 
to result in all-out war – as neither side desires such a confrontation – they also tend 
to agree that, in the present political climate, such an incident could escalate in a 
way that is hard to control, leading to a period of heightened military tensions and 
political crisis.77 As a Chinese scholar emphasised, “the essence of crisis is not peace-

 
 
71 “Regular Press Conference of the Ministry of National Defence on April 29”, Ministry of National 
Defence of the People’s Republic of China, 29 April 2021.  
72 Wu Xinbo, “Managing Crisis and Sustaining Peace Between China and the United States”, U.S. 
Institute of Peace, 2008, pp. 17, 23; John Keefe, “Anatomy of the EP-3 Incident, April 2001”, Center 
for Strategic Studies (CNA Corporation), 26 October 2001, p. 15. 
73 Keefe, “Anatomy of the EP-3 Incident, April 2001”, op. cit., pp. 9. 
74 Wu, “Managing Crisis and Sustaining Peace Between China and the United States”, op. cit., p. 26.  
75 Keefe, “Anatomy of the EP-3 Incident, April 2001”, op. cit., p. 8. 
76 Ibid., p. 8.  
77 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. and Chinese experts, July-August 2021.  
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ful”.78 After a major incident, both governments are likely to “engage in a game of 
chess” to secure maximum benefit, even while they seek to avoid outright conflict.79  

With bilateral competition intensifying and cast in an ideological light, both sides 
may attach higher stakes to the defence of national interests during a crisis or even 
see opportunities to further national interests. One party may be tempted to use an 
incident to signal its own position more forcefully to the other as a means of shaping 
its rival’s future behaviour or of gauging its rival’s resolve in a dispute. PLA strategic 
thinking characterises crises as creating both risks and opportunities; among the latter 
are chances for conflict parties to “show their bottom line, find out their opponents’ 
cards and finally reach a compromise”.80 U.S. officials also sometimes see crises as 
opportunities not just to better understand Washington’s adversaries, but also to ad-
vance the U.S. strategic agenda.81  

By way of illustration, one Track 2 exercise indicates that if an unintended collision 
between U.S. and Chinese vessels were to ground a U.S. warship within China’s de-
clared straight baselines around the Paracel Islands, waters over which Beijing con-
siders itself sovereign, China might respond by denying the U.S. access to the site of 
the incident. Such a response, meant to defend Chinese interests, would also set up a 
test of U.S. resolve. The U.S. does not recognise China’s baselines and it would there-
fore consider the incident site to be on the high seas, where it has the right to navigate 
and deploy assistance. In the exercise, both teams dispatched military vessels and 
aircraft to the collision site, bringing two militaries tasked with directly opposing mis-
sions into close proximity, before a compromise was identified.82  

But de-escalation is not a foregone conclusion in these scenarios, when bargaining 
would be influenced by public opinion and the potentially flawed assumptions of 
decision-makers. Because of the increasingly competitive frame in which both Wash-
ington and Beijing cast their bilateral relations, once an incident is known, both will 
come under domestic pressure to assert their views on fault and make their follow-
on demands resolutely and quickly, reducing the space for negotiation.83 During the 
EP-3 episode, the first statement from the U.S. publicising the incident brought a tough 
Chinese reply, setting off a heated exchange that contributed to the political impasse. 
At several points, both sides chose to state their positions publicly before consulting 
with the other side and before ascertaining all the facts, locking them into positions 
that made private compromise more difficult.84  

 
 
78 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, July 2021.  
79 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, July 2021. See also Alastair Iain Johnston, “The Evolution 
of Interstate Security Crisis-Management Theory and Practice in China”, Naval War College Review, 
vol. 69, no. 1 (2016), p. 46.  
80 China Aerospace Studies Institute translation of “2020 Science of Military Strategy”, China’s 
Academy of Military Sciences, 26 January 2022, p. 114.  
81 Crisis Group interviews, current and former U.S. officials, April-May 2022. 
82 The exercise involved retired officials and scholars from both sides. “Executive Summary”, Centre 
for Humanitarian Dialogue, May 2020. 
83 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. and Chinese experts, June-August 2021. 
84 The first statement came from Pacific Command. According to Wu, it was issued before officials 
knew all the facts and it made quiet diplomacy impossible for China. The next statement from China, 
which publicly blamed the incident on the U.S. and demanded an apology, was issued “at roughly 
the same time” as the first bilateral meeting following the collision, according to Keefe, meaning the 
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Those unhelpful dynamics would likely be magnified in the present environment. 
In the face of rising domestic nationalism, Beijing will seek to defend Chinese dignity 
and may prioritise publicly blaming the U.S. over managing the fallout.85 PLA writ-
ings emphasise the importance of actively guiding domestic and international public 
opinion during a crisis to shore up support for China’s position.86 In the U.S., being 
tough on China is one of the few foreign policy stances that commands bipartisan 
consensus.87 The Biden administration would have much less space to show flexibility 
around assignment of responsibility for an incident than the Bush administration had 
in 2001.  

Heightened distrust will make it harder for decision-makers with incomplete 
information to discern the other side’s intentions, whether regarding the incident 
itself or its aftermath. According to one media report, in the months leading up to 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Chinese officials repeatedly responded with scepticism 
to U.S. intelligence of the Russian troop build-up; instead of being persuaded by the 
information, they thought Washington was trying to sow discord between Moscow 
and Beijing.88 In a crisis, misinterpretation could result in disproportionate responses, 
with escalatory effects.89 

 
 
Chinese position was likely formed separate from consultations with the U.S. The U.S. ambassador 
characterised the Chinese version as “unlikely”, because he “did not want the Chinese version of 
events to go unchallenged”, even though the embassy did not know what had caused the incident. A 
subsequent public statement from President George W. Bush, which expressed unhappiness with 
China’s response, was viewed as threatening on the Chinese side and prompted a stronger response 
from President Jiang Zemin. Wu, “Managing Crisis and Sustaining Peace Between China and the 
United States”, op. cit., pp. 15-17; Keefe, “Anatomy of the EP-3 Incident, April 2001,” op. cit., p. 5.  
85 Wu, “Managing Crisis and Sustaining Peace Between China and the United States”, op. cit., p. 24.  
86 “2020 Science of Military Strategy”, op. cit., p. 119.  
87 According to an April survey, 82 per cent of people in the U.S. have unfavourable opinions of 
China, including 89 per cent of Republicans and 79 per cent of Democrats. Christine Huang, Laura 
Silver and Laura Clancy, “China’s Partnership with Russia Seen as Serious Problem for the U.S.”, 
Pew Research Center, 28 April 2022.  
88 Edward Wong, “U.S. officials repeatedly urged China to help avert war in Ukraine”, The New 
York Times, 25 February 2022.  
89 In a Track 2 dialogue, U.S. and Chinese experts were asked to simulate their response to a scenario 
in which a U.S. reconnaissance aircraft was shot down while flying over a Chinese live-fire drill. In 
the set-up, the Chinese side was told that the PLA had accidentally downed the U.S. aircraft, while 
the U.S. side was not. U.S. participants interpreted the lack of detail communicated by their Chinese 
counterparts in an initial call as indicating the Chinese team was intentionally withholding facts 
about what had taken place, which raised the question of whether the PLA had shot down the plane 
on purpose. The Chinese team did not tell the U.S team it was an accident until the U.S. team asked 
the question directly. The Chinese participants had assumed the U.S. side had full knowledge of 
what caused the incident. “Second U.S.-China Maritime Crisis Management Dialogue Outcome 
Document”, Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, October 2020. 



Risky Competition: Strengthening U.S.-China Crisis Management 

Crisis Group Asia Report N°324, 20 May 2022 Page 17 

 

 

 

 

 

III. Mismatched Interests and Crisis Management 

U.S.-China crisis management mechanisms have existed since the late 1990s and 
largely fall into three categories: 1) consultations and rules that promote operational 
safety; 2) defence and military dialogues; and 3) crisis communication channels or 
“hotlines”. Most existing mechanisms emerged from the political momentum gener-
ated by two summits – one attended by Presidents Bill Clinton and Jiang Zemin in 
1998 and another bringing together Presidents Xi Jinping and Barack Obama in 2014.  

On the whole, the existing mechanisms have contributed to a stable bilateral rela-
tionship that has been free of major incident since the 2001 collision, but they have 
also fallen short of their full potential. While it is difficult to measure, some experts 
argue that the mechanisms are one reason why the two militaries’ interactions at sea 
and in the air have become more professional in the last two decades, including by 
helping socialise the PLA to standard international practices.90 At the same time, the 
existing guardrails remain “underdeveloped and underutilised,” in the words of one 
former U.S. government official, contributing to fears in Washington and Beijing that 
they are insufficient for preventing or managing a crisis amid rising risks.91 A review 
of how the two parties have used the existing mechanisms can help identify where 
improvements of implementation can be found and how the mechanisms themselves 
can be strengthened.  

A. Mechanisms for Promoting Safer Encounters  

1. Asymmetric interest in risk reduction 

The Maritime Military Consultative Agreement (MMCA) and Rules of Behaviour create 
overlapping mechanisms for managing the risk of military encounters between U.S. 
and Chinese forces. Since 1998, the MMCA has provided the two countries’ military 
officials with a framework for almost yearly consultations on safe maritime practices.92 
In 2014, to complement the MMCA, the two governments produced the Rules of 
Behaviour and its annexes, which reaffirm the parties’ adherence to communications 
procedures and navigation safety protocols in existing international conventions and 
codes, including UNCLOS, the Convention on the International Regulations for 
Preventing Collisions at Sea (COLREGs), the Convention on International Civil Avi-

 
 
90 Crisis Group interviews, Chinese and U.S. experts, June-September 2021.  
91 Medeiros, “Major Power Rivalry in East Asia”, op. cit., p. 31.  
92 “Agreement Between the Department of Defense of the United States of America and the Ministry 
of National Defence of the People’s Republic of China on Establishing a Consultation Mechanism to 
Strengthen Military Maritime Safety”, 19 January 1998; “Memorandum of Understanding Between 
the Department of Defense of the United States of America and the Ministry of National Defence of 
the People’s Republic of China Regarding the Rules of Behaviour for Safety of Air and Maritime 
Encounters”, U.S. Department of Defense, 10 November 2014; “Supplement to the Memorandum 
of Understanding on the Rules of Behaviour for Safety of Air and Maritime Encounters Between the 
Department of Defense of the United States of America and the Ministry of National Defence of the 
People’s Republic of China”, U.S. Department of Defense, 18 September 2015. For a list of MMCA 
meetings between 1998 and 2014, see Shirley A. Kan, “U.S.-China Military Contacts: Issues for 
Congress”, Congressional Research Service, 27 October 2014, pp. 58-82.  
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ation (Chicago Convention) and the non-binding Code for Unplanned Encounters at 
Sea (CUES).93  

The Rules encourage vessels and aircraft that encounter one another at sea or in 
the air to actively communicate, “to maintain safe distance to avoid the risk of colli-
sion” and to refrain from making “reckless manoeuvres” or taking actions that could 
be misinterpreted – for instance, simulated attacks.94 Beijing and Washington review 
implementation of the Rules together in the MMCA yearly meetings.  

As noted, China regards U.S. military activities along its periphery as disrespectful 
of China’s sovereignty and national security concerns and suggestive of U.S. hostile 
intent. Against this backdrop, China seeks to balance two imperatives in its engage-
ment with the MMCA and the Rules of Behaviour. Beijing is uninterested in a crisis; 
it wants to keep a lid on tensions with Washington in order to pursue its goal of national 
rejuvenation as unhindered as it can be. 95 But Beijing is also disinclined to make it 
easy for Washington to maintain its military presence on China’s doorstep. It is con-
cerned that overly clear deconfliction commitments could encourage U.S. operators 
to be less restrained.96 For Beijing, the primary source of risk is U.S. military presence; 
placing the onus on China to exercise restraint ignores this root cause. As a Chinese 
analyst put it, “Don’t come, and then it will be safe”.97 Chinese experts also argue 
that the mechanisms “provide safety” for U.S. military operations near China but are 
less beneficial for the PLA, whose operations near the U.S. remain infrequent by 
comparison.98  

In balancing its interests, Beijing complies with the existing mechanisms selective-
ly.99 It participates in MMCA consultations – to signal its desire to prevent a major 
incident with the U.S. – but seeks to maximise its position by using these discussions 
to also register its protest of the U.S. military presence in ways that take away from 
discussions of operational safety.100 

The U.S. sees things differently. It believes its operations and presence in the area 
are in accordance with international law and therefore legitimate. It seeks to make 

 
 
93 The 1972 Convention on the International Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea established a 
set of navigation rules for ships and other vessels to prevent collisions at sea. The Convention on 
International Civil Aviation, which came into effect in 1947, established standards and procedures 
to promote safe and orderly international civil aviation. The 2014 Code for Unplanned Encounters 
at Sea, a non-binding agreement among 21 navies, lays out safety procedures, communications and 
basic manoeuvring instructions for naval ships and naval aircraft during unplanned encounters at sea.  
94 “Memorandum of Understanding Between the Department of Defense of the United States of 
America and the Ministry of National Defence of the People’s Republic of China Regarding the 
Rules of Behaviour for Safety of Air and Maritime Encounters”, op. cit.; “Supplement to the Memoran-
dum of Understanding on the Rules of Behaviour for Safety of Air and Maritime Encounters Between the 
Department of Defense of the United States of America and the Ministry of National Defence of the 
People’s Republic of China”, op. cit. 
95 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, July and August 2021.  
96 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, September 2021.  
97 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, September 2021.  
98 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, July-September 2021.  
99 The term “selective non-compliance” first appeared in a scholarly article in 2012. Mark E. Redden 
and Philip C. Saunders, “Managing Sino-U.S. Air and Naval Interactions: Cold War Lessons and 
New Avenues of Approach”, China Strategic Perspectives, no. 5 (2012), p. 1. 
100 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. experts, June-October 2021.  
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encounters safer so that its military can operate in a more predictable environment; 
for Washington, the source of risk is the recurrence of encounters that arise from 
unprofessional, unsafe Chinese behaviour. U.S. experts say the MMCA platform was 
established precisely so that the two sides could discuss technical and operational 
safety issues in a format shielded from the discussion of larger differences. They note 
that other mechanisms are in place for the two governments to engage on policy 
issues.101  

2. Falling short of potential: The MMCA and Rules of Behaviour  

Despite the MMCA and Rules of Behaviour’s contributions to a relatively stable rela-
tionship, Washington and Beijing’s mismatched interests and ambiguities found in 
the Rules themselves limit the effectiveness of both.  

MMCA meetings are often consumed with disagreement over whether policy issues 
– namely China’s security concerns – should be included in the agenda. They have 
thus produced little progress on clarifying what safe encounters should look like.102 
In 2005, the two sides created a Special Policy Dialogue mechanism in order to “dis-
cuss policy problems separate from safety concerns under the MMCA”. These meet-
ings evolved into the Defense Policy Coordination Talks in 2006, a dialogue that still 
exists.103 But the two sides have yet to establish a pattern of meaningful engagement. 
In December 2020, they failed to convene a scheduled MMCA meeting again because 
of a dispute about what its agenda should be, in a particularly public spat.104 In a 
more positive sign, the two militaries came to an MMCA meeting in December 2021, 
though statements issued by each side showed that differences over objectives remain 
wide.105  

As for the Rules of Behaviour, these remain a weak instrument because of their 
non-binding nature, the ambiguity of certain key terms they contain, and limits in 
the scope of the 2014 Memorandum of Understanding and 2015 annex that sets 
them out. Among their most important provisions, the Rules and their annex con-
cerning air-to-air encounters encourage “safe distance” between vessels and “safe 
separation” between aircraft, while at the same time noting that these concepts are 
circumstantial. For instance, they recommend considering visibility, traffic density 
and navigational hazards when determining safe distances between vessels. Yet whether 

 
 
101 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. experts, June-August 2021.  
102 Crisis Group interview, Raul “Pete” Pedrozo, U.S. Naval War College professor, June 2021; Crisis 
Group interview, Chinese expert, July 2021.  
103 Kan, “U.S.-China Military Contacts: Issues for Congress”, op. cit., pp. 30, 68. 
104 The head of U.S. Indo-Pacific Command at the time said: “The PRC’s refusal to show up to 
MMCA is another example that China does not honour its agreements, and this should serve as a 
reminder to all nations as they pursue agreements with China going forward”. “PLA a ‘No-Show’ for 
Operational Maritime and Aviation Safety Dialogue”, press release, U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, 16 
December 2020. A Chinese analyst said the U.S. had refused to accommodate any of China’s requests 
prior to the talks, demonstrating its arrogance. Crisis Group interview, July 2021.  
105 “The Chinese side made it clear that the safety of vessels or aircraft is indivisible from national 
security. The root cause of air and maritime safety and security problems … is the activities and 
highly targeted exercises and training conducted by US military vessels and aircraft”. “Regular 
Press Conference of the Ministry of National Defence on December 30”, Ministry of National Defence 
of the People’s Republic of China, 7 January 2022.  
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an encounter is considered safe is inherently subjective; a close interception that occurs 
at high speed might be unsafe in the hands of an inexperienced operator but perfectly 
safe in the hands of an experienced one.106 Though it is not feasible to reach a uni-
versal definition of “safe”, MMCA consultations could help narrow the gap in inter-
pretations. Progress on this front has been limited, however, for the reasons noted 
above. 

The Rules do not necessarily apply to the encounters that are most likely to result 
in a potentially escalatory incident. Both U.S. and Chinese experts agree that the Rules 
do not extend to maritime encounters that take place in either country’s territorial 
seas.107 Because U.S. warships conducting freedom of navigation operations and 
Chinese vessels often encounter each other in parts of the South China Sea where 
China claims a territorial sea exists and the U.S. disagrees, there is no meeting of the 
minds as to where the Rules apply. 

The 2015 air-to-air annex of the Rules contains major caveats that make measuring 
compliance difficult if not impossible, saying military aircraft that encounter each 
other in flight should operate consistent with the navigational safety and communi-
cations procedures found in the Chicago Convention “to the extent practicable when 
compatible with mission requirements” and implement those in the CUES “in good 
faith”. 108 (The rules detailed in the air-to-air annex draw heavily from the convention 
and the CUES.)  

Because the Rules of Behaviour are non-binding and contain elements of ambigu-
ity, they are difficult to enforce and susceptible to politicisation. As a Chinese analyst 
put it, the operationalisation of the rules requires a “positive political atmosphere”.109 
There is nothing in the tentatively worded Rules to prevent Chinese actors from 
adopting more muscular responses to U.S. operations when it feels it is politically 
necessary or useful in light of China’s view that displays of U.S. military resolve must 
be met by comparable shows from the Chinese side.110 At the same time, ambiguity 
about what constitutes an unsafe encounter also gives U.S. actors the space to at 
times unconstructively charge Chinese operators with being unprofessional and un-
safe for political reasons – for instance, to appear tough on China before domestic 
audiences – rather than strictly technical ones.111  

B. Defence and Military Dialogues  

In recognition of the role regular communications between defence and military 
officials can play in minimising misunderstanding and reducing distrust between 
the two governments, Washington and Beijing have over the years engaged in regu-
lar contact. High-level exchanges at the defence secretary/minister level and be-

 
 
106 Crisis Group interview, Admiral Scott Swift, former Pacific Fleet commander, March 2022.  
107 Crisis Group correspondence, Raul “Pete” Pedrozo, U.S. Naval War College professor, September 
2021; Crisis Group interviews, Chinese experts, July-September 2021. 
108 “Supplement to the Memorandum of Understanding on the Rules of Behaviour for Safety of Air 
and Maritime Encounters Between the Department of Defense of the United States of America and 
the Ministry of National Defence of the People’s Republic of China”, op. cit.  
109 Hu, “Challenges and Ways to Improve Sino-U.S. Maritime Crisis Management”, op. cit., p. 65.  
110 Crisis Group interview, Chinese expert, August 2021. 
111 Crisis Group interview, Admiral Scott Swift, former Pacific Fleet commander, June 2021.  
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tween senior military officials generally take place during bilateral visits on the side-
lines of multilateral meetings by video teleconference or through bilateral mecha-
nisms that also involve the two countries’ diplomats – for instance, the Diplomatic 
and Security Dialogue under the Trump administration.112  

Recurring dialogues at the working level play a key role. Aside from the MMCA 
mentioned above, the Defense Consultative Talks established in 1998 involve the 
U.S. under secretary of defense for policy and PLA deputy chief of general staff; the 
Asia-Pacific Security Dialogue established in 2014 convenes the U.S. assistant secre-
tary of defense and the director of China’s Office for International Military Coopera-
tion; and the Defense Policy Coordination Talks created in 2006 bring the U.S. deputy 
assistant secretary of defense together with the Chinese deputy director of the Office 
for International Military Cooperation.113  

Notwithstanding these many channels, however, maintaining continuity in U.S.-
China dialogue has historically been a challenge. Both governments, particularly Bei-
jing, have occasionally cancelled or delayed meetings as “a low-cost but highly indic-
ative policy tool”, to protest actions taken by the other side.114 After the U.S. sanctioned 
the PLA in 2018 because it had purchased arms from Russia, Beijing called off dis-
cussions between the two sides’ joint staff departments.115 The effect has been to curtail 
exchange precisely when it is most valuable, during periods of heightened tension.  

Interest in dialogue has faded, particularly in Washington, where critics point to 
Chinese officials’ tendency to repeat talking points rather than engage in discus-
sions, their lack of seniority compared to U.S. delegates and the absence of tangible 
results as evidence that dialogue is not valuable.116 The new U.S. thinking is tied to 
the overall shift of approach toward China, from an engagement policy that assumed 
China’s domestic and foreign policies would change in ways the U.S. prefers if bilat-
eral ties deepened to one premised on the idea that no amount of dialogue will alter 
Beijing’s calculus and that U.S. should approach discussions with China from a posi-
tion of strength.117 Washington’s studied disdain for engagement that is not explicitly 
results-oriented or reciprocal has prompted a rebuffed Beijing to respond with its 
own demands for dialogue on an “equal footing”.118 Still, Beijing has since 2017 de-
scribed military-to-military ties as a “stabilising factor” overall – a perspective that, 

 
 
112 “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic 
of China”, Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department of Defense, 2014-2021.  
113 Kan, “U.S.-China Military Contacts: Issues for Congress”, op. cit., pp. 19, 51-78; “Readout of 
U.S.-PRC Defense Policy Coordination Talks”, U.S. Department of Defense, 29 September 2021.  
114 Yao, “Sino-U.S. Military Relations: From Quasi-allies to Competitors?”, op. cit., pp. 3, 8.  
115 Huang Panyue, “China postpones military dialogue in protest against US ‘sanctions’”, Global 
Times, 25 September 2018.  
116 Crisis Group interviews, U.S. experts, June-September 2021.  
117 “Press Briefing by Press Secretary Jen Psaki, November 15, 2021”, The White House, 15 Novem-
ber 2021; “U.S. Relations with China (Bilateral Relations Fact Sheet)”, U.S. Department of State, 12 
May 2021.  
118 “China-U.S. Presidential Meeting: Setting Direction and Providing Impetus for Bilateral Relations 
– Transcript of Vice Foreign Minister Xie Feng’s Interview with the Press”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the People’s Republic of China, 16 November 2021.  
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if it prevails, could curb China’s interest in using defence relations as a signalling device 
as competition grows.119  

High-level dialogue has thus been intermittent since 2017, while the number of 
defence visits, communications and exchanges has declined, from a peak of 41 in 2014 
to fewer than twenty per year during the Trump administration’s tenure.120 Before 
late April, as mentioned above, there had been no contact between U.S. Defense Sec-
retary Lloyd Austin and any of his Chinese counterparts.121 At the working level, the 
Defense Consultative Talks and the Asia-Pacific Security Dialogue last took place in 
2014 and 2019, respectively.122 The Defense Policy Coordination Talks and the MMCA 
consultations both occurred in 2021.  

During the Trump years, perhaps because the overall course of relations had 
become more unpredictable, Beijing began accepting additional dialogue mechanisms 
that explicitly concerned crisis prevention and communications. Beijing agreed in 
2017 to a Joint Staff Dialogue Mechanism that would promote “direct communica-
tion at the three-star level” for crisis mitigation, and in 2020 to establishment of a 
Crisis Communications Working Group to discuss crisis communication, prevention 
and management concepts.123 Both mechanisms convened only once. The Joint Staff 
Dialogue Mechanism held a first meeting in November 2017; Beijing cancelled a sec-
ond meeting in 2018 because of U.S. sanctions.124 The Crisis Communications Working 
Group last met in 2020. Chinese officials’ willingness to use the word “crisis” signals 
acceptance of the increasing risks and the possibility of having to manage a confron-
tation with Washington.125 

 
 
119 Yao, “Sino-U.S. Military Relations: From Quasi-allies to Competitors?”, op. cit., p. 4; “Relevant 
Consensus Reached by China and the US at the First Round of China-US Diplomatic and Security 
Dialogue”, Office of the Commissioner of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of 
China in the Macao Special Administrative Region, 21 June 2017.  
120 Caitlin Campbell, “U.S.-China Military-to-Military Relations”, Congressional Research Ser-
vice, 4 January 2021.  
121 One reason why there were no contacts before April is that Washington had insisted that the 
Central Military Commission’s vice chairman, General Xu Qiliang, was properly Austin’s counterpart, 
because he is in the military chain of command and is higher-ranking than Defence Minister Wei 
Fenghe. Beijing felt disrespected by the demand because it had already requested an audience for 
Wei with Austin. Demetri Sevastopulo, “Beijing rebuffs Pentagon requests for high-level military 
talks”, Financial Times, 21 May 2021; Guo Yuandan, “Source: The Pentagon disregarded diplomatic 
etiquette and ignored China’s proposal of a ‘defence minister call’ which was neither professional 
nor friendly”, Global Times, 24 May 2021.  
122 “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic 
of China”, Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department of Defense, 2014-2021. 
123 “U.S. Department of Defense Hosts First Crisis Communications Working Group with the People’s 
Republic of China People’s Liberation Army”, press release, U.S. Department of Defense, 29 October 
2020; “U.S., Chinese Military Leaders Sign Agreement to Increase Communication”, press release, 
U.S. Department of Defense, 15 August 2017.  
124 “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic 
of China 2018”, Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department of Defense, 2021, p. 108. 
125 Changes in the language of PLA strategic writings also suggest increasing acceptance of having 
to manage and live with crises in general. “Unmasking the Devil in the Details – A Comparative 
Analysis of the Science of Military Strategy 2017 and 2020”, China Aerospace Studies Institute, 24 
January 2022; Zhou Bo, “US and China should learn from the Cold War to avoid an arms race and 
conflict”, South China Morning Post, 5 February 2021.  
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According to a former U.S. official, in late 2020 the U.S. and China also agreed to 
the establishment of a new Policy Dialogue System that would more tightly weave 
together existing defence dialogues into a single system, with the aim of making the 
defence relationship more routine and more resistant to political disruption. The system 
would prioritise discussion of risk reduction and crisis communications, linking those 
discussions to broader dialogue about the causes of crises, in an attempt to balance 
U.S. and Chinese interests.126 Mention of the new framework in the U.S. Department 
of Defense 2021 annual report on China suggests that Washington believes the parties 
have come to agreement on this new mechanism; it is unclear, however, whether 
Beijing is fully on board.127   

C. Crisis Communications  

Timely, high-level communications that convey clear messages of intent are crucial 
for effective crisis management and de-escalation. Two main U.S.-China crisis com-
munication channels exist – a presidential hotline established in 1998 and a Defense 
Telephone Link established in 2008 between the U.S. Department of Defense and 
China’s Ministry of National Defence.128 The effectiveness of the presidential hotline 
in the event of a U.S.-China crisis is questionable. Clinton used the hotline to ask 
Jiang to help dissuade Pakistan from testing nuclear weapons following India’s May 
1998 tests.129 But a year later, after U.S. bombs hit the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, 
the initial U.S. request for a call from Clinton to Jiang went unanswered (Jiang ac-
cepted a call a week later during which Clinton apologised to China, saying the bomb-
ing was an accident).130 Neither side used the presidential hotline during the 2001 
EP-3 incident.131  

Because the Defense Telephone Link was not designed to facilitate immediate 
communications, and instead provides a secure channel for scheduled communica-
tions to take place between senior military and defence officials, its value during a 
crisis would likely be limited. Under current arrangements, each side has to request 
a call at least 48 hours in advance and respond within 24 hours of receiving a call 
request.132  

 
 
126 Crisis Group interview, Chad Sbragia, former U.S. deputy assistant secretary of defense for China, 
October 2021. 
127 “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic 
of China 2021”, Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department of Defense, 2021, p. 152. 
128 This report will not discuss the U.S.-China space hotline established in 2015 or a cyberspace hot-
line that the two sides agreed to set up in the same year.  
129 John W. Garver, China’s Quest (New York, 2016), p. 750. 
130 Jim Mann, “Hotline between China, U.S. runs cold in crisis”, Los Angeles Times, 12 May 1999; 
Liz Sly, “Jiang finally accepts call from Clinton, gets apology”, Chicago Tribune, 15 May 1999.  
131 Zhang, “Strengthening Crisis Management: The Most Urgent Task in Current China-US and 
China-Japan Security Relations”, op. cit., p. 51; David E. Sanger, “Collision with China: The Washing-
ton view; Powell sees no need for apology; Bush again urges return of crew”, The New York Times, 
4 April 2001.  
132 “Agreement on the Establishment of a Secure Defense Telephone Link Between the Department 
of Defense, the United States of America and the Ministry of National Defense, the People’s Republic 
of China”, U.S. Department of Defense, 29 February 2008; “Annex III: Military Crisis Notification 
Mechanism for Use of the Defense Telephone Link”, U.S. Department of Defense, September 2015. 
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But the role the Defense Telephone Link can play in crisis prevention – as opposed 
to crisis management – appears significant. The two governments have in recent 
years increased their use of the Link: the Pentagon reported two high-level calls in 
2017, three calls in 2018, six in 2019 and seven in 2020.133 Moreover, the Link 
helped reduce misunderstanding during the “October surprise” scare of 202o, when 
discussions began circulating in Beijing of an impending U.S. attack on the Spratlys. 
After learning of China’s concerns, several U.S. defence officials used the Link to 
communicate to their Chinese counterparts that their analysis was inaccurate.134 
Chinese officials told U.S. officials the information they had shared was extremely 
important.135  

While Washington has made clear its interest in establishing additional hotlines 
to improve communications during a crisis, Beijing seems less enthusiastic.136 Bei-
jing has been increasingly open to talking to Washington about crisis prevention and 
communications – as mentioned previously, it agreed to two new dialogues in 2017 
and 2020 – but appears non-committal about setting up actual hotlines that could 
be used during a crisis. When asked by the media about whether they share the U.S. 
interest in additional hotlines, Chinese foreign ministry officials said bilateral hot-
lines already exist.137 For their part, defence officials expressed scepticism about 
Washington’s motives given increased U.S. military deployments to Asia.138 The 
doubts suggests that Beijing is interested in discussions of hotlines only if they can 
provide it opportunities to raise objections to those deployments.  

U.S. experts and officials question whether China would communicate during a 
crisis, even with additional channels, pointing to past episodes in which Beijing did 
not do so.139 Following the EP-3 incident, U.S. embassy calls to the Chinese government 
went largely unanswered for twelve hours – and the officials who did answer sup-

 
 
133 “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Repub-
lic of China 2018”, Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department of Defense, 2018, p. 107; 
“Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of 
China 2019”, Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department of Defense, 2019, p. 109; “Annual 
Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 
2020”, Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department of Defense, 2020, p. 156; “Annual Report 
to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2021”, 
Office of the Secretary of Defense, U.S. Department of Defense, 2021, p. 152. 
134 Both Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Chad Sbragia and Joint Chief of Staff Chairman 
Mark Milley made calls using the Defense Telephone Link. “General Milley’s Engagements with the 
People’s Liberation Army Leaders”, press release, U.S. Department of Defense, 27 September 2021. 
135 Crisis Group interview, Chad Sbragia, former U.S. deputy assistant secretary of defense for China, 
July 2021.  
136 Kylie Atwood, “Biden administration looks to set up ‘red phone’ to China for emergency com-
munications”, CNN, 14 July 2021; Detsch, “Biden looks for defense hotline with China”, op. cit.  
137 “The U.S. side hopes to set up a telephone hotline between leaders of China and the U.S., Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs responds”, Sohu, 15 July 2021 [Chinese]. 
138 “Regular Press Conference of the Ministry of National Defence on May 27”, Ministry of National 
Defence of the People’s Republic of China, 31 May 2021.  
139 U.S. National Security Council Indo-Pacific Coordinator Kurt Campbell said: “In the past, the 
hotlines that have been set up have just rung, kind of endlessly in empty rooms”. Julian Borger, “Hot-
lines ‘ring out’: China’s military crisis strategy needs rethink, says Biden Asia chief”, The Guardian, 
6 May 2021.  
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plied no information.140 The first statement from China on the incident was issued 
“at roughly the same time” as its first meeting with the U.S., meaning the Chinese 
position was likely formed prior to consultations with the U.S.141 Chinese experts argue 
that the past is not indicative of the future in this regard and that Beijing would pick 
up the phone if a “real crisis” occurred.142 

A key impediment to the effective use of a communications channel is China’s 
increasingly centralised decision-making, which tends to prevent communications 
from occurring in a timely manner, whether during a crisis or not. Until the leadership 
makes a decision on how to respond to a new development or crisis, any attempt to 
communicate will likely be one-way, with Chinese officials unable to provide substan-
tive information in return. Unlike senior U.S. officials, senior Chinese officials do not 
have the authority to decide on their own whether to engage in communications with 
their U.S. counterparts. For instance, when a U.S. official wants to speak to a Chinese 
counterpart using the Defense Telephone Link, the call does not directly reach the 
office of the intended counterpart; requests must be approved through an inter-
mediary body, the Central Military Commission’s Office for International Military 
Cooperation. 

Different approaches to crisis communications might also impede timely com-
munications during a crisis, even if additional channels were to exist. During a crisis, 
Chinese officials might believe that the very act of initiating communications signals 
acceptance of responsibility for an incident and thus that the aggrieved party should 
not make the first move. Beijing might therefore refrain from calling first if it consid-
ered Washington’s actions leading up to a crisis to be illegitimate or if it perceived 
itself as the victim.143  

 
 
140 Keefe, “Anatomy of the EP-3 Incident, April 2001”, op. cit., p. 5. 
141 Ibid.  
142 Crisis Group interviews, Chinese experts, June-July 2021.  
143 Johnston argues: “It is not clear that Chinese leaders believe the crisis management principle of 
early and clear communications with other relevant actors applies to territorial and sovereignty issues 
… The argument might be that the illegitimacy of foreign hostile actions so close to China means 
Beijing is not responsible for initiating high-level communication”. Johnston, “The Evolution of 
Interstate Security Crisis-Management Theory and Practice in China”, op. cit., p. 43. 
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IV. Making the Most of U.S.-China Crisis Management  

The risk of a crisis between the U.S. and China has grown. Washington and Beijing’s 
embrace of strategic and systemic competition, which the Ukraine crisis has only in-
tensified, has seen both governments tolerate more friction in the relationship, and 
increasingly rely on military operations and presence for purposes of political signal-
ling. The most sustainable means of reducing conflict risks involves reaching politi-
cal accommodation around the South China Sea, Taiwan and other flashpoints.144 
Reduction of the two militaries’ presence and operations in and around the first is-
land chain would also lower tensions. Efforts on those fronts should be encouraged, 
but they are unlikely to produce results in the foreseeable future given the perceived 
stakes, conflicting interests and absence of good-will. In the interim, it is incumbent 
on the leaders of the world’s two leading powers to develop better ways to contain 
moments of crisis and high tension. The improved implementation of some crisis 
management mechanisms, and the expansion of others, is likely to be the best way to 
do this. 

For starters, the two governments should continue to use the existing MMCA 
platform and Rules of Behaviour, emphasising the importance of both, internally, to 
their own bureaucracies. Limitations notwithstanding, these mechanisms remain 
the best vehicles for helping the two militaries reach a common understanding of 
what safe encounters are and for creating accountability for unsafe behaviour. The 
MMCA’s focus on improving operational safety is important to maintain given that 
no other platform addresses safety issues (whereas many discuss policy differences 
and security concerns). The inauguration of the Policy Dialogue System, which plac-
es periodic MMCA consultations within a framework that includes dialogues focused 
on policy issues, may help address Beijing’s reservations about delinking operation-
ally focused discussions from a broader policy conversation that allows them to air 
their objections to Washington’s military presence in the region.  

As for the Rules of Behaviour, Washington and Beijing are unlikely to develop – 
through bilateral channels – either more detailed or legally binding rules that im-
prove operational safety. The two parties could, however, pursue regular multilateral 
discussions that review compliance with existing international rules and norms more 
broadly, including those found in COLREGs, the Chicago Convention, CUES and UN-
CLOS, and, through that process, reduce the ambiguity surrounding terms and defini-
tions. Raising these issues in multilateral channels could help depoliticise discussions 
and has the potential to appeal to Beijing’s regional interests. While the PLA presence 
off the U.S. coast is limited, it is increasing in the waters and skies off the shores of 
its East Asian neighbours. China, like the U.S., will thus likely have an interest in cul-
tivating a degree of predictability for such operations. Such an approach is unlikely 
to produce binding new commitments, but it could help further enmesh the two parties 
and the region in existing commitments.  

Review of the existing norms for military aircraft encounters would be particularly 
useful given that binding rules specific to such encounters do not exist in any inter-

 
 
144 See Crisis Group Report, Competing Visions of International Order in the South China Sea, op. cit. 
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national convention.145 Discussions could take place in the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations Defence Ministers Meeting Plus mechanism, or ADMM-Plus, which 
includes defence ministers of the ten South East Asian nations and its dialogue part-
ners China, the U.S., Australia, India, Japan, New Zealand, South Korea and Russia. 
In 2018, the defence ministers of South East Asia adopted the first multilateral, non-
binding guidelines for encounters between military aircraft. Singapore, the chair of 
the 2018 discussions, could float the idea of expanding adoption to include the eight 
ASEAN dialogue partners.  

In the same vein, talks about how to determine what constitutes a “safe distance” 
between vessels in various scenarios could take place in the Western Pacific Naval 
Symposium, the forum where the CUES was developed. That platform comprises 
more than twenty navies, including those of China, the U.S., Australia, Japan, Korea, 
Russia and Singapore. 

In the spirit of reinforcing reliance on existing tools, the two sides should also 
recommit both internally and bilaterally to making regular use of the Defense Tele-
phone Link, which proved to be an effective crisis prevention mechanism when concerns 
about a potential U.S. attack in the Spratlys emerged in Beijing in 2020. As noted 
above, each side is supposed to provide 48 hours’ advance notice before a requested 
call and respond within 24 hours of receiving the notice. Beijing and Washington 
might try enhancing the crisis prevention utility of the telephone link by abbreviat-
ing these intervals, perhaps halving the advance notice requirement period to 24 
hours and the response time to twelve hours. Efforts to create new hotlines are un-
likely to produce results or to be useful during a crisis, because of the limitations 
previously raised.  

As for the dialogue formats that have been created over the years, the two sides 
could take several useful steps to make the most of them. First, they should capital-
ise on the momentum created by the April minister-level call by organising a meet-
ing between Austin and Wei at the June Shangri-La Dialogue. That meeting would 
be an opportunity for the sides to commit privately to the Policy Dialogue System as 
part of a larger common objective – to shield defence dialogues from the political 
volatility, so that, as China proposed in 2017, military-to-military ties may serve as a 
“stabilising force” in the overall relationship. As noted, the System could prove a 
useful framework for mitigating Chinese reservations over discussions related to risk 
reduction and crisis management mechanisms. While the U.S. believes the Policy 
Dialogue System – created in the Trump administration’s final months – is still in 
place, it is unclear whether China shares that understanding. 

Having reaffirmed their commitment to the system, the two sides should then 
resume engagement across all levels. Discussions in the MMCA and the Defense Pol-
icy Coordination Talks (at the U.S. deputy assistant secretary of defense and Chinese 
deputy director of the Office for International Military Cooperation level), which 
took place in 2021, are critical to maintain. Officials should also resume discussions 
at the under secretary-PLA deputy chief of general staff level, in the Crisis Commu-
nications Working Group and in the Joint Staff Dialogue.  
 
 
145 The Chicago Convention does not set out binding rules specific to encounters between military 
aircraft, applying only to encounters involving military intercepts of civil aircraft. See the Convention 
on International Civil Aviation and its annexes.  



Risky Competition: Strengthening U.S.-China Crisis Management 

Crisis Group Asia Report N°324, 20 May 2022 Page 28 

 

 

 

 

 

Given current levels of distrust between Washington and Beijing and the poten-
tial for policymakers to misread the intentions of the other side when tensions spike, 
the two sides should actively use the Joint Staff Dialogue Mechanism and the Crisis 
Communications Working Group to develop a better understanding of each other’s 
perspectives and approaches to crises. The Joint Staff Dialogue Mechanism, which 
has not met since 2017, and convenes the two militaries in discussions on crisis miti-
gation, and the Crisis Communications Working Group, which last met in 2020, are 
the only two dialogues that explicitly address crisis prevention and communications. 
That Beijing agreed to establish these dialogues is a good sign, suggesting that it is in-
creasingly open to talking about how to manage crises even as it remains non-committal 
about actions that reduce risk for U.S. military operations. 

Beyond restarting these dialogues, U.S. officials should seek to include simulations 
and table-top exercises as part of these discussions. Simulations are useful for iden-
tifying particular triggers of unintended escalation. In addition to their information-
sharing and educational value, they could also motivate each government to reflect 
on and clarify its own internal protocols during a crisis. If, given the current political 
environment, official discussions at this level of specificity are impossible, the two 
governments could coordinate and empower crisis simulation discussions at the 
Track 1.5 level.  

Finally, even as it seeks to reinvigorate and enrich dialogue in various formats, 
the U.S. will need to manage internal expectations of what this will produce. Beijing 
will likely continue to be less transparent than Washington wishes and to dispatch 
representatives with less decision-making authority than their counterparts; these 
moves reflect Chinese bureaucratic culture and structure as much as the degree of 
importance Beijing attaches to its relationship with Washington. Nor will Chinese 
representatives bend easily to U.S. remonstrations, no matter how much the U.S. 
may feel that it is in the right. As a former U.S. official put it, “If the yardstick [for 
dialogue] is that China admits they are wrong and they start following U.S. prefer-
ences, you’ll never have success”.146  

For its part, Beijing should be aware of how its approach to dialogue feeds per-
ceptions in Washington that talking is no longer worthwhile. The less it seizes op-
portunities for meaningful engagement with Washington, the greater the chance 
that China’s actions will be misconstrued, and Chinese perceptions and interests 
discounted in U.S. decision-making.  

In sum, each side should be clear-eyed that dialogue is unlikely to produce desired 
changes in longstanding policies or behaviours on the other’s part and both should 
avoid making such change to the metric for success. Rather, the sides should look at 
these exchanges as an opportunity to facilitate regular temperature-taking, clearer 
signalling of strategic intent and information collection, all of which can help manage 
growing frictions in the relationship.  

 
 
146 Crisis Group interview, Chad Sbragia, former U.S. assistant deputy secretary of defense for Chi-
na, July 2021.  
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V. Conclusion  

The current level of risk in the China-U.S. relationship is not a momentary spike in 
tensions but a feature set to endure for the foreseeable future. The overall shift from 
engagement to strategic competition, combined with expanding military deployments, 
makes it especially important for the two governments to commit themselves to 
strengthening existing mechanisms and techniques for preventing crises and avoiding 
conflict. However improbable a major unintended incident may seem, such an event 
is all too possible, and the associated risks would be grave. 

Crisis management remains a challenge because of the divergent preferences and 
approaches of the two governments. The mechanisms that Washington and Beijing 
have in place have not failed and in all likelihood have helped normalise safer opera-
tional practices. Nevertheless, their limitations, which have become evident over the 
years, should be taken into account when considering ways forward. Washington has 
historically taken up the task of designing and proposing crisis management mecha-
nisms and it is likely to keep doing so. But it is also Beijing’s responsibility, and in its 
interests, to share the creative burden so that both governments have confidence 
that these mechanisms will ward off an escalation that neither side desires, and that 
could be disastrous for international peace and security.  

Taipei/Brussels, 20 May 2022 
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