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Key Points

€ China’s antiaccess/area-denial ca-
pabilities resulted in the Pentagon
writing an Air-Sea Battle concept as
part of its Joint Operational Access
Concept. Missing is a discussion
of an appropriate strategy if the
entirely undesirable Sino-American
conflict occurs.

@ Effective strategies include a coher-
ent ends-ways-means formulation.
Current budget issues place defi-
nite limits on U.S. means. China’s
nuclear arsenal restricts the choice
of ways. Thus, to be achievable,
the ends must be modest.

€ This paper proposes Offshore Con-
trol as a military strategy. It recog-
nizes that any conflict with China
will be measured in years, not
weeks or months. Offshore Control
aligns U.S. strategic requirements
with the resources available; takes
advantage of Pacific geography to
provide strategic, operational, and
tactical advantages for U.S. forces;
and provides a way for the conflict
to end that is consistent with previ-
ous Communist Chinese behavior.

€ By reducing reliance on space and
cyber domains, Offshore Control is
designed to slow a crisis down and
reduce escalatory pressure in a cri-
sis and potential ensuing conflict.
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Offshore Control:
A Proposed Strategy for
an Unlikely Conflict

by T.X. Hammes

s America ends its military commitment to Iraq and continues

its drawdown in Afghanistan, a lively discussion has emerged on

what future challenges the Nation faces. High on every list is the
requirement to deal with a rising China. In his remarks to the Australian
Parliament on November 17, 2011, President Barack Obama stated, “As we
end today’s wars, I have directed my national security team to make our
presence and mission in the Asia Pacific a top priority.” As part of this re-
balancing to Asia, the administration has stated that it seeks “to identify and
expand areas of common interest, to work with China to build mutual trust,
and to encourage China’s active efforts in global problem-solving.” Clearly,
the United States seeks prudent and coordinated political, economic, and
military actions to further integrate China into the international system.

The Pentagon’s new strategic guidance, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership:
Priorities for 21* Century Defense, reinforces this approach and states that the
United States and China “have a strong stake in peace and stability in East Asia
and an interest in building a cooperative bilateral relationship.” At the same
time, the document acknowledges both China’s military buildup and the U.S.
commitment to maintaining regional access.

As expected, this strategic guidance has accelerated the ongoing discussion
of how America will allocate resources among the military Services. An integral
part of this discussion is the idea that the United States has focused on the Army
and Marine Corps for the last decade of conflict and that now it is time to shift
spending to the Navy and Air Force. Proponents of this approach note the ris-
ing power of China and the fact that the Pacific theater is primarily a naval and
air theater. Reinforcing this perspective is the Air-Sea Battle concept recently

revealed at the Pentagon. According to Chief of Staff of the Air Force General
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Because it is a nation that relies on maritime trade to sustain its economic growth, China is at a disadvantage because the
geography of the ‘first island chain” restricts its access to the region.

Norton Schwartz and Chief of Naval Operations Ad-
miral Jonathan Greenert, Air-Sea Battle will help their
Services organize, train, and equip to maintain opera-
tional access in sophisticated antiaccess/area-denial en-
vironments.* Other proponents note that this concept
will be of particular importance in the western Pacific
Ocean, where China is building its own antiaccess/area-
denial capabilities in an effort to deny the U.S. entry in
its near-seas.’

While intentionally vague, the Pentagon’s state-
ments about Air-Sea Battle lead analysts to conclude
that the concept contemplates attacks that penetrate
Chinese airspace to eliminate key elements of the Chi-
nese antiaccess/area-denial networks. Unfortunately,
rather than exploring potential strategies in the event

of conflict with China, the discussion has focused on
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the operational aspects of Air-Sea Battle outside any
strategic context. What strategy might work in a war
with China, however unlikely, is not being publicly dis-
cussed. Many media reports have confused the issue
by suggesting that Air-Sea Battle is zbe strategy. For-
tunately, the Pentagon’s own Joint Operational Access
Concept states that “It is important to note that Air-
Sea Battle is a limited operational concept that focuses
on the development of integrated air and naval forces in
the context of antiaccess/area-denial threats.”®

In fact, Air-Sea Battle is the antithesis of strategy.
It focuses on the tactical employment of weapons sys-
tems with no theory of victory or concept linking the
Air-Sea approach to favorable conflict resolution. To be
fair, the absence of a stated strategy made it impossible

for the drafters of the Air-Sea Battle concept to express
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how they could support such a strategy. In the absence
of such a strategy, it is impossible to determine if in-
vestment in Air-Sea Battle logically advances or retards
America’s strategic goals—or whether alternative ap-
proaches might be both more effective and more suitable.

While a major conflict is unlikely, and, of course,
undesirable, the Nation requires a military strategy
for a conflict with China for two reasons. First, an es-
sential element of military planning is to consider all
possible options—even ones with remote possibilities
of occurring. Second, strategy should drive the force
structure and supporting procurement plan that sup-
port the particular conflict. If we are going to structure
a significant segment of the Armed Forces for a pos-
sible conflict with China, we need to develop a cor-

responding military strategy first.

Outline for a Strategy

There are a number of useful models to guide
strategists. Professor Eliot Cohen stated that a strat-
egy should include critical assumptions, ends-ways-
means coherence, priorities, sequencing, and a theory
of victory. Without listing, examining, and challenging
assumptions, it is not possible to understand a strat-
egy.” With assumptions identified, coherence in ends-
ways-means becomes possible. These elements should
not be treated separately. If goals are selected that ex-
ceed available means, we do not have a strategy. Pri-
orities are required because a nation will not have the
resources to do everything at once. Sequencing flows
from priorities. Finally, a strategy must have a theory
of victory—an answer to the question “how does this
end?” It must express how the strategy achieves war

termination on favorable terms.

Requirements for a Strategy

While military strategy is often seen only as
creating cohesion between ends, ways, and means in
a military conflict, its role as a deterrent and alliance-
builder prior to the conflict is also important. It is even

more important against an enemy with thermonuclear
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capability. Any U.S. military strategy for Asia must

achieve five objectives:

@ access for U.S. forces and allied commercial interests

¢ assurance to Asian nations that the United States

is both willing and able to remain engaged in Asia

¢ deterrence of China from military action to resolve

disputes

¢ victory with minimal risk of nuclear escalation in

the event of conflict

¢ credibility in peacetime.

Looming budget cuts require that the United States
also consider a strategy for the Asia-Pacific that signifi-
cantly reduces the cost of maintaining U.S. influence in
the region. The challenge is to achieve peacetime savings
while leaving the United States well-postured in the re-
gion, and to defend its interests in the event of war.

It is essential also to understand that there is no
“good” strategy for a conflict between the United States
and China. As has been the case when the United States
confronted other nuclear powers, the strategist is forced

to look for a “least bad” strategy.

A Proposed Strategy
The strategy of Offshore Control works with willing

Asia-Pacific nations to ensure that the United States can
interdict China’s energy and raw material imports and
industrial exports, while protecting our partners.

Five Key Assumptions. The statement of clear as-
sumptions is fundamental to good strategy planning. Off-
shore Control is predicated upon five explicit assumptions.

China starts the conflict. While it is possible to envi-
sion scenarios where the United States would initiate a
major conflict with China, such scenarios lie at the ex-
treme range of credibility. By initiating conflict, China
seizes the initiative, maximizing political and military
difficulties for the United States.

There is a high probability that a conflict with China

would be a long war. For the last 200 years, wars between
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major powers have generally run for years rather than
months. Obviously, the big difference is that previous
wars have not seen nuclear powers face each other except
through proxies. Having no experience with large-scale
armed conflict between nuclear powers, we cannot say
whether this factor will shorten the war (as the case of
the minor conflict between the Soviet Union and China)
or lengthen the war because neither side can seek a
decisive outcome with conventional forces. The United
States would find a protracted conflict most challenging.
Too often in the past, military planners have begun
prosecuting a war assuming that it would be short. The
obvious examples are the U.S. Civil War, World War
I, World War II, the Korean War, the Soviet and U.S.

invasions of Afghanistan, and U.S. operations into Iraq.

the United States must accept that
China’s nuclear arsenal imposes
restrictions on the way American

forces might attack Chinese assets

Any major conflict between the United States and China
would result in massive damage to the global economy. The
United States would cut Chinese trade simply because
the American population would not accept continued
trade with China while U.S. forces are suffering signifi-
cant casualties. China would respond with military, fiscal,
and economic actions.

The United States does not understand China’s nuclear
decision process. Therefore, it is critically important that the
U.S. strategic approach minimize escalation. If escalation
is required, deliberate and transparent escalation is bet-
ter than a sudden surprise that could be misinterpreted.
This approach certainly violates the generally accepted
precept that escalation in war must be violent and sud-
den to achieve maximum effect. However, that maxim was
developed before the advent of offsetting nuclear arsenals.

In space or cyber domains, a first strike provides major

advantages.® Thus, any operational approach that requires
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the robust use of space and cyber capabilities is inherent-
ly destabilizing in a crisis. Each side knows that if it fails
to strike first, it would be at a disadvantage in the war.
Of even more importance, the United States should not
initiate major actions in space or cyber domains because
the Chinese might consider such actions to be attacks
on strategic systems and thus escalatory. If the United
States does not strike first, it must assume both space
and cyber assets might be severely degraded in an initial
Chinese strike.

Ends, Ways, and Means Coberence. The combina-
tion of decreasing defense budgets and rapid increases
in procurement costs for new weapons suggests that a
strategy for conflict with China should assume limited
means, at least to start. In addition to limited means,
the United States must accept that China’s nuclear ar-
senal imposes restrictions on the way American forces
might attack Chinese assets. The United States must
select ways that minimize the probability of escalation
to nuclear conflict simply because no one can win a
major nuclear exchange. With limited means and re-
stricted ways, the ends selected therefore also should
be modest. They must attain U.S. strategic goals but not
risk a major nuclear exchange.

'This logic leads to the concept of Offshore Control.
Operationally, Offshore Control uses currently avail-
able but limited means and restricted ways to enforce
a distant blockade on China. It establishes a set of con-
centric rings that denies China the use of the sea inside
the first island chain, defends the sea and air space of the
first island chain, and dominates the air and maritime
space outside the island chain. No operations would
penetrate Chinese airspace. Prohibiting penetration is
intended to reduce the possibility of nuclear escalation
and to make war termination easier.

Denial as an element of the campaign plays to U.S.
strengths by employing primarily attack submarines,
mines, and a limited number of air assets inside the first
island chain. This area would be declared a maritime exclu-
sion zone with the warning that ships in the zone could

be sunk. While the United States could not initially stop
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all sea traffic in this zone, it could prevent the passage of
large cargo ships and tankers. In doing so, it would cripple
China’s export trade, which is essential to China’s economy.

The defensive component would bring the full
range of U.S. assets to defend allied soil and encourage
allies to contribute to that defense. It would take ad-
vantage of geography to force China to fight at longer
ranges while allowing U.S. and allied forces to fight as
part of an integrated air-sea defense over their own ter-
ritories. Numerous small islands from Japan to Taiwan
and on to Luzon would provide dispersed land-basing
options for air and sea defense of the gaps in the first
island chain. Since Offshore Control relies heavily on
land-based air defense and short-range sea defense to
include mine and countermine capability, we can en-
courage potential partners to invest in these capabilities
and exercise together regularly in peacetime. In keep-
ing with the concept that the strategy must be feasible
in peacetime, the United States would not request of
any nations the use of their bases to attack China. The
strategy would only ask nations to allow the presence
of U.S. defensive systems to defend that nation’s land,
sea, and air space. The U.S. commitment would include
assisting with convoy operations to maintain the flow
of essential imports and exports in the face of Chinese
interdiction attempts.

The dominate phase of the campaign would be
fought outside the range of most Chinese assets and
use a combination of ground, naval, air, and rented
commercial platforms to intercept and divert the super-
tankers and post-Panamax container ships essential to
China’s economy.” Eighty percent of China’s imported
oil transits the Strait of Malacca. If Malacca, Lombok,
Sunda, and the routes north and south of Australia were
controlled, these shipments could be cut off. The United
States must recognize, however, that the dramatic re-
duction in China’s trade would significantly reduce its
energy demands. Thus, energy interdiction would not
be a winning strategy. Exports are of much greater im-
portance to the Chinese economy. Those exports rely

on large container ships for competitive cost advantage.
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These ships also are the easiest to track and divert. Nat-
urally, China would respond by rerouting, but the only
possibilities are the Panama Canal and the Strait of
Magellan—or, if polar ice melt continues, the northern
route. U.S. assets could control all these routes. While
such a concentric campaign would require a layered ef-
fort from the straits to China’s coast, it would largely be
fought at a great distance from China—effectively out
of range of most of China’s military power. Further-
more, this phase can employ surface search radars and
high frequency radio if U.S. space and cyber capabilities

are severely degraded.

the dominate phase of the campaign
would be fought outside the
range of most Chinese assets and
use a combination of ground,
naval, air, and rented commercial
platforms to intercept and divert
the supertankers and post-Panamax
container ships essential to
China’s economy

That leads us to modest ends. Offshore Control
is predicated on the idea that the presence of nuclear
weapons makes seeking the collapse of the Chinese
Communist Party (or its surrender) too dangerous to
contemplate. The United States does not understand
the Communist Party decisionmaking process for
the employment of nuclear weapons, but it does
know the party is adamant that it must remain in
control. Thus, rather than seeking a decisive victory
against the Chinese, Offshore Control seeks to use a
war of economic attrition to bring about a stalemate
and cessation of conflict with a return to a modified
version of the status quo.

Priorities and Sequencing. The priority in execution
would go to establishing defenses for those nations that

choose to ally themselves with the United States. Then
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U.S. forces would establish a distant blockade. Next, U.S.
forces would establish the maritime exclusion zone inside
the first island chain and finally dominate the area outside
the first island chain to ensure the continued flow of trade
to our allies while tightening the blockade against China.

Sequencing would follow priorities. However, it
should be noted that due to the different forces required
for each of the steps, further study might find that mul-

tiple steps could be initiated simultaneously.

Offshore Control seeks termination
of the conflict on U.S. terms through
China’s economic exhaustion
without damage to mainland
China’s infrastructure

Of particular importance is the peacetime prepa-
ration necessary for the strategy to succeed. Any strat-
egy must be both feasible and credible in peacetime
and in war. In peacetime, both enemies and poten-
tial allies must be able to see that the United States is
providing sufficient training and forces to execute its
strategy in time of war. A number of relatively inex-
pensive and highly visible steps could commence im-
mediately that reinforce Offshore Control. Maritime
prepositioning of defensive assets in theater adds both
a rapid reinforcement capability and a reason to con-
duct exercises with friendly nations. The United States
could also encourage Japan’s current reinforcement of
its defensive capabilities in the Ryukyu Islands as well
as assist the Philippines in establishing defenses in the
islands between Luzon and Taiwan.

Theory of Victory. Offshore Control seeks termi-
nation of the conflict on U.S. terms through China’s
economic exhaustion without damage to mainland
China’s infrastructure or the rapid escalation of the
conflict. It seeks to allow the Chinese Communist
Party to end the conflict in the same way that China

ended its conflicts with India, the United Nations in
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Korea, the Soviet Union, and Vietnam. It allows Chi-
na to declare that it “taught the enemy a lesson” and
thus end the conflict. By forgoing strikes that destroy
Chinese facilities or economic infrastructure on the
mainland, Offshore Control reduces the probability of
escalation and makes it easier for the Chinese to de-
clare that they did not lose politically. Offshore Con-
trol does not seek decisive victory in the traditional
military sense but secures U.S. objectives effectively. It
recognizes the fact that the concept of decisive victory
against a nation with a major nuclear arsenal is fraught
with risks, if not entirely obsolete.

Inherently Offensive. While this strategy seems
to focus on defense, it is inherently offensive. The real
source of a nation’s strength—particularly in a long
war—is its economy. This strategy strikes at that Chi-
nese foundation by cutting off raw material imports
and the wealth created by exports. The geography of
the region lets Offshore Control capitalize on the ad-
vantages of an integrated defense versus the limited
inventory of long-range Chinese strike assets. In pe-
riods where the defense gained a tactical advantage in
warfare, successful commanders often sought to be on
the strategic and operational offensive while fighting

defensive tactical actions.

Potential Chinese Responses

In evaluating any strategy, we must consider a
wide range of potential enemy responses. Every con-
flict brings surprises as each side seeks enemy weak-
nesses to exploit and makes its own mistakes. When
comparing the effectiveness of two different strategies,
we must consider not only the potential effectiveness
of an enemy response but also the likelihood of such
a response against the specific strategy. If alternative
strategies are likely to provoke the same response,
then the effectiveness comes down to a question of
which strategy best prepares the United States to deal
with that attack. To date, America has not proposed
a military strategy for a conflict with China. Thus, we

can only evaluate possible Chinese actions against
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the proposed Offshore Control strategy. However, an
analyst can also consider how Chinese actions might
work against a strategy that uses Air-Sea Battle as its
operational approach.

'This paper divides Chinese reactions into conven-
tional and unconventional responses. Chinese writings
indicate that China will use a range of options simultane-
ously in any major conflict. Thus, planners should consider
how China might use any combination of or all of the
possibilities noted herein. Nor should planners assume
that China could select only from this menu.

Conwentional Responses. China could select from a
number of conventional responses.

China conducts a peacetime intimidation campaign.
Traditional Chinese wisdom recommends attacking an
enemy’s strategy and alliances. If China believed that re-
gional bases are essential to U.S. strategy, it would seek
to defeat the U.S. strategy by intimidating regional states.
Nations would be subjected to Chinese efforts to pre-
vent any agreements that would allow U.S. basing. China
would also pressure South Korea, Japan, and Australia
to reduce their cooperation with U.S. forces and perhaps
even ban the use of their bases in a conflict with China.
China would gain little in separating these nations from
the United States in the event it confronted a strategy
of Offshore Control. Since Offshore Control does not
require allied basing rights except in Australia, China
would risk alienating regional nations without gaining
much strategic benefit.

China conducts direct air and missile strikes against
U.S. allies. In this case, Offshore Control presents
China with a strategic dilemma. The only bases that
the United States requires to sustain the operation are
either on U.S. territory or in Australia. China none-
theless might seek to pressure the United States by
striking at U.S. bases in South Korea and Japan as well
as the port and fuel facilities that support them. Such
attacks risk bringing those countries into the conflict.
As a hedge, the United States could conduct peace-
time combined, integrated defensive operations with

South Korea and Japan specifically to address air, mis-
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sile, submarine, and mine threats. Furthermore, the al-
lies could participate without a commitment to fight
on America’s side. Offshore Control uses U.S. forces
in South Korea and Japan only to defend those na-
tions from attack. While assisting in the defense of
South Korea and Japan would require U.S. resources,
the highly capable South Korean and Japanese forces
would add great capability to the allied side. China
would then have to decide whether adding the mili-
tary, economic, and political power of South Korea and
Japan to the U.S. side is worth the gains of attacking
U.S. facilities in those nations. Peacetime combined,
integrated defensive exercises should provide China
with vivid demonstrations of the additional challenge
they would face. This level of challenge, combined with
the fact that U.S. forces stationed in these nations are
not attacking China, could convince the Chinese that
the benefits are not worth the complications of bring-

ing South Korea and Japan into the war.

since Offshore Control does not
require allied basing rights except
in Australia, China would risk
alienating regional nations without
gaining much strategic benefit

China imposes a blockade on allied states. If China
were to do so, an obvious question is how the allies
would sustain South Korea and Japan during a long
conflict. While the maritime exclusion zone inside the
first island chain means that all of South Korea and
the west coast ports of Japan are in the exclusion zone,
this fact does not mean they cannot be sustained. If
China conducted an antishipping campaign, convoy
operations would be required. Here again, geography
favors the United States. Both South Korea and Ja-
pan have east coast ports that could be destinations for
convoys. To attack convoys bound for Japan, Chinese

air and missile attacks would have to fly over defended
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Japanese air space or take a long detour around it.
For South Korea, convoys could enter the Sea of Ja-
pan (East Sea in South Korea) from the north and ap-
proach South Korea’s east coast ports. Air or missile
attacks would have to fly over the Korean Peninsula.
They would either fly into the range of allied air defens-
es or detour north to fly over North Korea. Fortunately,
Korea’s major east coast ports are in the south—Pusan
and Pohang. Geography also provides the allies an ad-
vantage in antisubmarine warfare. To reach the convoy
routes, any Chinese submarines must transit relatively
confined waters and operate outside the Chinese land-
based antiaircraft umbrellas. Therefore, allied antisub-
marine aircraft should be able to operate safely. The
geographic advantage combined with superior allied
antisubmarine assets should provide enough protection

for convoys to reach South Korean and Japanese ports.

since a blockade does not depend
on space or cyber domains for
operational success, Offshore
Control reduces the Chinese
incentive to conduct attacks
in those domains

Unconventional Responses. China could also select
from a number of unconventional responses.

Global sea-denial campaign. While China currently
lacks the resources to conduct a sea-control campaign
outside the range of shore-based air support, it could
attempt a sea-denial campaign using a combination of
submarines and surface raiders (armed merchant ships).
Surface raiders have been used repeatedly in history and,
while a nuisance, have never been particularly effective.
In contrast, Chinese submarines would be a challenge.
However, as noted, a number of factors favor allied forces
in an antisubmarine campaign.

Mining U.S. and allied ports. Admiral Greenert
has acknowledged the U.S. Navy’s deficiency in mine-
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clearing.’® Thus, an obvious Chinese response to a U.S.
blockade would be to use commercial shipping to mine
South Korean, Japanese, and even U.S. ports. While
this would cause a disruption of trade, it would be a
manageable problem. It would also present a difficult
challenge for China. Lacking sea superiority, China
would have to risk laying most of the mines prior to the
commencement of hostilities. Although sophisticated
modern mines greatly reduce the probability of an un-
intentional, premature attack, it is always a possibility.
Thus, China would risk tipping its hand for the dubious
benefit of mining a foreign port.

Drone attacks. The massive growth in drone capa-
bility, decrease in cost, use of additive/desktop manu-
facturing, and dramatic increase in drone autonomous
capabilities presage the emergence of large numbers
of cheap, autonomous drone aircraft.! Using Global
Positioning System-—aided navigation and improved
explosives, even small drones can damage key com-
ponents in power and transportation systems. Besides
attacking fixed infrastructure, small drones with lim-
ited intelligence can seek out the radars of combatants
to degrade allied air defenses. The long-range, long-
endurance subsurface oceanographic research drones
in use around the world could be modified for use in
naval warfare.

Space and cyber attacks. Chinese strategists are
aware of the advantage of the offense in each domain
and the massive impact successful attacks could have
on U.S. capabilities. However, a blockade could be con-
ducted using surface search radar and high frequency
radio communications. Since a blockade does not de-
pend on space or cyber domains for operational suc-
cess, Offshore Control reduces the Chinese incentive to
conduct attacks in those domains.

Financial actions. Another area of lively debate is
the ability of China to use its fiscal reserves, in particular
its ownership of U.S. debt, to attack the United States
or even the global economy. From this author’s read-
ing, there is no consensus among economists of whether

China could use these tools without causing massive
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damage to its own economy. In any case, the decision to
do so is unlikely to be driven by what strategy the United
States chooses.

“Three warfares.” China has suggested that it
would use legal, media, and psychological warfare in
conjunction to defeat opponents. To these efforts we
should add diplomatic. China could engage in both
legal and diplomatic maneuvering in any conflict with
the United States. If the United States employs Off-
shore Control, a key question would be the legality of
the blockade and in particular the legality of placing
U.S. troops aboard merchant ships to ensure that they
do not trade with China. We can assume China would
also attempt a diplomatic oftensive to bring European
nations to pressure the United States to cease inter-
fering with trade and separate Asian allies from the
United States. Media and psychological efforts would
augment China’s efforts to neutralize U.S. military
power. However, if China engaged in military attacks
on other Asian nations, it would complicate those ef-
forts. Conversely, if the United States conducted re-
peated strikes on the Chinese mainland, it would sim-

plify China’s efforts in this area.

Advantages of Offshore Control

No strategy for fighting China can promise a
good outcome. We are simply seeking to achieve our
strategic goals while minimizing the damage incurred
in such a conflict.

Increases Deterrence and Assurance Due to Fea-
sibility and Transparency of the Concept. In peace-
time, it is easier to convince another nation we have
a viable strategy if we regularly exercise the necessary
forces and operational techniques. To date, the only
U.S. approach being discussed openly for a potential
U.S.-China conflict seems to be based on Air-Sea
Battle. Unfortunately, the idea that a conventional
strike campaign can defeat a continental-size power
in a short war is dubious at best and certainly ahis-
torical. Furthermore, many of the necessary Air-Sea

Battle technologies are classified. They can neither be
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openly discussed nor exercised. If critical capabilities
lie within Special Access Programs, the United States
will not even be able to suggest it has that capability.
This fact creates a dilemma since both deterrence and
assurance are rooted in a confidence that the stated

strategy can be executed.

the idea that a conventional strike
campaign can defeat a continental-
size power in a short war is dubious
at best and certainly ahistorical

In contrast to Air-Sea Battle, the United States can
demonstrate Oftshore Control’s feasibility in peacetime
exercises. Partner states will only be asked to participate
in the protection of their own sea and air space. Any na-
tion is free to declare neutrality. Offshore Control fo-
cuses resources on air and sea defense of allies rather
than investing heavily in defeating China’s increasingly
capable antiaccess/area-denial network.

Such an approach has two benefits. First, it is po-
litically more acceptable to most nations if they train to
defend only their own territory. Second, by making it
clear that their participation is 7of a requirement for a
successful U.S. strategy, it takes away the Chinese option
of “attacking the enemy’s strategy” by pressuring regional
states to refuse U.S. basing rights.

Lowers Probability of Rapid Escalation. Current
strategic discussions in the United States highlight
two possible ways to deter China. The first way is to
convince China that the United States can overcome
China’s antiaccess/area-denial capabilities to place
China at risk. Unfortunately, this operational approach
depends heavily on U.S. space and cyber capabilities.
This creates the unintended consequence of raising
the value of a first strike. To reduce the perceived
value of a first strike, the United States must create
redundant systems that can immediately restore lost

systems. This redundancy is expensive and, since much
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of the U.S. command network depends on commercial
cyber and space assets, may not even be possible. Thus,
U.S. space and cyber systems remain a vulnerable and
high-payoft target.

Offshore Control does not require extensive use
of space or cyber systems. While these systems are
useful, the United States and its allies can develop
relatively inexpensive backup systems to create tacti-
cal networks using a mix of older technologies and
air-breathing platforms. With limited investments in
alternative systems and a training program, Offshore
Control could be executed even if China conducted a
highly successful first strike in the space and/or cy-
ber domains. Because of its transparency, this capa-
bility could be demonstrated in peacetime exercises.
By devaluing the first strike, such an approach could
increase the deterrence value through reducing the in-
centive to start a war. This is particularly important in
a crisis. The premium attached to a strategic first strike
creates a great deal of escalatory tension. Each side’s
military leaders would be obligated to inform their ci-
vilian leaders that failure to strike first would place

them at a significant military disadvantage.'

Offshore Control matches the
capabilities required for its
execution to reduced U.S. defense
resources while increasing the cost
to China to respond effectively

Expands Decision Space and Timelines. While a dis-
tant blockade is an escalation, its execution and impact
would take hold only over a period of weeks. This would
give diplomats time to seek a solution free from the de-
mand for sudden escalation in space or cyber. The idea of
slowing escalation and making it transparent seems to
defy military wisdom and the history of conflict. But if
we examine those confrontations where nuclear powers

faced each other—for example, the Cuban Missile Crisis,
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the China—Soviet Union Zhenbao Island incident, and
India-Pakistan Kargil crisis—in each case escalation was
done slowly and openly. Each crisis ended without trig-
gering a wider conflict.

In contrast, space and particularly cyber escalation
take place in seconds and thus would drive decisionmak-
ers in unpredictable ways.”* Offshore Control is inher-
ently de-escalating since the strategy cannot be defeated
by a first strike on space and cyber assets. Furthermore, the
allies would only need to rebuild cyber and surveillance
assets over and outside the first island chain. Geography
would make establishing and defending such a network
much easier, further reducing the value of a first strike.

Lowers Peacetime Cost to Maintain U.S. Capabili-
ties to Fight Such a Campaign, thus Increasing Its De-
terrent Effect. Credibility and feasibility require that a
strategy be economically sustainable in the current and
projected peacetime U.S. political environment. Due to
lack of transparency, it is impossible to say for certain,
but it seems the Air-Sea Battle concept requires major
new procurement programs. In contrast, Offshore Con-
trol could be executed based on current capabilities while
guiding future investments away from large numbers of
expensive penetrating platforms. For instance, instead of
another aircraft carrier, the United States may choose to
purchase six more Virginia-class submarines for roughly
the same investment. Rather than building a system that
could provide rapid replacement of surveillance and con-
nectivity over China, the United States would only have
to build systems that provide coverage and networks over
friendly territory.

Rewerses the Cost Imposition Formula. To pen-
etrate Chinese airspace the United States must spend
a great deal on advanced platforms. By shifting the
onus of penetrating integrated air defenses to the Chi-
nese, Offshore Control reverses the cost imposition. It
would cost the Chinese much more to create sufficient
long-range assets to achieve sea control than it would
cost the United States to achieve sea denial inside the

first island chain. As part of his confirmation process,
Admiral Samuel Locklear III, commander of U.S.
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Pacific Command, spoke before the Senate Armed
Services Committee in February 2012 and assessed
China’s goals as “building the capability to fight and
win short duration, high-intensity conflicts along its
periphery.”* Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta made
the same statement in his confirmation hearing.® A
U.S. approach that envisions an extended conflict at
a distance from China could neutralize much of the
Chinese investment in this capability. In short, Off-
shore Control matches the capabilities required for its
execution to reduced U.S. defense resources while in-
creasing the cost to China to respond effectively.

Reverses the Geographic Advantage. Rather than
engaging the Chinese over their home territory where
almost all Chinese assets can participate and concentrate
their effects, Offshore Control forces the Chinese to
send their limited number of long-range assets into U.S.
and allied integrated land, sea, and air defenses.

Allows Higher Probability for China to Declare Vic-
tory (Saving Face) and End the Conflict in much the
same way it ended its intervention in Korea, invasion of
Vietnam, and border conflicts with Russia and India. If
the United States has conducted numerous strikes into
mainland China, it would be much more difficult for
Chinese leadership to decide to end the conflict. His-
torically, passion often became the driving forces once
the war started, and direct attack on a homeland has been
most likely to stir that passion.

Plays to U.S. Strengths. Oftshore Control does not
focus on the few systems necessary to destroy China’s
antiaccess/area-denial systems and achieve sea control
inside the first island chain. Instead, it is built on U.S. su-
periority in submarines and, with proper investment, sea
mines to achieve sea denial inside the first island chain. It
then adds highly capable U.S. ground- and sea-based air/
missile defense to the battle for air superiority over key
battlespaces above allied nations. It also moves the allied
antisubmarine campaign to the restricted gaps in the first
island chain and outside the first island chain, where U.S.
air assets could participate in the antisubmarine warfare

effort. Finally, it allows U.S. ground forces to contribute
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to the fight by intercepting and controlling major com-
mercial ships. By mid-decade, roughly 869 new ships will
make up over one-third of the global merchant fleet ca-
pacity when delivery is complete.'* While the total cargo
capacity is growing steadily, the total number of ships
is decreasing as older container ships that hold 5,000
TEU (twenty-foot equivalent unit) or less are being
replaced by ships holding up to 18,000 TEU.Y Clearly,
the U.S. Navy has insufficient ships to control the almost
1,500 very large commercial ships projected to be in use
by 2015. However, these numbers can be controlled by
U.S. amphibious shipping projecting Army and Marine
boarding parties that will travel with the ships to ensure
they do not enter the maritime exclusion zone. Com-
mercial shipping and helicopters could be contracted to
support the distant efforts, thus reducing the stress on

the amphibious fleet.

any war between the United States
and China would devastate
the global economy

Minimizes Economic Losses. As noted in the as-
sumptions, any war between the United States and
China would devastate the global economy. Thus, a key
consideration for any strategy must be how to shorten
the war and minimize economic damage. Given the
continental size and wealth of both the United States
and China, the only path to a short war is for one side
to terminate the conflict by deciding it is not worth the
potential gain. This author believes a distant blockade
that does not strike the Chinese mainland offers China’s
leaders the best opportunity to choose to terminate the
conflict. Furthermore, the maritime geography would
allow the rest of the world to rebuild trading networks
without China. Thus, China would be faced with a de-
teriorating economic situation and accumulating ero-
sion of trade relations. The longer the war, the longer it
would take China to rebuild the trust essential to trad-

ing networks. Furthermore, avoiding passion-inducing
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direct attacks on China, while presenting Chinese lead-
ers with an ever worsening economic outlook, might
provide a path to a shorter war.

Allows for the Rebuilding of the World Trade System
During the Conflict. Sustainability in a long war would
largely be based on rebuilding trade networks during the
conflict. The U.S. geographic position and maritime na-
ture of global trade means the rest of the world economy
could rebuild around the perimeter. In contrast, China
has little prospect of rebuilding via a new Silk Road. The
U.S. control of the sea lanes clearly favors the United

States in an extended conflict.

strategists should be cautious about
building a concept that requires
political decisionmakers to move
quickly or make more than minor
surreptitious deployments

Previous Conflicts Between
Nuclear Powers

An essential part of developing a strategy is to
think through how the conflict might develop. His-
torical precedence would not provide a formula for
success but would illuminate issues to consider. For-
tunately, to date there have only been two conflicts
between nuclear-armed states. The 1969 Sino-Soviet
border conflict and 1999 Kargil conflict between Paki-
stan and India each saw nuclear-armed states actu-
ally fighting. Rather than escalating, the leadership on
each side responded to the original crisis cautiously.
Military moves were announced and essentially trans-
parent. While two examples represent an extremely
limited field, they are the only examples of military
action overshadowed by nuclear arsenals.

In addition to these two active conflicts, we
have decades of history showing how the United
States, Soviet Union, China, Pakistan, and India have

dealt with crises between and among themselves.
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The Cuban Missile Crisis highlights the pattern of
cautious and relatively transparent actions taken
when nuclear-armed powers found themselves in a
growing crisis. Leaders on each sides avoided sudden
escalatory moves or offensive actions that could have
been misinterpreted as a major attack.

Given this historical record, strategists should be
cautious about building a concept that requires politi-
cal decisionmakers to move quickly or make more than
minor surreptitious deployments. The timeline required
to execute Offshore Control allows decisionmakers to be

deliberate and transparent.

Taiwan-China Conflict?

The most discussed, researched, and wargamed
conflict between the United States and China is a
Chinese attack on Taiwan. While highly unlikely, it is
militarily feasible and requires continued research. An
obvious question is “How does Offshore Control work
in that case?” More pointedly, one might ask, “If the
United States adopted Offshore Control, could China
present a fait accompli by a sudden invasion of Tai-
wan?” Moreover, “Would the United States be willing
to employ such a long war strategy to drive Chinese
forces out of Taiwan?”

China has the capability to conduct a short-notice,
overwhelming missile campaign against Taiwan. Since
U.S. forces are not allowed either to exercise with Tai-
wanese forces or be stationed in Taiwan, there is little the
United States can do to stop or even mitigate a sudden
offensive. Even if U.S. airpower is present in the region,
the historical experience of air forces trying to detect and
attack mobile launchers is not encouraging. Simply put,
Taiwan must be prepared to absorb the thousands of mis-
siles that China has placed within range of the island as
well as a simultaneous sustained Chinese air campaign.
The good news is that despite Douhet’s predictions, it is
difficult to bomb a nation into submission.

Thus, if Taiwan, with the assistance of the United
States, could prevent a Chinese amphibious landing, it

could retain its independence. To achieve this, Taiwan

www.ndu.edu/inss



would need to invest in hardening its own society as well
as developing its own antiaccess/area-denial capability
focused on defeating an amphibious operation. Mines,
mobile antiship missiles, submarines, and air defense
systems could create the same barriers for China that
China’s antiaccess/area-denial creates for the United
States. These systems could deny China the possibil-
ity of a quick victory as long as Taiwan’s government
refuses to capitulate. This defense combined with ef-
forts to keep supplies flowing to allied nations provides
Taiwan’s most feasible course of action for maintaining
its sovereignty.

The alternative is for the United States to make the
large investments necessary to develop Air-Sea Battle to
the point that it could defend Taiwan on short notice.
This approach requires major forces continuously de-
ployed well forward in theater. It is difficult to see Con-
gress approving large expenditures to provide a limited
capability to respond to this low probability contingency.
It also requires a change of policy to allow U.S. forces
both to train with the Taiwanese and to be based in Tai-
wan. And, of course, it would require going down the

escalatory path of Air-Sea Battle.

Critical Continuing Research

The fiscal situation resulting from a Sino-Ameri-
can conflict and its longer term economic impact need
much deeper research. Both areas lie well outside the
expertise of this author and scope of this paper. How-
ever, in examining the viability of any strategy in a
China conflict, the Pentagon must examine the range
of possible fiscal outcomes with particular emphasis
on the impact of a long conflict on the global fiscal
situation as well as the ability of each nation to sustain
the conflict fiscally.

The integration of the global economy means
that economic issues must be closely examined when
developing a viable strategy for conflict with China.
Obviously, any serious study must examine global sup-
ply chain interdependencies. The wide-ranging impact

of the recent Japanese tsunami is pointed evidence
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that such a conflict would trigger surprises. In particu-
lar, we must examine the impact on critical commodi-
ties such as medicines, food, and energy. The initial
economic focus would be on U.S. and Chinese abilities
to sustain a long conflict, but it must also examine the
potential responses of other nations whose economies
are affected. Of particular importance for the Offshore
Control concept is the speed with which the global
economy could reestablish itself around the blockade

in the absence of Chinese financing and production.

Offshore Control is designed to
slow a crisis down to allow weeks,
not seconds, for decisions
concerning escalation

An important issue is the impact of Offshore
Control on other nations in the region. China is cur-
rently the single largest trading partner for Australia,
Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, and Vietnam.' Any
conflict would cause major damage to these econo-
mies. The key question for them becomes what strate-
gic approach is likely to cause the least direct damage
and bring the most rapid conclusion of the conflict

and resumption of trade.

Summary

This paper is just the start of what should be a deep,
wide-ranging discussion of potential strategies for a con-
flict with China. The debate should examine the cred-
ibility of the proposed strategies both in peace and in
war. While conflict with China is highly unlikely, it is
in fact driving many of the Pentagon’s investment deci-
sions today. This paper seeks to test whether or not those
decisions are consistent with U.S. strategic interests in a
period of austerity and to examine if they are tied to a
coherent strategy.

One of the central criteria of any strategy for a po-

tential conflict with China is the presence of China’s
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nuclear arsenal. It cannot be ignored or idly wished
away. Concepts and strategies should not compress the
decision timeline. In particular, any approach must ex-
amine the degree to which the strategy fuels escalation
in a prewar crisis or in a war. Furthermore, the strategy
must be affordable in peacetime and executable in war-
time—even if China should strike first. It should shape
the operational/tactical fight to provide geographic and
temporal advantages to U.S. forces. And it must provide
a theory of victory.

By reducing reliance on space and cyber and main-
taining transparency in peace, crisis, and war, Offshore
Control reduces the escalatory pressure on decisionmak-
ers while meeting the other criteria. It is designed to
slow a crisis down to allow weeks, not seconds, for deci-
sions concerning escalation. Moreover, Offshore Control
is designed to better align strategic requirements with
available resources as well as place U.S. and allied forces
in favorable tactical positions if it comes to a fight. Final-
ly, it provides for conflict resolution that does not require

an unobtainable “decisive” victory.
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