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Clinton-Gore China Policy in Ruins: Strength, not Appeasement, Needed

"President Clinton’s China policy, a mess of corruption and carelessness and naivete, is collapsing under the weight of its own fraudulence, exposing the nation Clinton calls America’s ‘strategic partner’ as a threat to America’s security and a thief of America’s nuclear secrets, and exposing also the president and senior administration officials for their efforts to minimize and hide this unwelcome fact.

"For the past six years, the White House has lied about China…It pretended that China was sincere…in its promises to curb its spread of weapons of mass destruction. It pretended not to understand that China regarded the United States as enemy number one in its campaign to achieve regional dominance, particularly over Taiwan."

Michael Kelly, editor of National Journal, writing the above in the March 11 Washington Post, crystalized the main points of our China morass. Because of a flawed arms control-inspired "if we’re nice to them, they will be nice to us" philosophy, the Clinton presidency has effectively squandered six years of American strategic advantage, with no real prospect of reversing this trend during its final two years.

Beijing will, if China’s defense budgets follow the current trend line, catch up with America economically and militarily by the middle of next century. In response, America needs to master the next level of military readiness; defensive systems.

Currently, we are developing the best defenses we can against every potential threat, even those which have been banned by treaties (chemical and biological weapons). Every potential threat, that is, except ballistic missiles—where the Clinton administration apparently prefers the Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) theology of the ABM Treaty to the most affordable, effective defenses American technology can provide.

Policy? What Policy?

In a recent interview, current Vice President and presidential aspirant Al Gore summed up the shallowness of White House foreign policy when he said, "Well, China is the most populous country in the world. Its economy is growing and its role in the world is going to continue to grow, whether we want that or not. And so, obviously having a relationship with them, within which we can try to affect their behavior, and improve human rights, eliminate unfair trade practices, and bring about the kinds of changes that will lead to further democratization in China. Those things are in our interest."

The first part of the quotation is undeniable; China is a country of able-bodied and able-minded people motivated to succeed. Unless something completely unexpected happens, China will be an economic and military force to reckon with in the near future. What Mr. Gore doesn’t describe is exactly how the Clinton Administration’s so-called "engagement policy" will bring about positive change. Whatever the policy is called, it apparently consists mainly of appeasement—a "carrot and carrot" approach that is encouraging Chinese belligerence, especially regarding Chinese special interests such as Taiwan.

This policy approach seems flawed on its own merits. Worse, it exacerbates the growing concern about the China card in the Clinton-Gore approach to campaign finance. All are familiar, of course, with the campaign finance scandal implicating President Clinton, Vice President Gore and the Democratic National Committee in the knowing receipt of foreign, specifically Chinese, money in support of their election bids. In fact, the Clinton Administration is now feeling the heat legally. In a recent lawsuit, two shareholders of Loral, one of the two defense contractors which recently transferred damaging technology to China in order to make their missiles more reliable, have sued, according to a press release from Judicial Watch, "Al Gore, the Clintons, John Huang, the Democratic National Committee and others for selling not only seats on trade missions, but granting export licenses for high technology transfers to China, in exchange for campaign contributions by American companies."

Spying at Los Alamos

Recently, it has come to light that China has benefited from U.S. know-how in the development of its nuclear arsenal. According to recent press accounts, China has developed a "miniature" warhead modeled after the American W-88 warhead, deployed aboard our Trident submarine-launched ballistic missiles. Apparently, critical knowledge important to deploying several such warheads on a single missile was stolen in the mid-1980s from the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico. A 59 year-old American citizen, born in Taiwan, was recently fired by Secretary of Energy Bill Richardson—3 years after he was identified as the likely spy.

There is no way to immediately assess the impact of this espionage. The alleged technology transfer was discovered by Department of Energy intelligence officials in the mid-1990s, after China had begun developing its own W-88 warhead. But the White House—and others in the intelligence community—paid little to no attention to the information, for two election cycles anyway—until after publication of the still-secret report of the Cox Select Committee on Chinese breaches into U.S. national security activities. The Senate and House intelligence committees will be assessing the damage and, no doubt, the connection to internal U.S. politics and particularly Clinton fundraising escapades.

Defense Anyone?

Secretary of State Madeleine Albright recently demonstrated the Administration’s misunderstanding of the situation in defending U.S. efforts to protect American troops, friends and allies in the region against ballistic missile attack—including from North Korea and China. America has been collaborating for years with Japan on developing and deploying missile defenses. More recently, Taiwan has expressed an interest in purchasing Aegis Cruisers which they could use to defend themselves. (Japan already has four and is considering upgrading their associated air and missile defense capabilities.)

Mainland China, which considers Taiwan a renegade province, is outraged by Taiwan’s interest in Aegis. In his March 11 article in The Washington Post, Michael Kelly noted a senior Chinese official had been quoted as saying that Ms. Albright assured Beijing "it would take the United States a decade to put any missile defense system in place." (emphasis added) Aside from the factual error of this pronouncement, (quite effective defenses could be built in four years if we decided to do so), it hardly alleviated China’s stated concerns—as should have been expected. The response from Chinese Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan was quite to the point: "If some people intend to include Taiwan under theater-missile defense, that would amount to an encroachment on China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity." So, there. What’s the next "carrot," Washington?

Where To Go From Here?

Not only are the Chinese improving their capabilities themselves, but they are becoming even more powerful by acquiring technology from the very country they have threatened to use it against: the United States! And don’t forget, China has long been known as one of the worst disseminators of WMD technology in the world. The core message, therefore, remains the same: the U.S. is threatened with ballistic missile attack in the world today, and other countries are developing or buying their own capabilities quickly.

Even with missile defense as a top priority, it will take three or four years to develop a workable system. And, as the recent Rumsfeld commission concluded, rogue countries—such as North Korea, Iran and Iraq—desiring to develop a ballistic missile capability could do so within five years of a decision to proceed, and the U.S. might not be able to find out about the effort until well into that five-year period. Clearly, the North Korean Taepo Dong launch last August shows the clock is running out on us, and we are moving far too slowly to answer the threat.

We need to abandon our slavish adherence to the ABM Treaty—with a country that went away ten years ago—and build the best defenses American technology affords as soon as possible.

