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New developments in the EU's arms embargo against China
Since late spring, interaction between China and Taiwan has emerged as an important topic on the stage of international diplomacy. This is an be attributed to (1) the European Union’s possible termination of its arms embargo against China and (2) China’s enactment of an anti-secession law against Taiwan. The mutual entanglement of these two issues brought a chill over East Asia. Although the EU did not lift its arms embargo against China in 2004, China has not stopped its efforts in seeking to end the embargo. During their visits to Europe (Chinese President) Hu Jintao and (Chinese Premier) Wen Jiabao continued to list the embargo as a priority issue. China also persists in lobbying politicians from the EU and its member states whenever they visit China.
Jack Straw, foreign minister of Britain, which will take over the rotating EU presidency on July 1, 2005, unexpectedly countered Britain’s previous cultivation of “special relations” with the United States by advocating the lifting of the embargo. This move deeply shocked the White House and the U.S. Congress. As a result U.S. President George W. Bush and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice reiterated their resolve to oppose the lifting the embargo. Congress passed a non-binding resolution taking the same stance that also urged the EU not to take unilateral actions that could upset the security balance in the Asia-Pacific region.
During a trip to Europe, Bush publicly stated in Brussels on February 22, 2005 that a lifting of the EU arms embargo against China would advance China’s military modernization and destroy the military balance in the Taiwan Strait.
EU officials, for their part, believe that after lifting the arms embargo against China, the EU will invoke its Code of Conduct for Arms Exports, which was amended in 1998. The code strictly monitors all sales of weapons and military technology to China and guarantees that exports will only be controlled more, rather than less, strictly.
But the U.S. also points out that China’s human rights record is not good and that the shadows of the Tiananmen Incident remain. Moreover, there are some civilian-use instruments, components and technologies that have dual uses. China can easily transfer these civilian-use items to the military and strengthen its military power and defense Industries.
Actually, there are still loopholes in the EU arms embargo against China, as it only bans “major weapons platform” items such as (military) aircraft, naval vessels and lethal items such as heavy machine guns and missiles. The EU has never included weapons subsystems and related dual-use items in its controls. Precision mortars, for instance, are not included in the embargo list. Since 1989 China has been taking advantage of these loopholes to import machine tools, parts and military technology from the EU. The engines for China’s “Song-class” diesel submarines and the new type-054 “Luhai” class destroyers were imported from France and Germany, respectively. Due to their considerable might and strong cruising range, they have early on destroyed the naval power balance in Asia-Pacific region. In the 1990s, Britain even sold China marine navigation detection radar, exporting it at the time on the grounds that it belonged in the category of civilian-use items. France for its part has sold China “Crotale” ship-to-air missiles and launchers. Other EU member states have already supplied China’s military industry with sophisticated production equipment. It is clear that the embargo’s loopholes are very large. In order to upgrade its military strength China exhausts all means to import military-use machinery, processing facilities, and weapons.
It deserves attention that the EU’s 1998 Code of Conduct for Arms Exports lacks binding force as the export of weaponry, dual-use technology, and dual-use products are not completely controlled and not made transparent. Many countries do not report their exports in line with the facts in order to shun controls. Therefore, the EU countries’ exports of weapons and military technology to China will only increase and not decline. According to EU data of already declared exports, exports of military goods and technology to China by the EU countries increased to 400 million euros in 2003 from 54 million euros in 2001. This is a shocking figure. No wonder that China dares to slap the U.S. in the face and establish the anti-secession law against Taiwan. It is evident that the “peacefully rising” China has already found an EU and its member states that is willing to secretly sell it weapons.
At this point in time, the EU and its member states urgently need to make the “Code of Conduct” more binding by upgrading it to a “Common Position” and ordering all member states to honor it.
Second, embargoed items should include military facilities and technology and strictly control in particular the export of dual-use parts and technology to China. The U.S. is extremely concerned about the EU exporting military machinery and technology to China and hopes that the restricted items will include the following: weapons subsystems, missile-related facilities and technology, stealth systems, satellite technology, so-called “double C” command and control warfare items, naval operations platforms, and military aircraft. The U.S. suggests that the EU countries should be able to exert a certain amount of moderation.
Third, the U.S. hopes that the EU will be able to order the member states to submit a list of military goods and technology that they export to China to make exports more transparent.
The U.S. has already conveyed many times the three steps mentioned above to related EU agencies through diplomatic personnel, the secretary of state, and the president and is now quietly awaiting the EU’s response.
However, it is virtually certain that the EU will lift its arms embargo against China, most likely before the end of 2005. If it doesn’t happen in 2005, it will be difficult to drag it out beyond 2006.
In March 2005, a high-ranking British diplomat noted during a visit to Taiwan that it was already very difficult to block the lifting of the EU arms embargo against China in 2005. In the end, commercial and diplomatic interests loom large. Moreover, the EU countries do not feel China’s military threat, (he said).
Should this be the case, collective security in the Asia-Pacific region will be heavily affected and there will be a power shift. Fortunately, the U.S., Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Russia are already making preparations. Moreover, they are in the process of transforming their military structures and deployments and are by no means sitting idle doing nothing. Taiwan also needs to make even greater efforts to reform its military for the sake of its own national security. This cannot be taken lightly!
China’s passage on March 14 of the anti-secession law irritated the European countries and shattered the EU’s original plan to lift the arms embargo in June 2005. On March 26, hundreds of thousands of Taiwanese demonstrated against a Chinese invasion, making Europe and the U.S. see the Taiwan people’s resolve to defend democracy and freedom. While China has the money to abuse loopholes to buy weapons from Europe, the U.S. and Russia and boost its military modernization as it makes preparations to attack Taiwan, its “plot” has now been exposed. Europe and the U.S. have already seen the true face of China’s ambition. Regrettably those in Taiwan who oppose weapons procurement still persist in their resistance but do not blame China for its large-scale procurement of armaments. It makes you wonder what the intentions of these people are!
