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Trump, China and the Struggle for Leadership in Asia

· Explain context. 

· intensified US rivalry with China in Asia—a key element in US hardening against China prevailing for past eight years to defend America from multifaceted and serious Chinese challenge 
· Asian attitudes, expectations and options regarding Trump 2  

· Assess ongoing and likely future US actions toward China and the region
Context: US Hardening against China’s Challenges
Countering China’s challenges became and remains top priority--more important than Ukraine war, Middle East conflict

Hardening underway for eight years

· Explain solid Trump strategy but erratic Trump implementation; Democrats inattentive, Biden dismissive

· Bi-partisan majorities in Congress more resolved—work effectively with Trump administration leaders and later Biden and his team.

What are the dangers and why the urgency and drive to counter China’s challenges
Explain the 3 clusters of challenges

First is the challenge posed by the over three-decades of rapid development of Chinese modern military power tipping the balance in the Indo-Pacific, supporting Chinese territorial expansionism and undermining US alliances and partnerships in seeking dominance in the region. The American strategic presence in the Asia-Pacific region has been based since World War II on preventing the region falling under the control of a power hostile to the United States. If that were to happen, that power would pose a direct threat to the United States, comparable to the threat the US faced from imperial Japan’s dominance in Asia and Nazi Germany’s dominance in Europe in the dark days at the start of World War II. 

Second is the challenge posed by China’s similarly longstanding efforts using state-directed development polices to plunder foreign intellectual property rights and using massive intervention by the wide ranging and well financed apparatus of the Chinese party-state structure to undermine international competitors having increasingly profound negative impacts on US and Western interests. Beijing has done so with hidden and overt state-directed economic coercion, egregious government subsidies, import protection, and export promotion using highly protected and state-supported products to weaken and often destroy foreign competition in key industries. In this way, it recently seeks dominance in major world high technology industries and related military power to displace the United States and secure China’s primacy in Asia and world leadership.

Third is China’s challenge to global governance. More than any other major power, Beijing leverages economic dependence, influence operations including pervasive corruption and elite capture, and control of important infrastructure to compel deference to its preferences. In the Indo-Pacific region, these practices are backed by intimidating Chinese military power. China’s preferences include legitimating the above predatory Chinese economic practices and territorial expansionism; opposition to efforts promoting accountable governance, human rights and democracy; opposition to US alliances seen impeding China’s rise; and support for the forceful foreign advances of Vladimir Putin’s Russia and the rule of other authoritarian and often corrupt world leaders unaccountable to their citizens.  
Two challenges continue to be seen as particularly dangerous, existential threats to fundamental American national security and well being. 

· The first is the Chinese effort to undermine US power and influence in and dominate Asia. 

· The second is the Chinese effort to seek dominance in the high technology industries of the future; such dominance will make America subservient to Chinese economic power, and because such technology is essential to modern national security, subservient to Chinese military power. 

Seeking to avoid Chinese dominance has remained a strong overall driver of the efforts of bipartisan majorities in Congress and administration partners to defend America against China’s challenges. 

Regional Expectations of Trump 2.0
· Few positives seen in past Trump administration and in Trump re-election
· Uncertainty and considerable angst over future US actions in Trump 2.0 adds to serious ongoing concerns of regional governments over:

· conflicting pressures coming from acute US-China rivalry and growing worry over US resolve to provide leadership in the region.

· uncertainty also comes from factors apart from US-China rivalry including: 
· growing protectionism among developed countries cutting off markets for Asia’s export oriented economies, 

· strong domestic opposition in several countries to their current foreign policy stances, 
· North Korea’s continued provocations backed by an expanding nuclear weapons arsenal, 

· failure to resolve the civil war in Myanmar; 

· stark divisions in Asia over Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the likelihood tat Russia’s ally China would do the same against Taiwan

· Often conflicting goals of ever more active regional powers India and Japan and middle powers Australia, Indonesia and South Korea in pursuing policy priorities.
Level of Worry and Concern

Taiwan and Philippines: 
· most anxious—on “front line” facing Chinese pressure and worried about continued US support. Worried about Trump regarding disruption of unilateral big tariff increases and possible deal with China endangering them; worried about US reversal on Russia and war in Ukraine
· Government policy faces strong domestic opposition—adds to angst

South Korea.
· Preoccupied with presidential leadership crisis. 

· Some believe Trump can be managed but others see S Korea targeted on burdensharing and trade surplus with US

· Worried about disruptive tariffs and possible new “deal” with North Korea bypassing S Korea
· Uncertainty over US reversal on Russia-Ukraine

· Korean public opinion broadly dislikes Trump but opposition favors easing tensions with North Korea and avoiding actions opposed by China.

Japan.
· Also on the front lines and anxious, but faces less domestic division than Taiwan, Philippines and S Korea. 

· Fairly confident Trump can be managed without major costs for Japan. 
· More worried about what Trump election and protracted US government dysfunction mean for longer term US leadership in region—fears US disengaging from Asia. Worried about US reversal on Russia and Ukraine
Southeast Asia 
· Most governments judge ongoing hedging, avoiding negatives toward either the US or China and seeking benefit from both, will manage Trump effectively, though abrupt large tariffs will be destabilizing. 

· Singapore also worries about longer term US withdrawal from Asia and US reversal on Russia and Ukraine   
Australia 
· Not worried about Trump given good record of Australia-US ties in first Trump administration

· More worried about what Trump election means for broader US resolve to sustain leadership in Indo-Pacific, longer term US withdrawal from Asia. US reversal on Russia and Ukraine and treatment of Canada and other NATO allies adds to Australian worry
India 
· Not particularly anxious

· Modi consistent with 2016 and 2020 in avoiding favoring a candidate

· Modi welcomes strong US ties as a counterweight to China’s rise but pursues balancing act to sustain close Russian ties, work cooperatively with BRICS, and pursue new Chinese willingness to ease border tensions. India avoids taking sides with West over Ukraine
China

· Not anxious

· ready for negatives posed by Trump; no Chinese compromises; no preference in election
· Trump’s positive outreach prompts cautious responses. Seek to avoid highly disruptive tariffs but wary of dramatic changes under Trump.

· Approves Trump reversal on Russia and Ukraine, while advising US allies and partners on American unreliability. 
· Optimistic longer term view by some—predicting US decline and withdrawal enabling China’s regional ascendance  

Trump administration actions and implications
Four key areas, with special emphasis on the fourth:

1. Trump reversal of Biden’s seeking, gaining and using strong relations with allies and partners to strengthen US power and influence in dealing with major opponents China and Russia. Notably, Trump 1.0 criticism of allies and partners was erratic and much less intense and impactful than the strong Trump 2.0 measures below:
· Most dramatic reversal seen in public disdain of Ukraine and European allies and strong coercive measures targeting Ukraine in seeking a settlement of the Russia-Ukraine war supported by remarkable US rhetorical and policy accommodation of Russia.
· Similarly abrupt and negatively impactful threats directed at allies Canada, Mexico, Denmark, Panama and Columbia to force accommodation with Trump administration priorities. 
· Ongoing complaints from President Trump and administration leaders regarding allies and partners in Europe and Asia are taking advantage of the United States; Trump demands of equitable trade balances, more allied military preparedness and greater military burden sharing.

Possible offsetting factors. The leading representatives of US allies and partners in Indo-Pacific have not been targeted very much on these matters during Trump 2.0, with positive interactions with President Trump and administration leaders. 
2. More tariffs, export and investment controls—causing greater disruption and restrictions in international economic interchanges:
· In the Indo-Pacific region, thus far focused on China—two 10% increases, plus steel tariffs impacting China indirectly; then extraordinary tariff—de facto embargo
· Stated policy on tighter export and investment controls—focused on China

·  “reciprocal tariffs”—In Asia, will hit Japan, S Korea, Taiwan, Vietnam, India; then 90 pause but not for China
Possible offsetting factors. 
· Trump has been consistently and remarkably positive toward Xi Jinping—seeks summit deal with wide ranging issues, especially a “trade deal.”

· Trump 2.0 using threats of big tariffs recalls Trump 1.0. Asian allies and partners are well aware that the experience during Trump 1.0 often resulted in targeted countries making modest concessions to avoid onerous tariffs/restrictions

· Trump’s tariff threats regarding Canada, Mexico as well as China, others fuel inflation expectations and negatively impact US economic prosperity—a top Trump priority. Trump has twice temporarily halted tariffs on Canada and Mexico, presumably to avoid strong negative impacts on US prosperity; followed the same pattern in pausing tariffs for 90 days
· Facing big US tariffs on Chinese imports as well as tighter US investment and export restrictions, US and other companies are disengaging from China, resulting in more US and other investments in nearby countries producing products for the US market--Vietnam is a prime beneficiary in Asia. Trump high tariffs on Vietnam and Cambodia seem related Chinese “pass through” exports to the US market.  Also concurrent Trump policies advancing major tax cuts for US businesses and reducing government regulations could result in a boom of economic growth of uncertain duration that would benefit Indo-Pacific exporters

3. Freezing US foreign aid, threatening the sovereignty of Canada, Panama, Greenland, reversing Biden climate change policies, withdrawing from UN and other international organizations. 

· These actions are criticized widely in the Indo-Pacific. 

· When combined with stark Trump administration rebukes of Ukraine and NATO allies, perceived growing US alignment with Russia, highly disruptive unilateral tariffs and little high-level US positive attention to and consultation with allies and partners, these reinforce a prevailing regional judgment of US disengagement from leadership in the region.
· Specialists in China see this trend facilitating China’s rise to Asian dominance.

4. Trump’s China policy—conflicting trends
· On one hand, Trump is transactional and sees advantage in negotiating with China over trade, other matters and perhaps Taiwan.  

· Trump praises past negotiations with Xi Jinping; voices extraordinary positive remarks about Xi Jinping and possible future negotiations with China—issues include nuclear arms limitations and peace in Ukraine. Contrary to prevailing discourse in Washington in recent years, Trump avoids referring to China as a “threat” to the US. And Trump consistently refuses to discuss what he would do if China attacked Taiwan. NB. Trump 1.0 had a clear national security strategy viewing China as the #1 threat and was strongly supportive of Taiwan, though Trump rarely if ever viewed China as such a danger.

· Trump is much more in control of the US government as president at the start of Trump 2.0 than he was during Trump 1.0 in pushing his priorities at home and abroad. His control of the GOP is unprecedented in recent decades, notably assuring that congressional Republicans long viewing Russia as a major US adversary now support and accommodate President Trump’s recent reversal of that policy.  
· On the other hand, while a trade deal with China similar to the 2020 agreement would be uncontroversial, a reversal of US policy supporting Taiwan and accommodating Chinese expansionism risks big backlash domestically from bi-partisan US majorities of public opinion, media and in Congress who strongly distrust Xi Jinping and oppose his ambitions.

· Trump’s administration actions continue efforts to shore up US economic, military and other capacities and to work with allies and partners to counter and deter Chinese expansionism

· Bipartisan majorities in Congress remain very focused on countering a wide range of often serious challenges posed by Chinese behavior targeted the United States at home and abroad.

· Vice President Vance suggested that the US reversal on Ukraine and Russia did not signal forthcoming accommodation of China, arguing that the pull back from  Ukraine was needed to muster resources to compete with China

· Secretary of State Rubio said the recent accommodation of Russia was needed to weaken the Chinese capacities by undermining the Russian alignment with China.

 Outlook—What to Watch
· The success or failure and the terms of a possible peace deal over Ukraine and its implications for US relations with Russia and with China

· The progress toward and outcome of the anticipated US-China summit

· Trump administration follow through on economic restrictions targeting China along with purported reciprocal tariffs impacting Indo-Pacific countries

· Increase, continuation or decline of Trump administration and bipartisan congressional efforts to strengthen US, allied and partner capacities to deal with challenges posed by Chinese behavior 

· Increase, continuation or decline of regional commentary and other indicators forecasting decline in US capacities and interest in sustaining Indo-Pacific leadership.
Meanwhile, the challenges encountering in assessing the direction of US policy in the Indo-Pacific will be impacted by increase, continuation or decline in support or opposition of US public and media opinion and business opinion and market indicators regarding the dramatic changes in America’s policies in the Trump 2.0 toward international trade and investment, Russia, NATO allies, foreign aid, climate change, international organizations, state sovereignty and international law, human rights and Democracy.
Overall, the US position in Indo-Pacific has resumed the decline relative to China that was slowed and in some cases reversed during the Biden administration. How significant the decline will be remains unclear amid uncertainties of the regional order, Trump’s policies and Beijing’s efforts to capitalize on Trump’s actions offensive to the region. Most regional countries are wary of Chinese dominance and seek US engagement as a needed counterweight to Chinese ambitions, allowing them to hedge, tilting to the US side or the Chinese side when needed but avoiding strong commitment to either.  
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