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Introduction 
 
The National Committee on American Foreign Policy (NCAFP) made its annual fact-finding trip 
to Taipei, Beijing, and Seoul from December 6-16, 2017. The delegation was led by former U.S. 
Ambassador Raymond Burghardt, former Chairman of the American Institute in Taiwan (AIT), 
who stepped up at the last minute to fill in for NCAFP President Ambassador Rosemary DiCarlo 
who could not make the trip, and included: RADM Michael McDevitt (USN, ret), Center for 
Naval Analyses; Evans Revere, former Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for East 
Asia and the Pacific; Ralph Cossa, Pacific Forum CSIS; and Rorry Daniels, NCAFP.  
 

Overview 
 
The NCAFP fact-finding trip took place just weeks after U.S. President Donald Trump’s visit to 
Japan, Korea, China, Vietnam, and the Philippines, where he underscored U.S. concerns about 
North Korea’s growing nuclear weapons and missile capabilities, reinforced America’s defense 
commitments to Korea and Japan, quietly reaffirmed his administration’s commitment to arms 
sales to Taiwan, and pushed for a “truly free and open Indo-Pacific,” while laying out his 
administration’s preference for bilateral (versus multilateral) trade arrangements during his 
participation in the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Leaders’ Meeting in Danang. 
 
The visit was also held in the wake of China’s 19th Party Congress, which saw Xi Jinping further 
consolidate his power while apparently laying the groundwork for his continuation in power 
beyond his second five-year term in office as Party Chairman and President. Most notably for 
the purposes of our visit, Xi’s three-plus hour speech contained only six minutes on cross-Strait 
issues, and included a reference to peaceful reunification, while stressing the need for Taipei to 
accept the “1992 consensus” as the basis for further cooperation. 
 
The visit also was conducted in the shadow of heightening tensions between the U.S. and DPRK, 
following Pyongyang’s late November nighttime test launch of the Hwasong-15 ICBM which was 
assessed as having sufficient range to hit most, if not all targets in the continental U.S., and 
saber-rattling by both sides which has increased the fears in many quarters of an impending war 
on the Korean Peninsula. 
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These developments provided a dramatic backdrop as the delegation met with a broad array of 
senior leaders and foreign policy officials, current and former diplomats and military officials, 
experts, scholars, and think tanks to better understand how these challenges—and the Trump 
administration’s responses thus far—shaped the security environment. This report conveys the 
main impressions, conclusions, and recommendations emanating from the group’s visit to 
Taiwan, the PRC, and the Republic of Korea. 
 

Taipei 
 
If the Taiwan reaction to the 19th Party Congress and subsequent Trump visit to Beijing could be 
summed up in a single word, it would be relief. In both instances, they feared much worse would 
have happened. While both concern over Beijing’s long-term intentions and frustration with its 
general lack of good will toward Taiwan remained high, few expressed any sense of urgency or 
crisis in dealing with the Mainland. The cross-Strait agreements negotiated by the Ma 
administration remained in place and were generally being honored and administrative issues 
with their implementation were being handled, albeit with a bit more difficulty than before 
because of the absence of formal contacts and exchanges. It was (almost) business as usual.  
 
Xi Jinping, at present, appeared internally focused and political leadership changes for the most 
part have not yet been announced. Many had feared that Xi would focus on Taiwan at the 19th 
Party Congress or even set a date for reunification; he did not. Some were now looking toward 
the March 2018 National Peoples’ Congress for the appointment of key party and State Council 
figures, moves that could further clarify the direction of the PRC’s policy toward Taiwan. In the 
meantime, concerns that Taiwan would be identified as a Xi “legacy issue” have subsided, at 
least for now. 
      
There has also been a marked up-tick in Mainland tourism in the months following the Party 
Congress, which most saw as a positive sign, if maintained. But, if the soft part of Beijing’s “soft-
hard” approach toward Taiwan was getting softer, the hard part also appeared to be getting 
harder. PLA Navy and especially Air Force activity in the vicinity of Taiwan was increasing and 
there was fear that additional allies, most notably Palau and possibly Honduras, might be the 
next to switch diplomatic recognition from the ROC to PRC. Taiwan interlocutors noted and 
appreciated the extra efforts the Trump administration has been making in shoring up its 
alliances but worry that reductions in U.S. aid in Latin America and the South Pacific could 
create a void that Beijing would be all too eager to fill. Meanwhile, the arrest of Taiwan human 
rights activist Lee Ming-che on the Mainland for “crimes” committed in Taiwan—exercising his 
freedom of speech to criticize human rights on the Mainland—was sobering and likely to lead to 
self-censorship among those hoping to deal with the Mainland. 
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One of Beijing’s “soft” approaches also elicited a great deal of concern. At the 19th Party Congress, 
Xi stressed the advantages available to the people of Taiwan if they came to the Mainland. This 
enticement has been backed up by a new program aimed at attracting the best and brightest 
among Taiwan’s youth, especially recent PhD recipients, with job opportunities on the Mainland. 
The PRC was also offering all-expenses-paid summer camp opportunities to local young elites as 
part of a renewed “hearts and minds” effort. While some expressed confidence that the youth of 
Taiwan would not be easily swayed—familiarity often breeds contempt—most agreed Beijing 
was being smarter in its approach to Taiwan and worried about the long-term impact of any 
potential brain drain. 
 
Domestic politics, as always, was on everyone’s mind. The 2018 local elections were seen as a 
test of the ruling Democratic Progressive Party’s continued strength, and DPP officials seemed 
confident (but not complacent) as the local elections approached. Domestic issues like labor and 
pension reform were foremost on people’s minds, not security or cross-Strait concerns. There 
was concern, however, about a seemingly organized and aggressive “fake news” campaign, 
largely attributed to the PRC, that was keeping the government on the defensive. While the 
economy has shown signs of improvement (2.5 percent GDP growth this year compared to 
around 1 percent in recent years), there were concerns about government mismanagement of 
labor reform efforts. Meanwhile, the once-powerful Kuomintang (KMT or Chinese  
Nationalist Party) is searching for a cause and a platform that would bring it back to power in 
the coming years. 
 
The day the group arrived, the Legislative Yuan passed a sweeping “Act on Promoting 
Transitional Justice” to investigate and punish abuses by the old Kuomintang government 
between August 15, 1945 and 1999, when the last legal provisions related to martial law were 
abolished. The law also called for the removal of “authoritarian-era symbols” (read: anything 
paying tribute to or commemorating Chiang Kai-Shek). Proponents saw the need to “inform the 
public about former institutions of repression” and remove “the idolization of dictators and state 
oppression” as necessary for healing old wounds; opponents saw the effort crossing the fine line 
between reconciliation and retribution and feared this would strike a death blow to the already 
weakened main opposition party, thus threatening Taiwan democracy as a whole. How the DPP 
implements this policy will bear careful watching. 
 
All in all, there was little serious discussion about cross-Strait security issues. The Tsai 
administration appears committed to a strategy of deterrence and assured us that the 2.5 
percent growth in GDP would result in a matching increase in defense spending in the coming 
year. This could largely be consumed by the necessary increase in salary and benefits that will be 
required to transition to an all-volunteer force. The ruling DPP seemed open to the prospects of 
cross-Strait dialogue but not optimistic that this would occur. 
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Taiwan officials were also quick to note their solid support for U.S.-led international efforts to 
further isolate and condemn the DPRK over its missile and nuclear programs. This, plus some 
high-profile Taiwan job-creating investments in the U.S., has generated additional good will in 
an administration and Congress that already demonstrated stronger than usual support for 
Taiwan. Given the Trump administration’s eagerness for bilateral trade deals (which few in the 
region seem to be responding to), this might be a good time for Taiwan to address long-standing 
U.S. complaints including U.S. pork exports to Taiwan and offer a bilateral trade deal, if 
domestic constraints could be overcome. 
 
Underlying all the team’s meetings was growing concern about continued American leadership 
and commitment to Asia and China’s growing efforts to “fill the void.” Some talked about the 
“new security environment” while others were more blunt in worrying that decisions like the 
abandonment of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (which Taiwan aspired to join in the second 
round) signaled an end to American economic leadership which would have important security 
ramifications as well, noting that the “changing regional dynamics” might make it necessary for 
Taiwan and other regional partners to “make changes.” While official statements by other senior 
officials were reassuring, President Trump’s unpredictability (and tweets) were unsettling. The 
fear was that many countries in the region would start looking first to Beijing rather than 
Washington; Taipei had nowhere else to turn. 
 
After formal meetings had ended in Taipei, the news spread about PRC Embassy official Li 
Kexin’s comments in Washington starkly warning that U.S. ship visits to Taiwan ports would 
activate the Anti-Secession Law: “The day that a U.S. Navy vessel arrives in Kaohsiung is the day 
that our People’s Liberation Army unifies Taiwan with military force.” As a result, it was not a 
topic of discussion in Taipei. It was, however, a brief topic of conversation in Beijing. 
 

Beijing 
 
The lack of a sense of urgency in dealing with the cross-Strait issue evidenced in Taipei also 
largely prevailed in Beijing, with one important caveat. While Xi Jinping had not established a 
timetable for reunification, it remained an “urgent” priority for Beijing. The fact that Xi only 
devoted six minutes to Taiwan in his 19th Party Congress speech should not be interpreted as a 
lack of importance or priority. Xi stressed peaceful development and peaceful reunification but 
remains firm on sovereignty. Interpreting Xi’s desire to realize the “China Dream” by the PRC’s 
2049 centennial should not be over-interpreted as setting a deadline, however. 
 
Chinese interlocutors were willing to acknowledge that Taiwan leader Tsai Ing-wen had thus far 
not rocked the boat and had been cautious in what she said about cross-Strait relations. This 
showed she was smarter (or trickier) than Chen Shui-bian, but virtually every Chinese we talked 
with remained convinced that her goal remains independence and that her actions to date show 
a slow but steady march in that direction. While Americans worried about the impact the 
transitional justice campaign might have on the democratic process, from the Mainland’s point 
of view, it was all about “desinification.”  
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In response, China was indeed reaching out to young professionals in Taiwan and offering 
economic incentives to come study and work on the Mainland, as part of their concerted effort 
to improve the lives of the Chinese people on Taiwan. Beijing’s commitment to “peaceful 
development” was also behind the decision to continue to honor the 21 agreements negotiated 
with the Ma administration. Low-level contacts and some level of cooperation were continuing 
despite the DPP having come to power, but more formal contacts—TAO-MAC and ARATS-SEF—
would remain officially suspended until and unless Tsai accepted the 1992 consensus or some 
other “One China” formulation as the basis for further cooperation. Party-to-Party dialogue with 
the DPP had as a precondition the abandonment, or at least the “freezing” of the DPP’s 
independence clause. 
 
Chinese officials and experts acknowledged the political difficulty in accepting these constructs 
and doubted that Tsai would accept the 1992 consensus anytime soon but were firm in the need 
for her to take this final step if she truly wanted to put cross-Strait relations back on the right 
track (which most in Beijing were convinced she does not want to do). Taiwan’s “go South” 
policy was seen not just as an attempt at economic diversification but also as a political move 
aimed at pursuing a separate Taiwan identity.  Changing the referendum law was also seen as 
potentially troubling. All these initiatives were evidence that Tsai was not committed to 
maintaining the status quo. 
 
That said, many Chinese were cautiously optimistic that time was on their side and insisted that 
there were positive signs of increased acceptance of the Mainland on Taiwan. Surprisingly, there 
were also a number of references to “one country, two systems”; in recent years, Chinese 
interlocutors have not stressed this formula given their awareness that it is totally unacceptable 
to Taiwan (and its application in Hong Kong reinforces Taiwan suspicions). At least one Chinese 
senior official opined that the cross-Strait relations were being sustained despite U.S. efforts. 
This point of view received strong push-back from the U.S. delegation. 
 
Chinese expressed deep confusion regarding U.S. policy formulation and direction both in 
general and vis-a-vis Taiwan but seemed willing to tread carefully around these inconsistencies 
for the time being. Li Kexin's “forced unity” comments were downplayed or identified as “not an 
official position,” even though they “reflected the common concerns of the Chinese people.” 
There was little discussion of arms sales in general but some push-back on the American side’s 
understanding that President Trump informed President Xi during the summit that such sales 
would continue. 
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Chinese viewed the Trump visit in generally positive terms, stressing the level of cooperation 
and “common views” toward North Korea.  Questions were raised about the Trump 
administration’s emerging “Indo-Pacific” formulation. While the reference at this point seems 
more of a slogan than a strategy, the group advised our Chinese counterparts to stay tuned and 
check out the soon-to-be released National Security Strategy (NSS). (They are not likely to be 
pleased with what they see: the NSS notes that “a geopolitical competition between free and 
repressive visions of world order is taking place in the Indo-Pacific region” and makes clear the 
challenge comes from China.) 
 
There was an underlying concern in Beijing that the current trade “truce” was not likely to last. 
While President Trump blamed past deficits on the ineffective performance of his predecessors, 
it was clear he was expecting better results. For its part, China is hoping that it can deflect 
attention away from the trade deficit because it doesn't make good economic or strategic sense 
to directly address U.S. concerns. Beijing will try to get away with doing as little as possible to 
keep Trump placated. Chinese also sought (but did not receive) clarification as to what Trump’s 
“red lines” were vis-a-vis North Korea and if talk of “preventive war” was bluffing or real. 
 
On the last day of our Beijing visit, word of Secretary Tillerson’s offer of unconditional talks with 
the DPRK reached China and was positively received, even as some (on both sides) wondered if 
the White House would reinforce this more flexible approach. (It didn’t.) North Korea experts in 
China were supportive of increasing pressure on Pyongyang to compel it to “make the right 
choice” between nuclear weapons and economic development but others more sympathetic 
toward the North tried to downplay the extent of the threat. The internal debate on North Korea 
policy continues in China, with most expecting Beijing to get incrementally tougher on the 
DPRK, while at the same time avoiding any actions that might threaten North Korea’s stability 
and opposing steps that might lead to a conflict on the Korean Peninsula. 
 
Many on both sides were surprised by Secretary Tillerson’s revelations about Sino-U.S. 
contingency planning in the event of a North Korea collapse. Americans hoped that China would 
not disavow these comments since they might provide a wake-up call to Pyongyang, especially 
when combined with reports of refugee camps being built along the China-North Korea border. 
Some Chinese dismissed these reports as “rumors” while others thought they might be a 
provincial rather than central government initiative. Either way, the reports sent a useful 
message to Pyongyang about possible preparations underway for a DPRK collapse. 
 
Surprisingly there was little discussion on the “decline of American power,” which had been a 
common theme in recent years. While Chinese were both proud and confident about their 
growing international clout, this did not come through in an overbearing manner. The stress 
was on upholding the current international order without even a passing mention of modifying 
the rules. There was also little discussion of other security issues beyond Taiwan and North 
Korea. The South China Sea issue received only a passing comment that it had “calmed down.” 
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As the group was leaving Beijing for Seoul, ROK President Moon Jae-in and his entourage were 
en route to Beijing for their state visit. Prior to his arrival, Chinese interlocutors were 
circumspect regarding Beijing’s expectations for the visit. While THAAD seldom came up in our 
discussions, there was no indication that this issue had been laid to rest as it applied to Sino-
ROK relations. 
 

Seoul 
 
President Moon’s visit to China was a central topic of discussion during the delegation’s visit to 
Seoul, and assessments of the visit ranged from cautious to negative. The dissatisfaction 
centered around the way Moon and his delegation were treated. They were greeted by a too-
junior official, had no high-level meetings the first day (senior officials were all in Nanjing for 
the 80th anniversary of the Nanjing Massacre), met with third-tier businessmen, and watched 
Chinese security guards brutally beat up two press corps journalists. While there was no joint 
statement or joint press conference (reportedly at Korea’s request), President Xi still made 
several references to the “three no’s”—no additional THAAD deployments, no ROK participation 
in a U.S.-led regional missile defense network, and no trilateral alliance among the ROK, Japan, 
and U.S.—a topic Moon wanted to avoid. If the purpose of the trip was to get the relationship 
back on track, it appeared to have fallen short. Subsequent actions by China, including PLA Air 
Force flights near Korean airspace and renewed cuts in Chinese tourism to South Korea, suggest 
that Beijing continues to convey its irritation with Seoul.  
 
President Moon also failed to get President Xi’s promise to attend the opening ceremony of the 
Pyeongchang Olympics on February 9, another apparent reason for the trip. South Korean 
officials  seemed  optimistic  about persuading Pyongyang to also send a team. There were no 
references about UN Ambassador Nikki Haley’s earlier comments about U.S. participation, 
which seems to now be taken for granted. 
 
Korean officials and experts of all political stripes also largely spoke with one voice in supporting 
the “enhanced pressure” campaign against North Korea being pursued by the United States. 
None seemed optimistic that China would put sufficient pressure on Pyongyang to force a 
strategic choice between nuclear weapons and economic survival, however. Most agreed “the 
time is not right” for talks—they welcomed Tillerson’s remarks but did not seem surprised when 
the White House “corrected” them—although many in the government clearly hoped the time 
would become right by the February 9 Olympic opening ceremonies.  
 
Complaints about U.S. “mixed signals” and fears of U.S. military action were largely bipartisan 
concerns, although a number of conservatives supported a policy of regime change as the only 
way to compel the North to give up its nuclear weapons. One progressive scholar emphasized 
deep-seated Korean concerns over the possibility of U.S. preemptive or preventive military 
action against North Korea and warned that such action could have serious consequences for the 
U.S.-ROK alliance and would lead to an outburst of anti-American sentiment in the South. 
There was widespread applause for President Trump’s National Assembly speech and for his 
remarks at the State Dinner. There was also widespread concern about Secretary Tillerson’s 
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continued credibility; several opined that they doubted Pyongyang would respond positively to 
Tillerson’s “no conditions” comments because they doubted he really spoke for President Trump. 
 
Korean officials said they were surprised that Secretary Tillerson spoke openly about Sino-U.S. 
contingency planning in the event of a North Korean collapse but did not profess surprise over 
the fact that such planning was taking place, indicating that they had been informed by 
Washington of this activity. Korean academics were largely unaware that the contingency 
comments had even been made; neither the local nor international press seemed to pick up on 
the importance of this revelation. One saw it as another example of Korea-passing, assuming his 
government was unaware of the activity. Most agreed that it sent a useful message to the North, 
nonetheless. 
 
Government officials and Progressives seemed disappointed (and conservatives were generally 
relieved) that President Moon’s attempts at outreach toward the DPRK had been ignored or 
rebuffed. A number of reasons for the snub were given, the most prominent being “we are just 
not that important to Pyongyang right now.” Government officials assured us that the Moon 
government was firmly opposed to the redeployment of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons to the 
Peninsula, despite growing public support and loud clamor from conservatives arguing for such 
a deployment “under dual ROK/U.S. control.” 
 
While Seoul remains in synch with Washington on how best to approach the North, the Blue 
House is also undertaking a comprehensive review of its North Korea policy, which it will share 
with its U.S. ally before making it public. While Seoul seemed to still reject the Russian/Chinese 
“freeze-for-freeze” proposals (trading a halt in missile and nuclear testing for a halt or reduction 
in U.S./ROK military exercises), some well-informed Koreans suggested that other freeze 
variants might be discussed, but that these would entail a complete program or activity halt (not 
just testing) with appropriate verification. 
 
No one on the Korean side brought up the topic of renegotiating the Korea-U.S. Free Trade 
Agreement (KORUS FTA). When asked, officials indicated that they were deep into a KORUS 
FTA review and would soon be prepared to enter into negotiations. Koreans were concerned that 
KORUS FTA talks would overlap with talks for a renewed Special Measures Agreement (a.k.a. 
host nation support) and somehow be linked. They hoped that the U.S. would “not just focus on 
numbers,” but keep larger geopolitical issues in mind during these potentially parallel 
negotiations. Of interest, the term OPCON Transfer was never uttered during any of our 
discussions.  
 
Not unlike Taiwan, opposition party leaders felt the ruling party was conducting a coordinated 
campaign of intimidation and coercion aimed at silencing its critics. A respected political leader 
acknowledged that some enthusiastic ruling party supporters were employing aggressive and 
coercive techniques but doubted it was a coordinated or organized effort.  
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Recommendations and Conclusions 
 
While President Trump’s Asia trip went a long way toward reassuring America’s allies of 
Washington’s commitment to regional security, many in the region (and in the United States) 
remain confused regarding the Trump administration’s strategy toward North Korea and its 
broader approach to the Indo-Pacific in general, especially given the mixed signals emanating 
out of Washington. The White House’s “correction” of Secretary Tillerson’s “no conditions” offer 
of talks is just the latest in a series of statements that have cast doubt among many we have 
talked to—and we suspect in Pyongyang as well—regarding Secretary Tillerson’s credibility. If 
the intent is to play “good cop, bad cop,” it is clearly not working. 
 
It would appear prudent that future comments on Asia policy (and on U.S. foreign policy in 
general) emanating from the State Department be cleared in advance with the White House and 
publicly backed by administration spokespersons after they are made. The just-released (shortly 
after the conclusion of our trip) National Security Strategy might provide some clarity but an 
Indo-Pacific Strategy Report, similar to the series of East Asia strategy reports issued by the 
George H.W. Bush and Clinton administrations would provide much-needed clarity, especially 
in better defining the nature of Sino-U.S. relations. 
 
Talk in Washington about “preventive war” also has allies and friends in the region unnerved. 
Assertions that “North Korea can’t be deterred” are counterproductive; they can cause allies to 
lose faith in the United States’ extended deterrence. Meanwhile, unpredictability in one’s foreign 
policy may—or may not—prove advantageous in dealing with real or potential adversaries; 
antagonists may be cautious if they are not sure where your “red lines” are, but they also may be 
tempted to act preemptively if they think hostilities are imminent. When it comes to allies and 
friends, however, unpredictability is hardly ever advantageous and can prompt them to seek 
other means of ensuring their security. 
 
Cross-Strait issues at present seem manageable. It would appear that President Tsai has gone 
about as far as she can go in accepting the 1992 consensus without actually uttering the term 
and that Beijing is not prepared to meet her even one-fifth of the way. There was one small hint 
of positive movement in the area of party-to-party talks between the DPP and CCP however; 
President Xi mentioned the possibility of “communications with the parties on the island” 
during his 19th Party Congress remarks. While it might be politically impossible for the DPP to 
remove its “independence clause” from the Party’s Charter (a long-standing PRC precondition), 
some on the Mainland suggested that “freezing” the clause might increase the possibility of 
party-to-party dialogue. At any rate, some low-level contacts appear to be ongoing and these 
should be encouraged and supported. 
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The Moon administration is struggling with the challenge of balancing the necessity of a strong 
U.S.-ROK alliance and close cooperation with Washington with the desire to improve relations 
with Beijing in order to gain Beijing’s cooperation in pressuring Pyongyang and in lifting the 
(unofficial but de facto) economic sanctions still being imposed on the Moon administration 
over its acceptance of even a limited THAAD deployment. While Seoul seems committed to 
remaining in lock step with Washington over North Korea, talk of preventive war has many 
rattled and few are reassured by assurances that Washington would first consult with (much less 
gain permission from) Seoul before engaging on any military action against the North. It is 
absolutely essential that Washington and Seoul truly remain on the same page with each being 
fully aware of the priorities and planned actions of the other. 
 
Efforts by the ruling parties in Both Taiwan and Korea to redress past grievances also need to be 
closely monitored to ensure they do not result in political retribution activities that stretch or 
break the rule of law and jeopardize a viable two- (or more) party system. 
 


