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The Pacific now has two major Astan powers that are heavily dependent
on imports to fuel their economy and on exports o grow their economy,
Japan and China, along with South Korea and Taiwan, all depend on access
to the Pacific in order to transport their goods and commodities. Since the
U.S. Navy controls the Pacific Ocean, they rely on the United States for
their economic well-being. That is a huge bet for any nation to make on an-
other.

There is another side to this. The United States consumes massive
amounts of Asia’s industrial products, which benefits the United States as a
whole by providing consumers with cheap goods. At the same time, this
trade pattern devastates certain American economic sectors and regions by
undermining domestic industry. What benefits consumers can simultane-
ously increase unemployment and decrease wages, creating complex politi-
cal crosscurrents within the United States. One of the characreristics of the
Uniced States is that it tends to be oversensitive to domestic political con-
cerns because it has a great deal of room to maneuver in foreign policy.
Therefore, regardless of the overall benefits of trade with Asia, the United
States could wind up in a situation where domestic political considerations
force it to change its policy toward Asian imports. That possibility, however
remote, represents a serious threat to the interests of East Asia.

China sends almost one-quarter of all its exports to the United States. If
the United States barred Chinese products, or imposed rariffs that made
Chinese goods uncompetitive, China would face a massive economic crisis.
The same would be true for Japan and other Asian countries. Countries fac-
ing economic disaster become unpredictable. They can become aggressive
in trying o open up other markets, sometimes through political or milicary
pressure.

Milicarily, however, the United States could shut down access to the Pa-
cific Ocean whenever it wished. Economically, the United States is depend-

ent on trade with Asia, but not nearly as dependent as Asia is on trade with
the United States. The United States is also susceptible to internal political
pressures from those groups disproportionately affected by cheaper Astan
imports. It is possible that the United States, responding to domestic pres-
sures, might try to reshape economic relations in the Pacific Basin. One of

the tools it can use is protectionist legistation, backed up by its military
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strength. So East Asia has no real effective counter to an American military
Of ecOonomic move.

Subjectively, the last thing any nation in the region wants is conflict.
Objectively, however, there is a massive imbalance of power. Any shift in
Americas policies could wreak havoc on East Asia, and a shift in American
policy is far from unimaginable. The threat of American sanctions on
China, for example, through which the United States might seek to limic
Chinese importation of oil, strikes at the very heart of the Chinese national
interest. Therefore, the Chinese must use their growing economic strength
to develop military options against the United States. They will simply be
acting in accordance with the fundamental principle of strategic planning:
hope for the best, plan for the worst.

Opver the course of the last fifty years, the western Pacific has dramati-
cally increased its economic power, but not its military power—and that
imbalance has left East Asia vulnerable. China and Japan will therefore have
no choice bu 1o try to increase their military power in the coming century,
which the United States will see as a porenrial threat to U.S. conirol of the
western Pacific. e will interpret a defensive move as aggressive, which objec-
tively it is, whatever their subjective intent. Add to this the ever-evolving na-
tions of South Korea and Taiwan, and the region is cerrain to be a powder
keg during the twenry-first cencury.

What's more, any Astan country that believes that huge mega-surges in
the price of oil are a realistic possibility cannor discount the threat of an
American energy grab. In the near term, the next twenty to fifty years, this
is actually a very real scenario. Any rational Asian power must plan for this.
The only two that have the resources to challenge the United States at sea
are China and Japan, each antagonistic to the other yet sharing 2 common
fear of American behavior during an energy price spike.

Control of the Pacific intersects with a more specific issue—control of
the sea lanes used for energy transportation. The higher the price of oil, and
the longer non-hydrocarbon energy sources are from being a reality, the
greater the likelihood of a confrontation over sea lanes. The imbalance of
power in this region is severe. That, coupled with the issues of energy trans-
port and access to the American markets, gives the Pacific Basin its massive
geopolitical fault line.




