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Foreword

The security balance in the Asia-Pacific region has changed significantly in the last five
years, primarily due to the buildup of offensive missile forces by China and the development by
North Korea of longer-range missiles capable of reaching Japan and soon possibly the United
States. Recent missile threat assessments conducted by the U.S. intelligence community have
highlighted these growing challenges to U.S. security and have led many in the United States to
call for missile defenses to protect U.S. troops in Asia as well as the United States in general.
However, a U.S. decision to deploy either theater missile defense (TMD) or national missile
defense (NMD) will introduce a new defense dilemma into the Asian security calculus.

The implications of the missile defense dilemma in Asia are twofold. On one hand, the
United States would be immune to the threat of missile attack against U.S. troops in the region
or on U.S. territory. On the other hand, the resulting diminution in other nations’ security could
drive them to build more capable missiles—able to defeat U.S. missile defense systems—
thereby decreasing regional security and again heightening the missile threat. Reactions to U.S.
missile defense programs differ among Asia-Pacific nations depending on the system to be
deployed (i.e., TMD or NMD), but also depending on their relationship with the United States,
their specific security situation, and their perceptions of how missile defense will change the
balance of power in the region.

In assessing the impact of TMD and NMD on these Asia-Pacific nations, Michael Green,
senior fellow for Asian security at the Council on Foreign Relations and professorial lecturer at
the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, and Toby Dalton, Ph.D. student
in political science at the University of Washington and research intern at The National Bureau
of Asian Research, analyze the current political/strategic context for each Asia-Pacific coun-
try, potential responses to U.S. deployment of TMD and NMD, and other variables that could
affect those reactions. Dr. Green and Mr. Dalton conclude the paper with several recommen-
dations for the U.S. government to consider in making missile defense deployment decisions.
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Despite the fears of many actors in the Asia-Pacific region, Dr. Green and Mr. Dalton
argue that current U.S. TMD plans are unlikely to diminish strategic stability in East Asia. On
the other hand, U.S. NMD may create instability in the region, and the costs of deploying the
system must be weighed against the defense benefits to be gained. The strongest opponents of
U.S. missile defense are, of course, China, Russia, and North Korea, while U.S. allies in the
region (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Australia) generally support TMD and, in some cases
NMD. There are also countries that will be collaterally affected by U.S. missile defense, in
particular India and the countries of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
and their reactions are mixed.

This paper was undertaken with the sponsorship of the United States Pacific Com-
mand (PACOM). As with all NBR studies, the authors are solely responsible for their paper’s
content and recommendations.
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The United States is likely to decide in the near future to deploy theater
missile defense (TMD), and possibly national missile defense (NMD). In
considering the strategic implications of missile defense deployments for the
Asia-Pacific region, it is important to anticipate both the direct and collateral
impact and to separate current rhetoric from potential or likely responses by
regional actors. Current U.S. theater missile defense plans are unlikely to
diminish strategic stability in East Asia, although TMD cooperation with Tai-
wan would certainly undermine U.S. relations with Beijing. U.S.-deployed
national missile defense might provoke responses that affect regional strate-
gic stability and must be weighed against the costs of providing effective
defense against emerging missile threats. NMD based on a boost-phase in-
tercept system might have the least adverse effect on strategic stability and
should be explored more seriously. U.S. allies in the region generally support
TMD, but are cautious regarding U.S. NMD plans. Alliance perspectives
should be a critical part of any decision on NMD. Opponents of missile de-
fense in Asia, particularly China, have few practical options other than prolif-
eration of their missile inventories to redress whatever diminution in their
security missile defense might cause. In this context, it is difficult to distin-
guish planned modernization of nuclear missile forces from deliberate re-
sponses to missile defense. Although President Clinton has deferred an NMD
deployment decision to the next administration, delaying for now the missile
defense dilemma for Asian nations, these questions will not disappear.
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Introduction

The United States is likely to decide in the near future to deploy theater missile defense
(TMD), and possibly national missile defense (NMD).1  These decisions could have a pro-
found effect on the security dynamics of East Asia. Already China, North Korea, and Russia
are warning of negative consequences, while U.S. allies are assessing the costs and benefits of
participating in TMD or supporting the United States should Washington proceed with NMD.
The challenge for U.S. policymakers and military officials, and the primary purpose of this
essay, is to identify the potential consequences, both direct and collateral, of deployment for
these nations, to anticipate their likely reactions, and to determine an approach to missile
defense that will reinforce regional stability. It is difficult to forecast precisely how some nations
will respond and therefore it is necessary to consider: 1) a broad range of contributing political
and economic factors beyond the effect of the weapons systems themselves; 2) the full range
of possible responses; and 3) which responses are most likely, given the costs and benefits to
each particular nation.

The next section of this essay discusses the background to the misile defense debate and
the current status of several U.S. missile defense systems. The following three sections assess
the impact of TMD and NMD on several important nations in the Asia-Pacific region. The
analysis for each nation begins with a discussion of the current strategic and political context.2

Next, potential responses to specific U.S. systems are identified, with forecasting about the
likelihood of each. Finally, other variables that could affect reactions are discussed. Tables
summarizing current policy, security impact, and likely and extreme responses are also in-
cluded for each nation and are useful as a quick reference source. The three sections are

1 A theater missile defense (TMD) system covers a limited geographical area (a theater), while the
U.S. national missile defense (NMD) system will cover the entire nation. The capability of a missile
defense system is characterized by: 1) the speed of the interceptor; 2) the level of threat it can defend
against; 3) the point at which it attacks an incoming missile; and 4) the geographic area it can cover.
Less capable TMD systems like Patriot use slow interceptors against short-range missiles and cover
limited areas such as cities or bases. More capable TMD systems will employ faster interceptors, attack
incoming medium- (MRBMs) or intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) at the edge or just out-
side the earth’s atmosphere, and can cover extended areas (in some cases, such as Japan, the entire
territory of a nation). The U.S. NMD system will use very fast interceptors to attack incoming intercon-
tinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) outside the earth’s atmosphere and will protect all fifty states.

2 For a chronology on TMD in Asia, see “Theater Missile Defense (TMD) in Northeast Asia: An
Annotated Chronology, 1990-Present,” Center for Nonproliferation Studies, available at <http://
cns.miis.edu/research/neasia/tmdchron.htm> (accessed September 15, 2000).



9GREEN AND DALTON

divided into responses by U.S. allies (Japan, the Republic of Korea [ROK], Taiwan, and
Australia), responses by opponents (the People’s Republic of China [PRC], the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea [DPRK], and Russia), and responses by others collaterally af-
fected (India and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations [ASEAN]). The essay closes
with a section of policy recommendations.

Background

Military history is littered with defense dilemmas, usually sparked by advances in weap-
onry and strategy. A defense dilemma typically occurs when a group or nation acquires a
military capability that threatens the security order in its region. To avoid coercion or even
military defeat its neighbors must respond by redressing the imbalance. Thus the dilemma is
how to respond when faced with new weaponry that disturbs the existing order and threatens
peace and security.

In most cases, advances in offensive weaponry induce defense dilemmas. Nations facing
an enemy with a new weapon typically respond by building a similar offensive capability.
When the growing power of the German Navy began to threaten British interests and naval
dominance prior to World War I, the British responded by developing a new type of battle-
ship, the dreadnought, which had overwhelming firepower and range compared to the Ger-
man ships of the time. This began a great race of battleship construction between the two
nations and set the stage for Anglo-German conflict in the first World War. However, re-
sponses to new offensive threats do not always lead to spiraling defense dilemmas of this sort.
When the Soviet Union forward-deployed SS-20 intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs)
beginning in 1977, for example, the United States and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) counterbalanced this threat with Pershings and ground-launched cruise missiles, which
ultimately helped to reestablish strategic stability. In that case, predictions of a defense di-
lemma or a split within the Atlantic alliance proved wrong.

Ballistic missile defense (BMD) is both the result and cause of a different kind of defense
dilemma. On the one hand, it signals a choice to resolve a defense dilemma by defensive rather
than offensive means. On the other hand, introducing a defensive system can upset the security
balance in ways that offensive systems do not by giving the possessor of missile defense the
ability to attack first and then defend against any retaliation.




