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Executive summary

Introduction

China has embarked on an ambitious expansion,
modernization, and diversification of its nuclear forces
and established a nascent nuclear triad. This nuclear
expansion, alongside China’s expanding capabilities
in the space, cyber, and artificial intelligence (Al)
domains, raises questions about China’s intent and
future deterrence posture given its core interests in
the Indo-Pacific region. These changes could have
direct consequences for US allies and partners in the
Indo-Pacific region, especially in the context of US-
led military and economic actions against China in
the event of a conflict. Thus, US and allied decision-
making require renewed examination in light of
China’s “all-domain” deterrence and compellence
approach.

Findings summary

This project finds that a Taiwan crisis could pose
a near-existential threat to Chinese President
Xi Jinping’s reign under specific circumstances,
potentially provoking a nuclear first-use response.
Specifically, should China’s leadership perceive that
any form of “reunification” with Taiwan, substantial or
symbolic, has been rendered impossible and that the
current generation of leadership, if not the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) itself, is in danger, China will
use all measures to stave off defeat.

This  project several

observations:

yields additional key

e Currently flawed US institutional assumptions
regarding China’s strategic decision-making
calculus must be checked, particularly on
Beijing’s likely approach to a perceived zero-
sum, near-existential threat to Xi’s reign.

e Structural issues within the US government
decision-making process contribute to an
adverse escalation dynamic and resource
tensions between conventional and nuclear
warfighting.

e There could be an increased likelihood of a
limited nuclear exchange in a future Indo-Pacific
crisis scenario. Allied pressure could significantly
shape US decision-making on nuclear retaliation.

e China’s relationship with Russia may shape China’s
decision-making calculus on nuclear first use.

e Third-party countries could play a role in limiting
China’s escalatory actions.

Methodology

To better understand China’s nuclear expansion,
deterrence posture, and core interests in the
Indo-Pacific region, the project looked ahead to
2032, projecting the conventional and nuclear
capabilities and postures of the United States, China,
and all major stakeholders during a Chinese invasion
of Taiwan.

By consulting dozens of experts, stakeholders,
and operators; reviewing extensive literature; and
conducting a mini table-top exercise (TTX), the
project modeled China’s intent and behavior based
on its political structure and its perception of core
interests.

The follow-on full-scale TTX and the after-action
review explored US decision-making through
multi-cell representation of the US government.
The research team identified key variables driving
inadvertent nuclear escalation between the United
States and China in the near future and developed
mitigation measures for the US government over the
five- to ten-year horizon.
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Introduction

China’s rapidly improving nuclear capabilities and
expanding nuclear arsenal underpin its recent rise
as a nuclear peer power. For the United States and
its allies in the Indo-Pacific region, the uncertainty
of China’s intentions behind this nuclear expansion
poses a major challenge. It necessitates a revisit
of the fundamental assumptions underpinning US
and allied planning and preparation for a potential
conflict with China.

The 2022 White House National Security Strategy’
and National Defense Strategy?identified Chinaasthe
only competitor with both the intent and, increasingly,
the economic, diplomatic, military, and technological
wherewithal to reshape the international order.
The 2022 United States Nuclear Posture Review
noted how China has embarked on an ambitious
expansion, modernization, and diversification of its
nuclear forces and established a nascent nuclear
triad.® The report further assessed that Beijing will
likely possess at least 1,000 deliverable warheads by
the end of the decade.? China also sustains extensive
and ambitious space operations. According to
the Department of Defense’s 2022 China Military
Power Report®, as of 2021, China’s 260 intelligence,
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) satellites were
the largest collection of such constellations globally
other than the United States’. The transformation of
China’s military capabilities no longer represents
the linear, stepwise modernization of an outmoded
military that characterized the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) for the past two decades.

Since the PLA launched its major internal command
and service restructuring in 2015, previous doctrinal
and teaching publications acquired and exploited by
Western analysts are out of date and likely declining
in relevance. By extension, much of the Western

analysis of PLA plans, operations, and concepts of
deterrence and escalation control are also likely to
be out of date.

China’s rapid expansion of strategic warfighting
capabilities (i.e., nuclear forces, space/counterspace
systems, and  cyber/information operations)
represents tremendous discontinuity in the pace,
scope, and scale of the PLA’'s transformation,
necessitating a major US reassessment of Chinese
strategy, doctrine, and warfighting operations. The
commonly accepted notion that deliberate Chinese
nuclear force modernization is characterized as
“running faster to stay in the same place” to sustain
a minimal retaliatory posture is assessed to have
evolved. China now has a higher likelihood of using
its newfound nuclear power to more actively deter
or compel® its opponents and safeguard its core
interests. This includes perceived external threats
that could negatively impact domestic political
interests.

Asastepinthisreassessment,this projectreevaluated
China’s strategy, doctrine, and warfighting concepts
in light of its ongoing rapid transformation into a
peer nuclear power, examined implications of this
assessment for future US contingencies in the Indo-
Pacific region, and produced several actionable
findings and recommendations for US government
decision-makers that can be addressed in the next
five- to ten-year horizon.

The most consequential potential future flashpoint
between the United States and China is the Taiwan
Strait. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) considers
Taiwan to be part of its territory. Chinese President
Xi Jinping, China’s most powerful ruler since Mao
Zedong, has refused to rule out the use of force in

1 Joseph R. Biden Jr., National Security Strategy of the United States of America, White House, October 2022, 4-6, https://www.whitehouse.gov/
wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Biden-Harris-Administrations-National-Security-Strategy-10.2022.pdf.

2  Department of Defense (DOD), 2022 National Defense Strategy, 2022, https://media.defense.gov/2022/0ct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-

NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.PDF.

3 Congressional Research Service, “2022 Nuclear Posture Review,” In Focus, December 6, 2022, https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/

IF12266.

Congressional Research Service, “2022 Nuclear Posture Review.”

5 DOD, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China, 2022, https://media.defense.gov/2022/
Nov/29/2003122279/-1/-1/1/2022-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA.PDF.

6  China likely does not make a distinction between deterrence and compellence. In the official strategy for the PLA Rocket Force, “all-domain
deterrence (&85 )" is more accurately translated as “all-domain deterrence and compellence.”
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Taiwanese domestically-built Indigenous Defense Fighters (IDF) (also known as the AIDC F-CK-1 Ching-kuo) perform in
formation during a ceremony commemorating the 25th anniversary of Taiwan’s IDF at Ching Chuan Kang Air Base in
Taichung, Taiwan, July 14, 2017. REUTERS/Tyrone Siu.

“unifying” Taiwan with the mainland.” The PLA has
spent most of its history building up its force around
the objective of taking Taiwan by military means. As
recently as October 2022, Secretary of State Antony
Blinken publicly warned that China “wants to speed
up its seizure of Taiwan.”® Given this assessment,
the research team determined that a hypothetical
Taiwan invasion provided fertile ground to examine
China’s near-term use of its nuclear peer status and
developed a scenario set in 2032 to explore this
possibility.

This project focused predominantly on exploring
China’s nuclear intent and use of more traditional
nuclear signaling mechanisms, with limited inclusion
of emerging domains such as space and cyber.
However, future work reconsidering Chinese
warfighting in scenarios involving the United States
must expand in scope to include not only nuclear
deterrence and escalation, but also the high
potential for China’s “all-domain” deterrence and
compellence actions in the space/counterspace and
cyber domains.

7 “Xi: China Will Not Rule Out Force in Taiwan,” Deutsche Welle, October 16, 2022, https://www.dw.com/en/xi-china-will-never-rule-out-use-of-

force-in-taiwan/a-63454226.

8  “China Wants to ‘Speed Up’ Its Seizure of Taiwan, Blinken Says,” Bloomberg, October 27, 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2022-10-26/blinken-says-china-wants-to-speed-up-its-seizure-of-taiwan?embedded-checkout=true.
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Findings summary

The findings of the project can largely be divided into
two categories: the exploration of China’s intent and
behavior in light of its expanding capabilities, and the
implications of such behavior for the United States
and its allies in a scenario where China invades
Taiwan. This project finds that a Taiwan crisis could
pose a near-existential threat to Xi’'s regime under
specific circumstances, potentially provoking a
nuclear first-use response. Additionally, the United
States’ and allies’ potential misunderstandings
of China’s interests and misinterpretation of PRC
signaling could have catastrophic consequences.

Insights based on applying an understanding of
China’s shifting nuclear intent and capabilities to a
Taiwan invasion scenario yielded a few important
observations:

e Currently flawed US institutional assumptions
regarding China’s strategic decision-making
calculus must be checked, particularly on
Beijing’s likely approach to a perceived zero-
sum, near-existential threat to Xi’s reign. A failed
PRC invasion of Taiwan, without a credible off-
ramp for China to claim victory, could threaten
Xi’s reign, even if the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) and its rule over China persist under
difficult conditions. The need to prevent such
failure would likely justify the use of any and all
measures, including nuclear employment, once
the invasion is underway. Therefore, under a
hypothetical 2032 Taiwan invasion scenario,
it is plausible that Xi and the CCP leadership®
might plan for the potential of nuclear
employment, both to deter continued US and
allied intervention and to reverse a conventional
overmatch for the PLA if necessary.

e Structural issues within the US government
decision-making process contribute to an
adverse escalation dynamic and resource
tensions between conventional and nuclear
warfighting. The siloed nature of the US
government and its approach to courses
of action (COA) formulation hinders the

integration of specialized expertise across lower
organizational levels. This fragmentation leads
to disjointed and often flawed recommendations
which senior decision-makers struggle to
thoroughly evaluate and synthesize before
implementation activities due to time constraints.
The misreading of China’s core interests
contained in these disjointed COAs leads to
tension between the United States’ winning

a conventional war and maintaining nuclear
deterrence, and also creating uncertain trade-
offs in scarce military resources.

There is an increased likelihood of a limited
nuclear exchange in a future Indo-Pacific crisis
scenario. Allied pressure could significantly
shape US decision-making on nuclear retaliation.
Due to Japan’s and the Republic of Korea’s
weakened conventional posture fighting over
Taiwan, both countries may push to ramp up
nuclear signaling. This could produce pressure
for the United States to escalate in the nuclear
realm, in contrast to US desire to manage nuclear
escalation. Additional divergent interests among
allies could spur unilateral attacks against China,
contributing to China’s consideration of nuclear
first use and further pressuring the United States
into nuclear retaliation to maintain the credibility
of its extended deterrence commitment to allies
in the region.

China’s relationship with Russia may shape
China’s decision-making calculus on nuclear first
use. Additionally, Russia may also exploit any
crisis by exercising nuclear coercion to achieve
its own ends.

Third-party countries could play a role in limiting
China’s escalatory actions. While these countries
are unlikely to fundamentally change China’s
core intention for using nuclear weapons, its risk-
reward calculations and potential for escalation
are still susceptible to external influences.

9  China ‘s nuclear decision-making is extremely siloed. In preparation for a major conflict, China could assemble a Supreme Headquarters
(Supreme HQ) to coordinate the war effort. The Supreme HQ would likely consist of the Central Military Commission (CMC), the Politburo,
the Politburo Standing Committee (PBSC), as well as key economic figures. This body would coordinate all major issues concerning the war,

including non-military aspects such as economic and personnel mobilization.
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Methodology

The project began with two workshops to consult with
experts in the US government, think tanks, and the
academic community. The workshops encouraged
a productive conversation on scoping and building
a credible nuclear scenario that pitted China’s core
interests against those of the United States and
allies. Feedback from the workshop informed the
subsequent mini table-top exercise (TTX), where
the Red Team, representing China, developed a
scenario consisting of three moves where a nuclear
peer China ultimately decided to pursue an invasion
of Taiwan and established a credible concept of
operation (CONOP) for such an invasion.

This scenario served as the basis for a one-day
TTX consisting of teams representing the United
States (Blue), China (Red), US allies (Green), and the
rest of the world (Gray). The Blue Team was further
divided into five different cells to simulate the US
decision-making process: the National Security
Council (NSC), the Office of the Secretary of Defense
(OSD), US Indo-Pacific Command (USINDOPACOM),
US Strategic Command (USSTRATCOM), and US
Northern Command (USNORTHCOM). The Control
Team, staffed by the project’s principal investigators,
also acted as the president of the United States
(POTUS) to adjudicate all of the Blue Team’s proposed

actions. The full TTX allowed the project to capture
each team’s decision-making process and underlying
logic, and contributed to the understanding of
potential future dynamics.

Teams were given read-ahead materials and an order
of battle circa 2032. The TTX consisted of three
moves, each introduced by a situation update (see
Appendix). The Control Team periodically introduced
previously unannounced injections to simulate real-
time events. The TTX began in the middle of China’s
2032 invasion of Taiwan, with the United States and
its allies already engaged in a conventional conflict
with China. This choice was partially motivated by the
desire to move beyond the prevailing discussion on
how to prevent deterrence failures before a Taiwan
crisis turns kinetic.

The TTX suggested how China and the United
States might respond under a worst-case scenario,
exposing China’s own misunderstanding of the
United States’ support for Taiwan and, on the US
side, significant knowledge gaps and internal
bottlenecks that undermined effective responses
to PRC actions. Post-TTX after-action reviews with
participants and further analyses informed this
report’s recommendations.
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Analysis

The project’s findings generated several significant
analytical conclusions.

China’s strategic intent and behavior
concerning nuclear employment
remain unclear.

Significant gaps still exist between China’s declared
doctrine, how the United States and allied intelligence
and academia understand it, and how China will
execute its doctrine in future contingencies as it
moves toward a nuclear peer status.

Current US nuclear theory and policy are informed
by historical memory from the Cold War and
interactions with the Soviet Union as well as present-
day Russia. While Russia’s signaling has been
aggressive, escalatory, and clearly communicated,
China’s signaling methods tend to be more subtle
and ambiguous. The majority of US China policy
community assess that China has intentionally
created these ambiguous redlines, partially to exploit
what they perceived as the risk-averse nature of the
US and allied decision-making process. China’s lack
of nuclear transparency may also be attributable to
its historically inferior nuclear force. However, China
may yet be persuaded to become more transparent
about its nuclear capabilities and intentions. As China
continues to build toward relative ICBM-capable
peer status with the United States, the pressure for
US leaders to respond to China’s nuclear posture
during a crisis increases. This heightens the risk
of either the United States or China triggering an
unintentional nuclear spiral. Therefore, for China
to safely wield its newfound nuclear peer status to
achieve national goals, it must increase transparency
of its nuclear intentions and capability both before
and during a crisis. More clarity is needed to close
this gap between China’s stated nuclear doctrine
and its actual motivations, behavior, and intent, as
it expands its nuclear capabilities toward achieving
peer status with other major nuclear powers.

US civilian and military leadership contemplating
China’s near-term strategic calculus oftentimes fail to
recognize that as China rapidly expands its nuclear
arsenal and delivery capabilities, it will behave in
a way consistent with the status of a nuclear peer
power and that proportional responses toward
China’s escalation may be insufficient to deter
China’s aggression under these circumstances.
During a crisis, this failure to recognize China’s
potential behavioral change due to its nuclear peer
status could translate into a false US assumption
that China would not contemplate nuclear first use
in a conflict with the United States and its allies. This
false assumption would have the potential, through
increasingly large-scale conventional engagements,
tolock the United States and Chinainto aninadvertent
escalation spiral, which could eventually, according
to China’s decision-making calculus, leave the PRC
little choice but to conduct nuclear first use.

This failure to recognize China’s changing nuclear
behavior is especially dangerous when combined
with a misreading of how China perceives its core
interests. Analysis of the Taiwan invasion scenario
offers a compelling example; for China, once the
invasion is underway, failing to achieve a victory
over Taiwan, symbolic or otherwise, constitutes a
near-existential threat to China’s leadership. Even if
the CCP could survive the political implications of
such a failure, Xi and the current generation of CCP
leadershipwouldnot.Undersuchdirectthreats, China
may jettison its declared “no first use” (NFU)™ policy.
Additionally, due to this misperception of China’s
core interests, the United States is likely to misread
China’s signaling measures, especially nuclear ones,
during a crisis. To combat this challenge, the United
States and its allies must develop an integrated
deterrence posture and escalation logic that take
into account China’s unique appreciation of political
security and consideration of existential threats.

Additionally, crisis communication with China remains
an issue. China often does not use established crisis
communication channels with other governments
at the first sign of a crisis to signal its displeasure,

10 China, however, may not consider NFU to apply for use of nuclear weapons on its own soil. During the Cold War, China routinely planned to use
nuclear weapons against invading Soviet troops on Chinese soil. Whether China considers Taiwan as part of its territory for the use of nuclear

weapons remains to be investigated.
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Aircraft carrier opening day, China’s first aircraft carrier Liaoning ship. Shutterstock, September 8, 2018.

negating the function of such channels, partially
because the PLA is not authorized by the CCP to
communicate. This lack of crisis communication
has the potential to prevent the United States and
its allies from discussing potential face-saving
political resolutions with China that could prevent
an escalation spiral. Thus, any integrated deterrence
posture against China will only be effective and
remain robust after establishing communication
channels with Beijing that would survive an
escalation process.

China’s expanding nuclear arsenal
checks US courses of action.

The erosion of nuclear literacy in broader US decision-
making circles has created a deep-seated belief in
certain parts of the US government that US nuclear
arsenal is necessary but irrelevant to most forms of
warfare other than nuclear deterrence. Until recently,
China has maintained a minimum nuclear deterrence
posture, which is effective in deterring a US nuclear

first strike in peacetime and in a conventional war
before the nuclear ceiling is breached. The United
States has traditionally believed, following the
outbreak of war and initial nuclear signaling, that
it can neutralize China’s entire nuclear arsenal
with minimal casualties if it is willing to accept a
marginally greater risk of suffering nuclear strikes.
This is no longer the case with China’s expanded
nuclear force. US Combatant Commands, such as
USINDOPACOM, have not updated their operational
planning to account for China’s growing nuclear
arsenal. Under current circumstances, US COAs
could be checked by China’s newfound peer nuclear
status when a conflict arises, as China could now
wield its expanded nuclear arsenal beyond the strict
minimum deterrence posture. Future developments
of integrated deterrence, war planning, and crisis
management must account for this expanded
nuclear dimension.



ATLANTIC COUNCIL

A siloed US government combined
with a lack of general literacy on
nuclear and China issues make
inadvertent escalation more likely.

The siloed nature of the US government introduces
two elements that contribute to an adverse nuclear
escalation dynamic with China. First, the division of
conventional warfighting and nuclear deterrence
among the lower echelons of the US defense
establishment means that COA formulation is divided
along such lines. The resulting lack of nuclear literacy
among the conventional components means that
proposed conventional COAs could have nuclear
implications that would potentially be overlooked.
Second, such division is also partially responsible
for a lack of literacy on China’s strategic intent and
behavior in these siloed institutions. US nuclear
experts, lacking the necessary appreciation for
China’s strategic intent and perception of stakes
involved in a near-existential crisis that could
threaten Xi’s regime, are likely to rely on the Cold War
era assumption that a hard ceiling and firebreak for
nuclear use must exist for China, further exacerbating
US misperceptions regarding China’s nuclear use.
This misperception also contributes to an inability to
formulate an appropriate and proportional response
to China’s nuclear use.

This lack of China literacy within siloed US working-
level institutions also introduces some unique risks
in a conventional war with China. For example, China
has long suspected that the United States and its
allies’ ultimate goal is regime change in China, and
warfighting over an invasion of Taiwan provides
fertile ground for such suspicions to manifest.
Strikes on China’s mainland, especially on PLA
military installations and infrastructure that serve
the dual purpose of both supporting an invasion
force and protecting China’s leadership, run the
risk of reinforcing China’s suspicion that the United
States and allied warfighting over Taiwan is really
an attempt to topple the CCP, thereby provoking
a potential nuclear response. This lack of China
literacy further extends to US nuclear experts, who
lack the necessary appreciation of China’s strategic
intent and stakes to help formulate an appropriate

and proportional response to China’s nuclear use in
a crisis scenario.

Finally, the US government’s siloed approach
could also interfere with US decision-makers’
understanding and ability to counter the full range
of PLA deterrence and compellence behavior in
the nuclear, cyber, space, and other domains which
China views as interlinked components of its all-
domain deterrence and compellence strategy." In
short, China’s intentions and signals can be easy
to misinterpret due to the siloed and piecemeal
understanding of separate US specialist domains of
emerging fields, such as cyber, space, and artificial
intelligence (Al).

Misreading China’s intent creates
tension between the theory of
victory in Taiwan and nuclear
deterrence against China.

The US government’s misunderstanding of China’s
nuclear intent™ leads to a false dilemma between
choosing to pursue a conventional victory to secure
Taiwan and managing nuclear escalation with China.
This fundamental misunderstanding of when and
how China is willing to employ nuclear weapons can
create a false impression that China will either win a
conventional invasion of Taiwan or employ nuclear
weapons in a bid to prevent a failed invasion and its
associated political costto China’s leadership. Though
a pre-war China would benefit from presenting the
United States and allies with the appearance of
such a dilemma, hoping that the United States and
allies would reach the conclusion that abandoning
Taiwan to its own fate is the only logical conclusion
to avoid nuclear escalation, the reality is different. A
more nuanced understanding of China’s decision-
making calculus, taking into account that war goals
often change during a crisis, reveals that once an
invasion is underway and stalled, the CCP is likely
to be receptive to political and face-saving measures
to end the invasion in order to ensure its political
survival, especially since China’s alternative—
employing nuclear weapons in a bid to prevent
defeat—harbors far more uncertainty and negative
consequences. Such a political resolution would

1 China’s deterrence posture as stated during the standing up of the People’s Liberation Army Rocket Force is to possess “nuclear and
conventional capabilities for all-domain deterrence and compellence (% #fef, AIEK) “H M 21K UK T 25 452 [ People’s
Daily, March 10, 2017, http://military.people.com.cn/n1/2016/0310/c1011-28187987.html.

China has yet to exhibit a willingness to employ nuclear weapons over territorial expansion. Taiwan is perceived as a reclamation of lost

territory. Historically, China has only employed nuclear weapon tests to demonstrate China’s resolve and intimidate opponents into accepting a

status quo favoring China.

10
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Japan’s State Minister of Defense, Yasuhide Nakayama, France’s Ambassador to Japan, Philippe Setton, and Australia’s
Ambassador to Japan, Jan Adams pose for pictures during a joint military drill between Japan Self-Defense Forces, French
Army and U.S. Marines, at the Kirishima exercise area in Ebino, Miyazaki prefecture, Japan May 15, 2021. Charly Triballeau/

Pool via REUTERS.

also allow Taiwan to maintain its autonomy while
staving off nuclear escalation between the United
States and China. However, US decision-makers’
tendency to favor the immediate formulation of COAs
following a crisis tends to preclude the necessary
time and consideration to carefully examine China’s
shifting war goals as the crisis develops and to take
appropriate measures to exploit it.

Lack of contingency planning
creates uncertain trade-offs
between resources needed for
conventional warfighting and those
for an escalating nuclear posture.

In a future Taiwan crisis, the United States is likely
to face a choice between dedicating scarce and
finite resources to either conventional fighting,
thereby ensuring victory over Taiwan, or to nuclear
deterrence, thereby ensuring the continued safety
of US and allied homelands and preventing further

il

nuclear escalation. Certain dual-use assets, such as
bombers and fighters capable of conducting nuclear
strikes, air-refueling tankers necessary to support
them, and anti-submarine warfare (ASW) patrol
aircraft necessary to guard against China’s ballistic
missile submarines (SSBNs), would be in short supply
as the fighting escalates. A lack of contingency
planning to balance these trade-offs in advance
creates preventable tensions during wartime, when
decision-makers’ energy and attention should be
focused on more valuable subjects such as alliance
management and public communication.

Allied dynamics could increase
the likelihood of nuclear exchange
under a traditionally conventional
scenario.

The asymmetry of interest between the United States
and its major treaty allies in the region, Japan and the
ROK, increases the likelihood of nuclear escalation
in a conflict with China. While the original promise of
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A tug boat maneuvers Russian nuclear-powered cruise missile submarine Kazan as it docks in Havana’s bay, Cuba,
June 12, 2024. REUTERS/Alexandre Meneghini.

extended deterrence is to shield Japan and the ROK
from nuclear threats, both countries would expect
US extended deterrence to also cover, at least to
a limited degree, the conventional security of each
during a crisis with China over Taiwan.

In a conventional conflict with both Japan and the
ROK engaged, any degradation of their conventional
military posture due to warfighting alongside the
United States weakens their deterrence against
adversaries other than China and would necessitate
additional reassurances from the United States.
Allied losses would also create differing demands for
nuclear assurances based on each allied country’s
diverging interests. For example, a weakened ROK
conventional posture stemming from military losses
would potentially generate demand from the ROK
for increased US nuclear commitment to ward off
any Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)
adventurism. Such escalation would create additional
risks for misinterpretation and inadvertent escalation
between the United States and China.
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Russia may shape China’s nuclear
intent in a US-China nuclear
scenario.

China has likely learned from Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022 that the prospect of major
power military conflict, and even nuclear use, has
become a key characteristic of the global order for the
first time since the end of the Cold War, contributing
to China’s own reassessment on its future use of
nuclear weapons. While there is currently no sign
of nuclear coordination between Russia and China,
the “no limits” partnership and deepening security
ties between the two countries suggest potential
implications for nuclear scenarios. In a potential US-
China nuclear crisis, Russia may offer tacit support
by elevating its own nuclear alert status, thereby
diverting North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
and US attention from China’s escalatory actions.
Additionally, Russia is likely to take advantage of a
US-China nuclear crisis and employ nuclear coercion
to serve its own territorial ambitions.
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The Russia-Ukraine conflict has likely reinforced the
PRC’s judgment that key factors keeping US-China
great power competition in check are breaking
down. These include nuclear deterrence, deep
economic integration, and shared stewardship of
global financial stability and cooperation on global
challenges such as pandemics and climate change.
Furthermore, Russia’s apparent successful use of
nuclear blackmail against NATO allies also provided
a dangerous precedent.

As the world’s other nuclear peer power with
a deepening partnership with China, Russia’s
intentions and behavior in conventional and
nuclear realms during a potential US-China conflict
remain unexplored territory that could potentially
have a significant impact on any Taiwan scenario,
particularly as the conflict grows in scale and
length. This unexplored dynamic between Russia
and China has the potential to put severe strains on
existing US and allied warfighting preparations and
deterrence postures, both in the Indo-Pacific and the
transatlantic regions. These developments require a
reassessment of Russia’s role in China’s conflict over
a core interest such as Taiwan. The interconnected
nature of the US-China and US-Russia rivalries
necessitates a comprehensive strategy that accounts
for the potential convergence of these threats and
the escalatory dynamics they could unleash.

Third-party countries’ perceptions
may check China’s nuclear
escalation.

In addition to Russia’s role in a US-China nuclear
scenario, key Global South countries’ perceptions
and responses may influence China’s intent and
behavior as it becomes a nuclear peer of the United
States. Specifically, countries within sub-Saharan
Africa may alter otherwise positive perceptions of
China if Beijing is perceived to have violated its NFU
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policy, hampering China’s ambitions and influence
in the region. China would likely be willing to risk
international pariah status through nuclear first
use in the event of an existential crisis, and many
developing countries reliant on China economically
are unlikely to completely isolate China regardless
of its actions. Nevertheless, this could still provide
additional checks against China’s decision for nuclear
escalation. Additionally, the project identified Global
South countries’ relatively shallow understanding
of China’s intent and potential adverse reaction to
China’s nuclear first use, and the impact on China’s
strategic goals in the developing world, as areas for
future research.

US integrated deterrence remains
aspirational, complicating coherent
US management of a crisis

with China.

The increased likelihood of a nuclear exchange
stemming from a conventional conflict in the near
future is exacerbated by the lack of a true integrated
deterrence posture, both for the United States and its
allies, that comprehensively integrates institutional
understanding of all emerging domains, including
cyber, Al, and space. Currently, knowledge of the
roles these domains play in the overall US deterrence
posture remains within specialist domains and is
not integrated with the existing nuclear deterrence
posture. Within the US government, individual COAs
proposed by lower levels are often only evaluated for
coherence at the highest possible level, leaving the
burden of integration and the need for an enormous
amount of cross-domain expertise atthe highest level
of decision-making, where time and energy is the
most precious, especially during a crisis. Additional
integration in expertise and understanding at lower
echelons of decision-making is needed to ensure
more integration of initial COA development.
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Key findings and recommendations

Finding: Currently flawed US institutional
assumptions regarding China’s strategic
decision-making calculus must be checked,
particularly in the context of Beijing’s likely
approach to a perceived zero-sum, near-
existential threat to Xi’s reign. A failed Chinese
invasion of Taiwan, without a credible off-ramp
for China to claim victory, could threaten Xi’s
reign. Even if the CCP and its rule over China
persist under difficult conditions, the need to
prevent such failure likely would justify the
use of any and all measures, including nuclear
employment, once the invasion is underway.

Recommendation: The National Security Council
(NSC), the Department of State (DOS), and the
Department of Defense (DOD), along with US allies,
should establish an effective communication channel
with China that will not fail at the first sign of trouble
during a crisis. The establishment of an effective
communication channel will require a deeper,
sustained strategic stability dialogue that can
weather the ups and downs of the US relationship
with China. This has to start at the top, specifically
from the White House and CCP leadership, asthe PLA
is not empowered to do this. The DOS should also
lead the effort in devising proposals for diplomatic
and political off-ramps for China under different
contingencies. A Chinese invasion of Taiwan need
not be a zero-sum act, and a political settlement can
and should be explored even after the outbreak of
war. While perceived willingness from the United
States to negotiate a political settlement over Taiwan
may undermine US and allied deterrence posture
before the war, as escalation commences, China
may be open to a “face-saving” resolution that would
stave off a nuclear exchange.

Recommendation: The United States and its allies
should collectively, as well as independently, convey
to China that its nuclear expansion and lack of
transparency is a shared concern and that China
needs to clearly explain the contradiction between
its rapidly expanding nuclear capabilities and its
stated nuclear posture and policy. This can be
pursued by making the item a top priority in bilateral
engagement with China and requesting that US allies
with regular engagements with China do the same.
Additionally, this could be folded into future trilateral
US-China-Russia strategic stability talks or assurance
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talks involving multiple aspects of deterrence, from
nuclear to space to cyber to Al.

Recommendation: The US intelligence community
(IC) should conduct additional studies to close the
gap between China’s declared doctrine, how US
and allied intelligence agencies and academia
understand it, and how China will execute it in any
future contingencies.

Recommendation: The US IC should conduct
additional studies on China’s perceptions of the
stakes at play for core Chinese interests under
various scenarios and how these perceptions are
linked to China’s intent and behavior across the
entire deterrence spectrum. Such understanding is
crucial to developing appropriate US responses.

Finding: Structural issues within the US
government’s decision-making process
contribute to an adverse escalation dynamic
and resource tensions between conventional
and nuclear warfighting. The siloed nature
of the US government and its approach to
courses of action (COA) formulations hinder
the integration of specialized expertise across
lower organizational levels. This fragmentation
leads to flawed recommendations, and senior
decision-makers lack sufficient time and
resources to thoroughly evaluate and integrate
them before implementation. The resulting
misreading of China’s core interests contributes
to the false tension between US conventional
warfighting and nuclear deterrence priorities.
The misinterpretation of China’s core interests
exacerbates the tension between the United
States’ conventional warfare capabilities and
nuclear deterrence priorities, intensifying
competition for scarce military resources.

Recommendation: The US government, particularly
the DOD, should establish domain-specific cells, such
as for cyber and space, to create a more integrated
deterrence posture among those in the lower
echelons of the US decision-making process. These
cells should be established at levels that traditionally
do not house such cross-domain expertise. This
will allow the formulation of COAs at lower levels to
take advantage of this understanding and mitigate
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preconceived biases. Additionally, nonmilitary
expertise should also be integrated in lower-echelon
COA formulation to mitigate the false dichotomy of
a perceived lose-lose situation, where China would
either succeed in an invasion of Taiwan or employ
nuclear measures to prevent an unacceptable loss.
Recommendation: The DOD and the NSC should
develop, under direction from the national command
authority, a coherent, pre-planned integrated
deterrence posture that includes contingencies to
address the defense of the continental United States
as a priority and the potential need for trade-offs in
resource allocation.

Recommendation: The US government should
develop guidelines and contingencies for
maintaining an integrated deterrence posture during
conventional warfighting that can balance resource
allocation between conventional, nuclear, and other
domains in an escalating crisis.

Finding: Allied dynamics could increase the
likelihood of limited nuclear exchange in a
future Indo-Pacific crisis scenario.

Recommendation: All levels of the US government
should develop contingencies for a flexible
integrated deterrence posture. These contingencies
should be developed closely with allies, considering
each ally’s primary and secondary adversaries while
adjusting the existing posture, thereby promoting
unity of action between the United States and its
allies and avoiding disjointed operations that could
send dangerous escalatory signals to China. Such a
flexible deterrence posture should work in concert
with an effective communication channel to China, as
detailed in this section’s first recommendation.

Recommendation: The White House should prioritize
discussions with Japan and the Republic of Korea
(ROK) on flexible contingencies for joint integrated
deterrence against China. Emerging Japan-ROK-US
trilateral security cooperation provides an ideal
platform to coordinate regional security issues. The
United States should prioritize discussion on how
trilateral cooperation could present a coordinated yet
flexible integrated deterrence posture toward China
and develop contingencies based on allies’ diverging
interests, especially regarding nuclear extended
deterrence, to provide a stable foundation for closer
integration.
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Finding: China’s relationship with Russia may
shape China’s decision-making calculus on
nuclear first use. Additionally, Russia may also
exploit any crisis and exercise nuclear coercion
to achieve its own ends.

Recommendation: The US IC should conduct
additional research and studies into a potential
simultaneity scenario involving Russia-China nuclear
use. The DOD should also work with the IC to
explore potential mitigation measures against these
adversaries and their potential partners.

Finding: Third-party countries could play a role
in limiting China’s escalatory actions. While
these countries are unlikely to fundamentally
change China’s core intention for using nuclear
weapons, its risk-reward calculations and
potential for escalation are still susceptible to
external influences.

Recommendation: The DOS, in conjunction with
the DOD, should aim to influence China’s intent on
nuclear first use through third-party pressure. To this
end, the two departments should conduct additional
research and outreach to third-party countries with
significant economic ties to China, such as those in
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations and the
Organization of American States, to understand their
views and possible responses to a Chinese nuclear
first-use scenario.

Recommendation: The White House and the Joint
Staff should urge allies and relevant third-party
countries to be more vocal in persuading China to be
more transparent on its nuclear expansion. The White
House and the Joint Staff should encourage a range
of stakeholders, from Global South governments to
intergovernmental organizations, such as BRICS,
the Caribbean Community, and the African Union,
to carefully examine their own interests under a
Chinese nuclear-first-use scenario and to demand
greater transparency from China on how its nuclear
expansion impacts its declared nuclear use policy.
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Appendix: Table-top-exercise timeline

Adapting US strategy to account for China’s transformation into a peer
nuclear power: TTX highlights

Event
RED Team: People’s Republic of China (PRC)

BLUE Team: US government: National Security Council, Office of the Secretary of
Defense (OSD), US Strategic Command (STRATCOM), US Indo-Pacific Command
(INDOPACOM), US Northern Command (NORTHCOM)

GREEN Team: Australia, Japan, Republic of Korea (ROK), NATO, Taiwan

GRAY Team: ASEAN, India, Russia, Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa

. 27 May 2032: President Hsiao Bi-khim’s inauguration

Protests erupted in Taiwan following President Hsiao Bi-khim’s inauguration. China claimed it discovered Taiwan’s
new illegitimate administration is clandestinely acquiring nuclear arms components.

. 30 May 2032: China launched invasion against Taiwan (D-Day)

President of the United States (POTUS) issued Executive Order 14369 directing the Department of Defense (DOD) to
“defend Taiwan and defeat Chinese forces.” China succeeded in landing forces on Taiwan.

@ 1June 2032: TTX startpoint (D+2)

China continued its joint firepower campaign against Taiwan. There were limited kinetic exchanges between the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and US forces in the region.

@ 2 June 2032: PLA launched ICBM shots directed toward Oahu and San Diego

Two Chinese Dong Feng-31 (DF-31) conventionally armed missiles targeting INDOPACOM HQ on Oahu and Naval
Base San Diego were detected and successfully intercepted by US forces. The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
claimed the launches were warning shots.

@ 3 June 2032: BLUE Team moves
NSC: Requested POTUS authorization for US and allied conventional strikes against PLA lodgment in Taiwan.
OSD: Requested US allies to increase intelligence support and additional assets.
STRATCOM: Generated deployed nuclear warheads with range for the China and Taiwan theaters.

INDOPACOM: Conducted conventional hypersonic strikes against China’s air defense radars that guard its nuclear
sites.

NORTHCOM: Increased alert status for airspace incursion response, ballistic missile defense surveillance, and
detection capabilities.
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3 June 2032: GREEN Team moves

Australia: Invoked the Australia, New Zealand and the United States (ANZUS) treaty and publicly supported US
combat operations to enable US force projection into Australia. Ceased trade with China.

Japan: Declared support to the United States but prioritized safeguarding Japan. Ordered Japan Self-Defense Forces
(JSDF) to take measures to defend Taiwan under an “armed attack situation.”

NATO: Triggered Article 5. The European Union (EU) and the United Kingdom (UK) announced a sanction regime
against the PRC.

ROK: Demanded activation of combined ROK-US wartime command and control structure. Conducted full wartime
mobilization.

Taiwan: Ordered full mobilization, with a significant reserve held back to defend Taiwan.

3 June 2032: GRAY Team moves

ASEAN: The Philippines and Vietnam sought to protect and assert their respective sovereignty over claims in the
South China Sea. Singapore continued to allow regular resupply to US Pacific Fleet but would not proactively offer
assistance to the United States.

India: Began to work with Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS), United Nations (UN), United Nations
(UN), and the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) to use diplomatic means to prevent escalated conflict.

Latin America: No statement from the Organization of American States (OAS) and the Caribbean Community
(CARICOM) due to conflict among member states.

Russia: Released a statement expressing support for China. Russian high-level officials communicated with Chinese
counterparts, but were frustrated that China did not inform them of its’ DF-31 military operation.

4 June 2032: POTUS response to BLUE

Tasked all US departments and agencies to find options for a whole-of-government response that exhibits controlled
escalation. Nuclear escalation and theater use of nuclear weapons will only be employed on POTUS order.

Authorized US and allied strikes against PLA lodgments on Taiwan and limited strikes against PLA Eastern Theater
Command only.

Approved strikes on China’s Spratly Islands and hypersonic strikes against nonmainland air defense radars in response
to the DF-31 attack.

4 June 2032: RED Team response

Released public statement: “RED has purposely avoided threatening our GREEN neighbors. However,
GREEN'’s support of BLUE will not go unpunished. If GREEN continues to support BLUE military action
against RED internal matters, GREEN will bear full responsibility for the consequences.”

Publicly lifted all sanctions on the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), and claimed that China
was only trying to attack US forces in ROK.

Cut Taiwan’s land-based communication from the rest of the world.

Signaled to India that China does not have a problem with India by not adding additional troops to the
border.

Actively provided information to GRAY, signaling China does not intend to take hostile action against
neighbor countries that demonstrated wisdom by not supporting the United States.
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@ 5 June 2032: PLA cruise missiles hit Alaska and California

A barrage of Chinese Hong Niao-3 (HN-3) cruise missiles were launched against joint-base ElImendorf-
Richardson. Damage was light and B-21s on nuclear alert returned to full operation within twenty-four
hours.

Another barrage of HN-3 cruise missiles destroyed the AN/FPS-132 upgraded early warning radar (UEWR),
which is part of the national missile defense (NMD) sensor network, located on Beale Air Force Base,
California.

. 6 June 2032: PLA cruise missile struck Japan

Yasukuni Jinja was hit by an apparent Chinese missile attack, killing three Japanese custodial staff.

The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs claimed the intended target of the attack was the Fucha Air Base,
home to the Japan Air Self-Defense Force’s (JASDF) Air Support Command.

JSDF launched retaliatory strikes with BGM-109 Block V Tomahawk cruise missiles against civilian and
military targets on China’s mainland.

@ 7 June 2032: Taiwan launched counterstrikes against China

PLA advances on the island slowed down, and frustration within the PLA led them to commit atrocities
against Taiwanese civilians.

Under enormous pressure, Taiwan launched multiple retaliatory strikes against Chinese infrastructure
targets, including the Three Gorges Dam, with Hsiung Feng IIE (HF-2E) and Yun-Feng cruise missiles, and
Ching-Feng short-range ballistic missiles (SRBMs).

@ 7 June 2032: BLUE Team moves

NSC: Tasked DOD with response options for HN-3 strikes and intensified jamming of US space-borne
assets. Endorsed DOD recommendation for “restrained option” responses to PRC missile strikes.

OSD: Requested the authority to commit US ground forces to Taiwan, pending intelligence community (IC)
assessment.

STRATCOM: Recommended restrained response in the strategic-nuclear realm. Provided theater nuclear
options for POTUS.

INDOPACOM: Renewed recommendation for a hypersonic conventional strike on China.

NORTHCOM: Activated all available ready reserve submersible ship (nuclear) (SSNs). Requested rules of
engagement supplement to engage PLA Navy submarines that demonstrate hostile intentions.
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@ 7 June 2032: GREEN Team moves

Australia: Encouraged Singapore and Vietnam to establish back channels with China to seek acceptable
off-ramps. Continued to support US force flow through Australia.

Japan: Requested the United States to openly declare that if Japan were to suffer a nuclear strike, the
United States would retaliate against China on Japan’s behalf.

NATO: EU cut economic ties with China, but implemented watered-down measures and sought to leave a
path for economic reengagement once the crisis passes.

ROK: Seoul requested the United States to deploy nuclear warheads to the Korean peninsula to deter
potential DPRK action against the ROK, and to deter PRC further action against the ROK.

Taiwan: President Hsiao warned the PRC that continued attacks on Taiwanese civilian infrastructure would
be met with equal force. Taiwan National Command Authority shifted its priority to counterattack against
the remaining PRC lodgments.

. 7 June 2032: GRAY Team moves

ASEAN: Singapore and the Philippines separately decided to fully halt any US refueling/logistical support.
Following the attack on Yasukuni, both countries reconsidered this move, but questioned the prudence of
allowing even a temporary US military presence in their territories.

India: Called on the Global South and BRICS members to discuss economic actions should there be no
attempts for de-escalation.

Latin America: CARICOM condemned the escalation of violence and reiterated that the Caribbean is a
zone of peace and there should be no US military transits or Chinese military assets in the region.

Russia: Successfully launched a cyberattack against Estonia, but made it look like it was launched by
China.

Sub-Saharan Africa: The African Union (AU) reminded its members that Africa is a nuclear-free zone.

. 8 June 2032: POTUS response to BLUE

NSC: Authorized strikes against PRC air defense radars and air defenses.
STRATCOM: POTUS decided not to exercise theater nuclear option.

INDOPACOM: Authorized the use of all available SSNs and to go active (ping with active sonar) against
Chinese nuclear ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs). Approved strikes against integrated air and missile
defense (IAMD) radars defending nuclear command and control (NC2).

NORTHCOM: Authorized implementation of persistent Maritime Patrol Aircraft (MPA) patrol.
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. 8 June 2032: RED Team response

Message to BLUE: “China is a peer nuclear power, yet the United States attacked China’s mainland
first. China has been trying to manage a domestic issue that the United States keeps injecting itself
into and China is only responding to the continued US escalations with strategic warnings. The United
States is clearly getting ready to attempt a full-scale attack on China and China demands an immediate
end to all strikes on China’s mainland.”

China expanded strikes to include Japan’s military bases, especially those with an offensive striking
capability. China also conducted cyberattacks against Japanese critical infrastructure.

China emphasized to the ROK that there have been no attacks against the ROK bases, only against
US forces.

China continued to communicate to the ROK, Japan, and other GREEN cells that China will not use
nuclear weapons against countries that do not host US nuclear weapons.

China launched an air-launched ballistic missile strike against air defenses in northern Australia.

China shared intelligence with NATO members that the United States is considering the use of tactical
nuclear weapons in the Pacific theater.

China accepted India’s offers to begin peace talks.

. 9 June 2032: PLA nuclear strikes against Guam

The strike began with a saturated attack on Guam'’s air and missile defenses. The PLA first employed
hypersonic Dong Feng-17 (DF-17) missiles with conventional payloads to take out key sensor
emplacements. The attacks were accompanied by several barrages of HN-3 cruise missiles launched
from Chinese nuclear guided cruise missile submarines (SSGNs) and H-20 bombers from multiple
vectors against the island’s major air and missile defenses.

The strikes were also accompanied by a coordinated assault on the US space-based missile warning
system. The assault included both persistent ground-based jamming and kinetic kill vehicles from
Chinese space-borne assets.

Two clusters surrounding Naval Base Guam and Anderson Air Force Base were each hit with a
5-megaton warhead set to surface detonation. These were believed to have been delivered by DF-5A
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), the only missile within the People’s Liberation Army Rocket
Force (PLARF) inventory equipped with such a warhead. The surface detonation created greater
radioactive debris and fallout that increased the difficulty of any future reconstruction.

@ 10 June 2032: BLUE Team moves

NSC: Recommended POTUS release a public statement that emphasizes the United States’ desire
to prevent nuclear escalation. Privately messaged PRC military leadership stating that the United
States responded to China’s unprecedented nuclear strike on US sovereign territory with restraint,
and further nuclear strikes will invite unrestrained responses. Endorsed DOD recommendations for
massive conventional strikes and limited nuclear strikes on PRC military targets.

INDOPACOM: Recommended tracking and destroying all PRC SSBNs.

NORTHCOM: Directed SPACECOM to launch replacement space-based missiles warning capabilities.
Recommended CYBERCOM to launch persistent strikes against PRC critical civilian and military
infrastructure.
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. 10 June 2032: GREEN Team moves

Australia: Government directed partial mobilization following China’s missile strike on Australia.
Australia conducted offensive cyber actions to retaliate against Chinese strikes and publicly declared
that Australia will remain a staunch ally of the United States and will protect peace and security in the
Indo-Pacific region.

Japan: Tokyo repeatedly requested for the United States to affirm retaliation against China if China
were to launch a nuclear strike on Japan.

ROK: Considering the urgent need for the ROK’s own nuclear deterrent forces, the ROK privately
conveyed to the United States that if the United States is unwilling to provide warheads to the ROK,
the ROK will be forced to develop its own warheads.

Taiwan: Began low-level evacuation of Taiwanese civilians into central mountain ranges. President
Hsiao urged the international community to condemn PRC nuclear use. She warned the PRC that any
use of nuclear weapons on Taiwan would be met with all available force.

@ 10 June 2032: GRAY Team moves

ASEAN: Singapore and the Philippines decided to allow US access to their respective bases for
resupply and logistics purposes, partly out of concern that the United States may hide nuclear assets
to take retaliatory measures against China.

Latin America: Brazil, with India, offered to spearhead peace talks on behalf of BRICS. Argentina and
Mexico considered halting Chinese investment in the country, in the interest of neutrality during the
conflict.

Sub-Saharan Africa: The AU called on its members to deny their rare earth minerals and refrain from
making their space and nuclear programs available to both sides. The AU also supported efforts
aimed at facilitating talks between the United States and China.

Russia: Seizing on a distracted United States and a weakened Estonia from cyber attacks, Russia
invaded Estonia and launched another cyber attack against Poland’s electricity grid, attributing it to
China. Russia and Belarus deployed troops along Poland’s northern borders. Russia also continued
to maintain a troop presence on the Russia-China border.

India: Publicly disavowed China’s actions and opened ports to US ships. Increased troop presence
on India’s border with the PRC.

Source: Data from Atlantic Council Global China Hub’s Adapting US strategy to account for China’s transformation
into a peer nuclear power table-top-exercise on March 19.
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