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Will the US
and China

cooperate
or clash?

The sheer absence of trust is making
conflict between the two possible even if
this is, as yet, improbable

o~

Tommy Koh

For The Straits Times

Therelationship between the
Jnited Statesand Chinais the
most important bilateral
relationship in the world. It will
affect the interests of many
ountries in the world, including
‘he Asean countries.

Asean wants to be ongood terms
with both countries and does not
wish to take sides in the rivalry
setween them, Itisnot an easy
-askgiven the complicated nature
>fUS-China ties.

nwhich theirinterests diverge.

Where their interests converge,
we expect them to cooperate.
Where they diverge, we expect
:hem to compete. At the moment,
‘hereis too little cooperationand
:00much competition.

What are some of the areasin
which they have convergent
Interests? Theyinclude winning
‘he fight against Covid-19, helping

climate crisis, the biodiversity
crisis, the oceans crisis, the
non-proliferation of nuclear

Health Organisation’s (WHO)

¢ capacityto combat future

: pandemics, revitalising the World
¢ Trade Organisation, North Korea,
¢ Afghanistanand Myanmar.

: tocooperate. :
:  Forexample, cooperation to deal :
¢ with the climate crisis should not

: bemade conditional to other

¢ considerations. For thisreason, I

: was disappointed by the response

¢ of the Chinese Foreign Minister

: Wang Yito the USSpecial

¢ Presidential Envoy for Climate

¢ Change John Kerry. Mr Wang said

¢ that Chinese cooperation with the
: USwilldepend onthe state of their
¢ overallrelationship. This should

i notbe the case.

HEALTHY AND UNHEALTHY
: COMPETITION

Inareaswhere the USand China
have convergentinterests, the
imperative is for the two countries

i Competition between the USand

Thereareareasinwhich they have :
convergentinterestsandotherareas :
: competition.

China need not be bad. Ishallgive
three examples of healthy

First, itis healthy competition

: forthe USand China to see who

: canproduce the most effective

¢ vaccines against Covid-19. Itisalso
¢ healthyrivalry when both

: compete tosee who candonate the :
: mostamount of vaccines to the

: developing countries, either

¢ through the WHO’s Covax Facility
¢ orbilaterally.

‘he world economy to recover, the :
: forthe USand China to bring to
: nextmonth’s United Nations

¢ Climate Change Conference the
weapons, strengthening the World :
: concerning greenhouse gas

Second, itis healthy competition

most ambitious proposals

emissionreduction targets or
¢ financial support for the
i developing countries.

Third, Iwouldlike to see healthy

competition between the USand
: Chinato develop the best clean
¢ technology and to lower carbon

emissions, This will help the world

¢ make asuccessful transition toa
¢ low carbon economy.

Iwillnow give you three examples

¢ ofunhealthy competition.

First, there are voices in both the

i USand Chinawhowantto

: decouple the USand Chinese

i economies, The two economies

¢ aresointerlinked and

. inter-dependent thatitwillbevery :
: difficult to decouple them. Evenif
¢ itwere technicallypossibletodo, it :
¢ would bring disaster to both :
i economies and to the rest of us
: whoarelinked to both.

Second, the proposal to decouple

¢ technologyis abadidea. We, in the
¢ Asean countries, want to be able to
¢ source technology from both the

i USand China. We donot want to

¢ be told that we cannolonger do

i that,and we willhave to choose

¢ betweenusing American

i technologyand Chinese

¢ technology. Third, it is unhealthy

competition for either country to

¢ use online falsehoods or to mount
¢ acampaign tointerfere in the

: domestic politics of the other

¢ country,or tolaunchacyber

: attackagainst the other country.

PERCEPTION AND POLICIES

i USPresidentJoe Biden’s China
: policyisnot clear. He has

: lurgethetwoleadersto

: considerlaunchingajoint
: US-Chinainitiative on

: Covid-19 or climate

: change. |wouldalso urge

: them to consider taking

: coordinated stepsto

: reducethetension

: surrounding Taiwan. Such
: agreementswould change
: the toxic atmosphere of

: their currentrelationship.

¢ described Chinaasa competitor.

¢ Other senior officials in the Biden
: administration have, however,

* described Chinaasathreat. If

i Chinaisacompetitor, there is

. room for cooperation. If Chinaisa
i threat, there is noroom for

i cooperation.

As for President Biden’s trade

Whatis Chinese President Xi

¢ Jinping’s America Policy? The

¢ Chinese have been quite

¢ consistentin saying that Chinais
i notseeking to replace America as
i theglobal superpower. Chinese

¢ leaders have also emphasised that
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: theysupportthe rules-based

: international order and are not

: seeking tooverthrowit. Dothe

: Americansbelieve the Chinese

: narrative? lamafraid that they do
¢ not.Theybelieve that the Chinese
: agendaisto displace the US from

: the Western Pacific and to become
: theworld’s greatest power.

TAIWAN, SOUTH CHINA SEA

¢ The biggest stumbling block to

: improvingrelations between the
: USand Chinais theabsence of

¢ trust. To putit simply, they do not
: trust each other. Torebuild trust,
: thetwo countries should

: communicate more. President

: Trump had done away with the

: mechanisms for communication
: between the two sides, established
: bypresident Barack Obama.

: The two countries should also

: lookfor opportunities to work

: together. By working together,

: theywill begin to trust each other
: again.

I thinkitis fair to say thatat the

: ¢ highestlevel of the two
: policy on China, the recent address :
i by Ambassador Katherine Tai, the
: USTrade Representative, seemed
i tosuggestthat the new trade

i policyisverymuch like former

¢ president Donald Trump’s trade

¢ policy.

governments, thereisagreement

: tomanage their competition
: responsiblyand to avoid conflict.

However, this consensus does

not appear to be reflected in their
: actions. Each side seems
: determinedto provoke the other.

Iam very concerned by the two

¢ potential flashpoints, Taiwanand
: theSouth ChinaSea. If nothandled :
: carefully, actions taken by the US
¢ and Chinain the two domains

: couldlead, intentionally or

¢ unintentionally, toaclash.

The writer says it is healthy competition for the United States and China to see who can produce the most effective Covid-19 vaccines and who can donate the most
: amount of vaccines to developing countries. PHOTO: REUTERS

: DETOXING TIES

: Theworldwelcomes the good

: newsthat President Biden and

: President Xiwillholda virtual

: summit before the end of this year.
i Weallhope that the summit will

: succeed instabilising their

: relationship andinreducingthe

: mutual distrust.

Turge the two leaders to consider

i launchingajoint US-China

¢ initiative on Covid-19 or climate

i change.Iwouldalsourge themto

¢ consider taking coordinated steps
: toreduce the tension surrounding
i Taiwan. Such agreements would

: change the toxic atmosphere of

¢ their currentrelationship.

The worldis big enough to

: accommodate the incumbent

i superpower, the US,and therising
: power, China. If wisdom prevails

i inWashington and Beijing, the

: intense competition will not tip

: overinto conflict. Thereis,

: however, no guarantee that this

¢ willhappen. Conflict between the
: USand Chinais stillimprobable. It
: is,however, nolonger beyond the
i realm of possibility.
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