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Will China abandon its ‘no first use’ nuclear policy?

Recent debate suggests China’s nuclear
strategists have begun to explore the
possibility of a limited nuclear war.

LiNan

China’s strategic missile force was
recentlyrenamed the People’s
Liberation Army Rocket Force
(PLARF), implying an expansion.

four nuclear powersin affirming
thatanuclear war cannot be won
and must never be fought.
Examining the evolution of
China’snuclear strategy may help
explain the seeming contradiction
between China expandingits
nuclear forceand vowing not to
fighta nuclear war.

A critical driver behind China’s
development of nuclear weapons
was the idea that a country must
possess nuclear weapons to
prevent countries with nuclear
weapons from blackmailing it. The
concept defined China’snuclear
strategy during the 1960s and 70s
following its successful nuclear
testin1964. But technological and
financial constraints meant that
this strategy met only the minimal
goalof symbolic deterrence; it did
not set out clear requirements for
the quantity and quality of nuclear
weapons Chinaneeded to possess.

Butsince the 1980s, there has
beenashift in China’s nuclear
strategy to one that allows it to
survive a first nuclear strike and to
launch retaliatory attacks. Its

: nuclear counter-attack

: capabilities can be limited but

: must be effective, and should be

: capable of being launched on

: command ifan enemyattackis

i detected, a condition similar to the
: Westernnotion of

: launch-on-warning. Sucha

Last month, Chinajoined the other :
: surveillance capabilities need to be
i enhanced to provide sufficient

i earlywarning.

requirement implies that space

This strategy also requires

: China’snuclear force to acquire

: survival and protection

: capabilities so thatit can survivea

: firststrike and be able to penetrate
: therival’s missile defence systems.

This strategy’s requirements

: mayaccount for China’srecent

: efforts to acquire missile

: early-warning technologies;

: developits own strategic missile
: defence systems; deploy

: solid-fuel, road andrail-mobile

¢ strategic nuclear missilesand

i quieterstrategic nuclear

: submarines; build nearly 300

: strategic missile silos in western
: China; and test nuclear-capable
: hypersonicmissiles.

APentagonreport predicts that

: Chinamay have up to 700

. deliverable nuclear warheads by

: 2027.1tsays: “The PRClikely

! intends to have atleast1,000

: warheads by 2030, exceeding the
: paceand size the Department of

: Defenceprojectedin2020.”

: DEBATING ‘NO FIRST USE' POLICY

i As China modernisesits nuclear

: force,adebate hasemerged

: among military planners on

: whether to change its nuclear

: strategy, including abandoning its
: “nofirstuse (NFU)” policy. Critical
i views have emerged about NFU

: remaining the cornerstone of

: China’s nuclear policy.

One suchviewis that NFU

: imposes limits on employing

: PLARFina crisis. The highly

: centralised decision-making due
: to NFU may reduce China’s

: response flexibility.

Some believe NFU lowers the

i credibility of China’s small nuclear
: force.Theyareimpressed by

: Russia’s abandonment of NFU

: policyto compensate forits

¢ inferiority in conventional military
: capabilities. Abandoning NFU,

. theyargue, isthe most

. cost-effective way of shifting

: scarceresources from defending

: China’s strategic targets to

: developing offensive capabilitiesto :
: realise China’s primary strategic
: objectives.

Some advocate launching a first

: nuclear strike under certain

: scenarios. One such scenariois the
: inability of the PLA conventional

: force to defend Chinaagainsta

: large-scale foreign invasion.

: Another refers to situations where
: the PLA fighting to safeguard

: nationalunity facesan “enormous
: threat” oflarge-scale foreign

: military intervention, implying a

: Taiwan conflict scenario.

Ithasalsobeen arguedthata

: conventional attack on significant

: targetssuchasthe Three Gorges
: Damalsowarrants China’s firstuse :
: ofnuclear weaponsas such an

: attackmay cause destruction

: comparable toor larger than that
i ofanuclearattack.

Supporters of NFU policy offer

: severalrebuttals. They point out

: thatthe decisionto employ

: nuclear weapons hasalways been
: highly centralised regardless of

: whether China adheres to NFU.

: Theyalsonote that Russia’s

i abandonment of NFUin1993did :
! notdeter the North Atlantic Treaty :
i Organisation fromits eastward

: expansion. An additional concern
i isthatif the weaker side abandons
: NFUwhen the gap innuclear

: capabilitiesistoo large, it may

: triggerapre-emptive nuclear

¢ strike againstit byasuperiorrival.

They further argue thata

: large-scale foreign invasion of

¢ Chinaisunlikely. Given the

: destructiveness of modern

i warfare, major powers now prefer
: topursuelimited objectives with

limited wars. The extraordinary

¢ difficulties that superpowers

: encounteredin Vietnam and

: Afghanistanalso demonstrate the
. futility of such invasions.

: Furthermore,as Chinaregards

: Taiwanas its core interest, its

: resolve for reunification should

: dwarf Americanincentivesto

¢ intervene. China’s build-up ofits

: conventional military capabilities
: isanother deterrent against

: Taiwan’sindependence and US

¢ intervention. On the other hand,

: abandoning NFU may have little

: impactshould the United States

: decide tointervene asit has

i “absolute nuclear superiority” over :
: these strategists explicitly state

: that “to effectively deter

: conventionalinvasion orarmed

: intervention by anuclear rival, it is
. necessary to possess both

1 precision-based tactical nuclear

¢ strikeand destruction-based

: strategic nuclear strike

China. Some also point out that itis

i immensely difficult to determine
: whetherarival has crossed the

: nuclear threshold that may justify
: apre-emptive nuclear strike.

As for conventional attacks on

. “life-and-death” high-value

. targets, NFU supporters argue that
: recentlocal wars demonstrate that :
: militaryattacks meant to cause

: civilian casualtiesand economic

. lossesarerare; attacks are mainly
i aimed at military targets to realise

military objectives. And China can

. deter these attacksasit has
: long-range, conventional

i precision-guided strike

: capabilities.

THE PROSPECT OF
: LIMITED NUCLEARWAR

i NFUremains, for now, China’s

: nuclear policy despite its recent

. moreassertive nuclear force

: posture,including increasingits

: strategic nuclear missilesand

: adopting alaunch-on-warning

. stance.These changesare still

i confined to developing

: second-strike nuclear capabilities
: fordeterrence, whichisbasedon

. the premise thatanuclear war

: causes mutually assured :
: destructionand thusisunwinnable. :

But the NFU debate suggests

: that China’s nuclear strategists

: have begun to explore the

: possibility of alimited nuclear war
: and developing tactical nuclear

: weapons, the premise being that

: suchawar canaccomplish

: political objectivesand is

: winnable.
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In theirinternal discussions,

capabilities... The former are used

i totarget the rival’s forward

: deployed operational forces, and
: thelatter serve to destroy its

: military capabilities deployed

: in-depth”.

The statement suggests that

: enemy military forces should be
: targetedinanuclear war. This

: implies that such awar can be

¢ controlled and limited, and thus
: canbe foughtandwon. Italso

: impliesthat more sophisticated
. tactical nuclear weaponsand

: highly coordinated command and
: control canbe deployed to

: compete for dominance at

: differentlevels of escalation in

: times of crisisand war.

While itis reassuring that NFU

: supporters have won the debate
: andthereislittle evidence that

: China has deployed tactical

: nuclear weapons, any change

¢ regarding China’s nuclear force

: posture mayneedtobe carefully

identified and analysed.
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