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Executive Summary

How can Europe respond to the growing tensions in the 

Taiwan Strait? What is its role in one of Asia’s most dan-

gerous conflicts? As the Taiwan conflict has assumed an 

increasingly international dimension in the context of 

China’s growing assertiveness and US–China strategic 

competition, these questions have become critical for 

European security. While China’s pressure on Taiwan 

grows, European capitals are increasingly aware that a 

cross-strait crisis would have direct political, security 

and economic ramifications for the European conti-

nent. As the 2021 ‘EU Strategy for Cooperation in the 

Indo-Pacific’ acknowledges, the ‘display of force’ in the 

Taiwan Strait ‘may have a direct impact on European 

security and prosperity’. A conflict would also cause 

enormous disruptions to global supply chains, particu-

larly in the information and communications technol-

ogy (ICT) and semiconductor sectors. Furthermore, as a 

self-proclaimed global upholder of democracy, human 

rights and self-determination, the European Union has 

an obligation to protect Taiwan’s status as a mature 

democracy of over 24 million people.

As a result, Europe can no longer avoid the Taiwan 

issue strategically, politically, economically and even 

militarily. A different approach to Taiwan is needed as 

China changes the status quo across the Strait. Several 

European governments have increased their calls for a 

peaceful solution to the conflict. Others, most notably 

Lithuania, have also strengthened their ties with Taiwan, 

triggering political and economic coercion from Beijing. 

But it is still not clear what European countries and the 

EU would be willing and able to bring to the table in 

the case of a serious escalation across the Taiwan Strait. 

This report examines the political, economic and mili-

tary dynamics of European–Taiwanese relations today, 

and considers how European powers could contribute to 

maintaining cross-strait stability should they wish to do so. 

If there is the political will, European countries could make 

a significant contribution, including providing support in 

the military domain. Europe has cards that it can play to 

help deter conflict or end potential cross-strait crises.

The main political challenge for Europe regarding 

Taiwan is whether it can reconcile its values with its 

economic interests. On a positive note, European per-

ceptions about Taiwan have shifted considerably from 

a period when it was perceived as a potential trouble-

maker for European relations with China, to the cur-

rent era where Taipei is seen more as a ‘like-minded’ 

partner in the context of increasingly difficult relations 

with Beijing. That said, effectively standing up to China 

over Taiwan would require willingness from Europe’s 

major powers such as France, Germany and the United 

Kingdom to lead a collective response. European coun-

tries would also need to be willing to incur political 

and economic costs, if necessary. It is currently not 

clear that the EU and major European powers have the 

political will or instruments to muster such a response. 

The continued adherence of most European countries 

to a rigid ‘one-China policy’ also limits the extent to 

which they can provide Taiwan with greater diplomatic 

breathing space. European efforts to support Taiwan’s 

meaningful participation in international organisations 

have thus far failed.

In principle, European acknowledgement of Taiwan’s 

normative like-mindedness and economic value within 

high-end technology supply chains could lead to a 

greater decoupling of their Taiwan policies from their 

China policies. European powers could choose to risk 

Beijing’s political and economic coercion in order to 

deepen their relations with Taiwan beyond rhetori-

cal support. But this would require a deliberate policy 

choice and a departure from the current approach of 

‘muddling through’, with largely political-declaratory 

support for Taiwan but no major concrete initiatives to 

improve its position. 

The main advantage of this approach is the tempo-

rary avoidance of potential political and economic dis-

ruption in European relations with China. In the short 

term, it might also avoid adding ‘fuel to the fire’ given 

that Beijing is likely to respond strongly to any concrete 

initiatives, given that it sees unification with Taiwan as 
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a ‘core national interest’. However, this approach only 

delays the more determined, muscular strategy that 

is necessary to confront China’s growing power and 

coercion. The Taiwan conflict is just one cornerstone 

of China’s grand strategy to remodel the international 

order along more authoritarian lines which stand in 

stark contrast to the values and interests of European 

states and their allies. The failure to defend Taiwan’s 

vibrant democracy would have disastrous strategic out-

comes for Europe and its allies. 

The alternative, more determined, option is for 

Europe to treat Taiwan as an important ideational, 

political and economic partner in its own right. In 

doing so, European states would refrain from seeing 

Taiwan in narrow terms as either a fellow democracy 

that ‘has to be rescued’ from the Chinese authoritar-

ian embrace, or simply as a reliable provider of much-

needed semiconductors, as expressed in the EU ‘Chips 

Act’. Instead, they would perceive Taiwan as a critical 

partner in a regional and global collective effort to push 

back against China’s challenge to the regional and inter-

national order – including through significant political 

and economic investment in Taiwan’s future. 

Obviously, such a policy shift on the part of the EU 

and European powers would raise the spectre of the 

significant costs that China would certainly threaten 

to impose. As the case of Australia shows, however, 

nations can withstand Chinese coercive pressure. To do 

so, European countries would need to understand the 

logic and limits of Beijing’s use of coercion as a political 

and economic instrument.

In this context, European countries and the EU could 

leverage their economic strengths to help maintain peace 

and stability across the Taiwan Strait. As this study demon-

strates, Europe’s economic strengths should be at the fore-

front of European capitals’ minds. Signalling a European 

economic response could deter Beijing from seeking to 

unify Taiwan by force. Economic deterrence can work 

both ways and while the trading relationships between 

European states and China are strong, China does not dom-

inate Europe’s external trade as much as often assumed by 

policymakers. Indeed, China’s importance as a bilateral 

trading partner is often exaggerated in European debate. 

This presents European states with an opportunity to 

signal to China that its need for foreign investment and 

Europe’s willingness to import Chinese products and 

services might be at stake in the event of a Taiwan-Strait 

crisis. In the event of a major escalation, China would 

have limited ability to employ targeted sanctions and 

counter-sanctions against European markets. With a 

more nuanced understanding of this, European capi-

tals could use their economic ties with Beijing to seek to 

deter China’s potential unification of Taiwan by force. 

This would require coherent European behaviour and 

coordination, including a preparedness by major com-

panies to play their part. Whilst it remains impossible to 

predict Chinese receptiveness to deterrent signalling of 

potential economic sanctions and whilst economic sanc-

tions are not a panacea, China’s concern over economic 

growth and common prosperity suggests that European 

capitals should consider wielding their economic hand 

in order to try and prevent a cross-strait crisis.

Finally, European powers need to contemplate poten-

tial military responses to a range of cross-strait scenar-

ios, even if they naturally seek to avoid such thinking. 

Considering Europe’s scarce military capabilities that 

could be deployed to the Indo-Pacific region, especially 

with a belligerent Russia on its doorstep, this report con-

fines its examination of a European contribution to the 

Indo-Pacific to France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, 

Poland, Spain and the UK. The discussion focuses on 

grey-zone and conventional military scenarios, naval 

blockade, invasion and missile and air-strike campaigns. 

The report argues that most European countries are 

likely to exercise significant restraint in such scenarios. 

While it is not impossible that the UK would deploy 

forces (such as nuclear submarines) into theatre in the 

event of a major crisis because of its strategic close ties 

with the United States and Australia, other European 

powers would likely be concerned about weakening 

conventional deterrence in Europe vis-à-vis Russia. 

From a military-operational perspective, the European 

capabilities and forces that would be most useful in a 

Taiwan war scenario are by and large those capabilities 

that would be needed in a high-intensity conflict with 

Russia in Eastern Europe. These include, among other 

assets, command, control, communications, computers, 

intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (C4ISR) 

systems, cyber-reconnaissance capabilities, precision-

guided munitions, maritime strike, medium- and 
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long-range air-defence systems, electronic-warfare 

(EW) systems, as well as suppression of enemy air 

defence and destruction of enemy air defence (SEAD/

DEAD) aircraft and weapons. Such systems and capa-

bilities are only available to European countries in small 

quantities, if at all. 

As a result, a sustained and major military commit-

ment to support the United States and Taiwan militar-

ily in a war with China could weaken European and US 

capacity to deal with a Russian contingency at the same 

time and erode the credibility of their conventional deter-

rence postures vis-à-vis Russia. This could be exploited 

by Moscow and invite military adventurism. The report 

therefore suggests that European countries that feel more 

threatened by potential Russian aggression, primarily 

Eastern European nations, would likely be less willing 

than other countries to commit military capabilities and 

forces to the defence of Taiwan. Secondly, unless there 

is a fundamental shift towards detente in Europe–Russia 

and US–Russia relations, which seems unlikely at pre-

sent, European military support of Taiwan in a war in the 

Western Pacific would be quite limited.

The report concludes that European military power 

would be best used to help defend Taiwanese networks 

from Chinese cyber attacks and to organise a strategic 

airlift in the event of grey-zone coercion or blockade sce-

narios. A more demanding option would be to provide 

air defences, including the deployment of EW capabili-

ties to US bases in the region such as on Okinawa and 

Guam. Yet, whether more robust kinetic capabilities, 

for example air-defence systems or naval-strike forces, 

would be dispatched in the event of a military confron-

tation in the Western Pacific remains uncertain and 

dependent on factors beyond military analysis. Europe 

certainly possesses capabilities for more robust deploy-

ments in limited quantities, but the risks and second-

ary-order effects of such deployments in conjunction 

with a reduced US military presence in Europe should 

not be disregarded. 

In sum, the report demonstrates that Europe needs a 

different approach to helping to secure Taiwan’s future 

and that, contrary to conventional wisdom, it does have 

the political, economic and even some limited military 

means at its disposal. Whether European capitals and 

the EU will use them remains an open question. What is 

certain, however, is that the Taiwan conflict will remain 

on Europe’s agenda as a major challenge in this new era 

of great-power competition. 
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Introduction

European concern over peace and stability across 

the Taiwan Strait has notably increased since 2020. 

European capitals have long framed their Taiwan poli-

cies as a sub-strand of their China policies, including 

in areas such as trade.1 To a certain extent this remains 

true. The European Union paused its negotiations with 

Taiwan for a bilateral investment agreement after it 

halted negotiations with China for a Comprehensive 

Agreement on Investment. European relations with 

Taiwan still fall under their one-China policies. 

However, by 2022, European public statements of con-

cern for Taiwan’s future have increased, and European 

states are no longer showing the same diplomatic 

reserve in their handling of Taiwan affairs. 

On 19 October 2021, the EU High Representative and 

Vice President Josep Borrell stated that China’s increas-

ing pressure on Taiwan, military presence in the Taiwan 

Strait and deployment of force ‘may have a direct impact 

on European security and prosperity’.2 The EU, accord-

ing to Borrell, ‘has an interest in enhancing relations 

and cooperation with Taiwan’. In 2021, the European 

Parliament also sent its first ever official delegation to 

Taiwan, and published a report on EU–Taiwan relations 

demonstrating that ‘the EU is ready to upgrade its rela-

tionship with [its] key partner Taiwan’.3 Outside of the 

European Union, EU and non-EU countries alike have 

similarly started discussing publicly how the ‘Taiwan 

problem’ concerns countries beyond the Indo-Pacific 

region. In 2021, the United Kingdom’s Prime Minister 

Boris Johnson stated that the only way the UK could 

support Taiwan was by supporting US global leader-

ship.4 That same year, the UK sent its first warship in 

over a decade through the Taiwan Strait.5 

China’s own turn towards greater authoritarianism, 

maturing military capabilities and assertive foreign poli-

cies since President Xi Jinping took office in 2013 have 

heavily influenced European perspectives on and pol-

icy directions towards Taiwan. Western countries have 

imposed sanctions on officials in China over human-rights 

abuses against Chinese ethnic and religious minority 

groups.6 The UK for its part, together with like-minded 

allies, has stated its concern over developments in Hong 

Kong in 2021, including the outcome of the Legislative 

Council elections, the imposition of the National Security 

Law and the shrinking space for political activism and 

personal freedoms.7 The US–China trade war and tech-

nological competition has also indirectly made Taiwan’s 

security more pressing for European capitals. Taiwan’s 

monopoly on advanced semiconductor-chip manufac-

turing has been of particular interest to European capi-

tals seeking to diversify their supply chains.

However, while European capitals and the EU state 

their concern for cross-strait stability, it is unclear to 

what extent they have begun to decouple their Taiwan 

policies from their China policies, and where exactly 

they can contribute to cross-strait stability moving for-

ward. This report therefore examines the political, eco-

nomic and military dynamics of European–Taiwanese 

relations today, and considers how European powers 

could contribute to maintaining cross-strait stability 

and security in the future. 

The first section considers how Europe–Taiwan rela-

tions have shifted over the past two decades, and how 

EU and non-EU European capitals are balancing their 

bilateral relations with China and Taiwan. It argues 

that perceptions about Taiwan have shifted consider-

ably from a period where it was perceived as a potential 

troublemaker in relations with China to the current era 

where Taipei is seen more as a ‘like-minded’ partner 

in the context of increasingly difficult relations with 

Beijing. The chapter ends with options for European 

capitals moving forward: maintaining the status quo or 

pushing back against Chinese multi-domain coercion in 

response to deepened European linkages with Taiwan. 

The second section examines European powers’ 

trade relationships with Taiwan and China, arguing that 

while trade with the latter is important, it is also over-

stated, and that there is room to deepen trade relation-

ships with Taiwan. The chapter then examines whether 

European powers could leverage economic sanctions to 
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deter a cross-strait crisis and maintain stability, with a 

particular view to how Beijing has reacted to economic 

sanctions historically. Finally, the chapter examines 

how Beijing might respond with economic statecraft 

tools of its own, and whether these have been successful 

in leading to policy changes in the past. Ultimately, the 

chapter concludes that looking at bilateral trade is just 

one metric to consider with regards to Europe’s ability to 

leverage its trading relationship with China and Taiwan 

to deter conflict. Beijing’s own inward turn towards reli-

ance on domestic drivers of GDP growth and its bilat-

eral relationship with Russia might weaken European 

capitals’ ability to maintain cross-strait stability. 

Lastly, the third section of the report looks at what 

the realistic demands of European powers in cross-

strait conflict scenarios could be. Considering Europe’s 

scarce military capabilities that could be deployed to the 

Indo-Pacific region, especially with a belligerent Russia 

on its doorstep, the report confines its examination of 

a European contribution to the Indo-Pacific to France, 

Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain and the 

UK. The chapter first outlines European Indo-Pacific 

military and security-related strategies and capabili-

ties. It then considers how four scenarios of cross-strait 

conflict might evolve, ranging from grey-zone chal-

lenges to a naval blockade, invasion and missile and 

air-strike campaigns. For each scenario, it discusses 

how European powers might be able to contribute with 

regards to defence options, the availability of key assets, 

the ability to deploy them and inter-operability require-

ments. The chapter also considers the potential sec-

ond-order impacts for European security of European 

military contributions to the Indo-Pacific region in the 

event of a Taiwan scenario.

Ultimately, the report concludes that while European 

political unity and political will might remain stumbling 

blocks for greater political support for Taiwan, European 

powers are shifting their attitudes towards deepening 

bilateral and multilateral relations with Taipei in the 

future. Furthermore, as European states increasingly 

view cross-strait stability and Taiwanese security as rel-

evant to their own security within a wider context of 

systemic rivalry with China, they may be more willing 

to take steps to engage further with Taiwan on political, 

economic and security issues. As this report concludes, 

European powers have more resources to do so at their 

disposal than commonly acknowledged, both ahead of 

a potential conflict and during one.
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Chapter One: The Political-diplomatic 
Challenge and Response Options for Europe 

The Taiwan conflict has reached Europe and is becom-

ing an increasingly unavoidable component of the con-

tinent’s geopolitical challenges. Just like many other 

countries, including those in the Indo-Pacific, European 

nations and the European Union avoided the Taiwan 

issue for a very long time, ever since the young democ-

racy held its first free elections in 1996. In line with the 

hope to ‘socialise’ China into the Western-led, inter-

national political and, ultimately, ideational order, 

Europe focused on developing ever-closer connections 

to Beijing. The Taiwan ‘problem’ was largely neglected 

and if it came up was treated as a diplomatic nuisance. 

Indeed, a widely held perception in Europe (and else-

where) was that if anyone threatened to upset the sta-

tus quo in the Taiwan Strait, it was Taipei, not Beijing. 

This belief was particularly strong after Chen Shui-bian 

of the pro-independence Democratic Progressive Party 

(DPP) was elected as Taiwan’s president in 2000 on a 

ticket of promoting the country’s de jure independence. 

Europe’s political neglect of Taiwan only grew dur-

ing the 2000s given the ‘business first’ approach it took 

towards China specifically and the Asia-Pacific region 

in general. EU–China relations appeared to be moving 

on an upward trajectory, and when Chen’s successor 

Ma Ying-jeou of the more China-friendly Kuomintang 

party initiated a period of rapprochement with Beijing 

after his election in 2008, Taiwan–China relations also 

seemed to be improving.8 However, at the time, several 

experts already warned that China’s objective of unifi-

cation with Taiwan had not changed and that Beijing 

was steadily increasing its coercive capacity to force 

Taipei into accepting its demands.9 Moreover, Ma’s rap-

prochement with Beijing lacked sufficient domestic sup-

port as more and more citizens identified themselves as 

Taiwanese, and did not want to surrender the nation’s 

democratic way of life.

Under President Xi Jinping, China has not only 

become more authoritarian but also more assertive in its 

foreign-policy ambitions. Furthermore, since the DPP 

took office, it has increasingly relied on multi-domain 

coercion against Taiwan.10 Beijing has continued to offer 

carrots to Taiwanese businesses and members of its civil 

society such as students, but these measures have failed 

to change Taiwanese perceptions about China’s ulti-

mate objective to unify with Taiwan on its own terms. 

And while Xi has not stated a clear timeline for China’s 

unification with Taiwan, he has made it clear that the 

issue ‘should not be passed down generation after 

generation’.11  

Xi has also declared the ‘one country, two systems’ 

formula the sine qua non for cross-strait relations, an 

approach that is considered unacceptable by most 

Taiwanese and by the DPP government of current 

President Tsai Ing-wen.12 Indeed, China’s crackdown on 

civil rights in Hong Kong and imposition of the National 

Security Law in 2020 bolstered popular support for 

Tsai’s re-election in 2021 and heightened Taiwanese 

criticism of the ‘one country, two systems’ formula. 

A popular phrase circulated across Taiwanese social 

media platforms: ‘今日香港, 明日台湾’ [Today Hong 

Kong, Tomorrow Taiwan].13 China’s increasing strategy 

of comprehensive coercion against the DPP government 

across the political, economic, military, ideational and 

cyber domains has only strengthened Taiwanese resolve 

to stand firm. As Tsai wrote, ‘if Taiwan were to fall, the 

consequences would be catastrophic for regional peace 

and the democratic alliance system. It would signal that 

in today’s global contest of values, authoritarianism has 

the upper hand over democracy.’14

Europe can therefore no longer avoid the Taiwan 

issue strategically and politically. As a self-proclaimed 

global upholder of democracy, human rights and 

self-determination, the EU has an obligation to pro-

tect Taiwan’s status as a mature democracy of over 

24 million people. A failure to act in the event of a 

Taiwan-Strait conflict would damage Europe’s cred-

ibility to defend and uphold democratic values. As the 

2021 ‘EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific’ 

acknowledges, the ‘display of force… in the Taiwan 

Strait may have a direct impact on European security 
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and prosperity’.15 A conflict would cause enormous 

disruptions to global supply chains, particularly in the 

information and communications technology (ICT) and 

semiconductor sectors. Taiwan’s high-tech industrial 

base is an integral part of the global supply chain and it 

is the market leader in advanced three- and five-nano-

metre semiconductor chips. Taiwan Semiconductor 

Manufacturing Company (TSMC) alone accounts for 

over 50% of global production and is thus critical to 

European technology and economy advancement, a 

fact recognised by EU senior representatives. A conflict 

would also halt EU–Taiwan foreign direct investment 

flows, which have the potential to support Europe from 

further falling behind in the innovation and develop-

ment of emerging technologies.16

Furthermore, if the United States fails to deter Beijing 

from an invasion of Taiwan and its offshore territories, 

US defence planners would likely shift more resources 

from the North Atlantic towards the Indo-Pacific to 

address the changed military balance.17 In such a sce-

nario, a military conflict would draw in Australia, Japan, 

the US and other regional partners, and thus would not 

remain local and limited. Washington, as well as Tokyo, 

Canberra and others, would look towards its European 

allies for direct political, economic and even military 

support. Finally, Lithuania’s decision to stand up to 

China by inviting Taiwan to establish a de facto embassy 

in September 2021 – which drew a hefty rebuke and 

coercive pressure from Beijing – has further catapulted 

the issue into the heart of European politics; in doing 

so, a small European country put to rest the widespread 

notion that no single power remains powerful enough to 

even cautiously oppose China on a question as sensitive 

as the Taiwan issue. But China’s response to Lithuania’s 

push back – downgrading its diplomatic mission in the 

Baltic nation and indirectly imposing trade sanctions 

by coercing companies in other European countries to 

stop using parts made in Lithuania18 – also challenges 

fundamental principles of solidarity and integrity of the 

single European market. 

Enhanced political signalling for Taiwan
Faced with this situation, the EU and individual 

European countries have moved to increase political 

support for Taiwan. Within the EU, the main driver for 

change has come from the European Parliament, rather 

than the Commission. Well-known members of the 

Parliament, such as Reinhard Bütikofer, have argued 

that European countries must form their own Taiwan 

policies too, given that Xi’s China fundamentally endan-

gers the cross-strait status quo.19 In October 2021, the 

European Parliament also passed a non-binding resolu-

tion calling for a ‘comprehensive enhanced partnership’ 

with Taiwan with a majority 580–26 vote. It also asked 

the Commission to ‘urgently begin an impact assess-

ment, public consultation and scoping exercise on a 

bilateral investment agreement’.20 Faced with a shifting 

sentiment in the Parliament, the High Representative 

for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell also 

publicly endorsed enhanced EU relations with Taiwan.21 

Moreover, for the first time in history, EU parliamentar-

ians embarked on an official visit to Taipei in November 

2021, during which delegates promised President Tsai 

that Europe was ‘standing with you’.22 

At the level of European nation states, several Baltic 

and Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries 

have become more active in signalling greater political 

support for Taiwan over the past two years. In August 

2020, a delegation of 89 Czech officials, including Senate 

President Miloš Vystrčil and Prague Mayor Zdeněk 

Hřib, made an unprecedented visit to Taiwan, despite 

condemnation from Beijing.23 In 2021, an unprec-

edented number of similar activities took place. For 

instance, in February, President Xi chaired the China–

CEE Leaders Meeting (for the then-‘17+1’ bloc), a task 

typically assigned to Prime Minister Li Keqiang, in 

a sign of frostier China–CEE ties.24 Six CEE leaders – 

those of Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania 

and Slovenia – skipped the meeting (despite its virtual 

format) in an open rebuke of the ‘17+1’ initiative. In May 

2021, Lithuania then officially withdrew from the for-

mat and subsequently expanded its ties with Taiwan, 

which culminated in its September 2021 decision to 

invite Taipei to establish a de facto embassy in Vilnius.25 

While Beijing lashed out in response to what it saw 

as Lithuania’s provocations, Taiwan sent a delegation 

of 66 government officials and business representatives 

on a tour through the Czech Republic, Lithuania and 

Slovakia, with the goal of building closer trade ties. The 

group, led by Taiwan National Development Council 
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Minister Kung Ming-hsin, for instance signed seven 

memoranda of understanding with Slovakia to advance 

cooperation.26 Moreover, the same month, Taiwan’s 

Foreign Minister Joseph Wu was invited for official vis-

its to Slovakia and the Czech Republic and undertook a 

‘secret’ trip to Brussels to discuss the Indo-Pacific with 

European policymakers.27 

At the end of November 2021, despite repeated Chinese 

warnings, lawmakers from all three Baltic nations met 

with President Tsai in Taipei to express their support.28 

And in early December, a delegation of 43 Slovak gov-

ernment officials, business representatives and academ-

ics visited the country.29 Finally, in January 2022, Slovenia 

became the latest CEE country to break ranks with China 

when Prime Minister Janez Janša announced plans for 

Taiwan and Slovenia to set up trade offices in each other’s 

countries, referred to Taiwan as a ‘democratic country’ 

and lambasted Beijing’s response to Lithuania’s relations 

with Taiwan as ‘terrifying’ and ‘ridiculous’.30 In response, 

China increased pressure on Slovenian business leaders 

by threatening to terminate contracts.31

In addition, the parliaments of major Western 

European powers provided signals of greater political 

support for Taiwan. For instance, the December 2021 

coalition agreement of Germany’s new government, 

in contrast to the discourse of previous governments, 

not only mentioned Taiwan but also stated the expec-

tation that a change to the cross-strait status quo must 

only happen peacefully and with mutual consent.32 The 

new German parliament also passed a resolution call-

ing on the government to reassess its Taiwan policy and 

deepen exchanges with Taipei within the boundaries of 

its existing ‘one-China policy’ (where Beijing is seen as 

the only legitimate representative of full statehood).33 

Moreover, a delegation of six French parliamentarians 

visited Taiwan in December for a five-day visit, while 

a delegation from the United Kingdom was scheduled 

to arrive in February 2022 (this visit was subsequently 

postponed).34 Finally, in November 2021, the House 

of Representatives of the Netherlands adopted two 

motions in support of Taiwan and Lithuania.35

Beyond political signalling?
Undoubtedly, the EU and several European countries 

have recently intensified political signalling efforts in 

support of Taiwan. Some analysts therefore concluded 

that Europe was ‘doubling down’ on its support for 

Taipei.36 However, while such support is welcomed 

from a Taiwanese perspective, the real litmus test for 

European support is whether the EU and European pow-

ers are willing to move beyond mostly political gestures 

of support. To do so, they would need to address several 

unresolved tensions in their relationship with China. 

The question at the heart of the political China–

Taiwan challenge for Europe is whether it can reconcile 

its values with its economic interests. For the most part, 

European nations have reassessed their ties with Beijing. 

China’s systematic and severe human-rights violations 

at home (including harsh censorship of its own citizens; 

genocidal practices against the Uighur populations; 

forced assimilation of ethnic minorities in southwest 

China, Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang; and the 

extension of authoritarian rule over Hong Kong) have 

become more difficult for liberal democratic European 

countries to ignore. Furthermore, China’s predatory 

trade practices and its growing resort to multi-domain 

coercion have triggered alarm bells in Brussels, as evi-

denced by EU attempts to develop an ‘anti-coercion’ 

toolkit. As a result, the EU and major European powers 

such as France, Germany and the UK now label China 

a ‘systemic rival’.37 EU–China relations have become 

much frostier, marked by both sides’ imposition of 

sanctions and counter-sanctions against individuals 

and entities. European policymakers have also called 

for diversifying trade relationships in the Indo-Pacific 

to reduce dependencies on the Chinese markets.38 

However, the adherence of most European coun-

tries to a traditional understanding of the ‘one-China 

policy’ also stands in the way of providing Taiwan with 

greater diplomatic breathing space. For instance, while 

European government officials repeatedly state their 

support for Taiwan to join international organisations 

and bodies where full statehood is not required – such 

as the World Health Organization (WHO) and Interpol 

– such a development is unlikely given that China has 

expanded its influence in international organisations 

and is sure to veto Taiwan’s accession. And it is not evi-

dent that European nations are willing to pursue alter-

native avenues to strengthen Taiwan’s participation in 

the international community.
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January: Marco Di Maio, vice president of the Italy–Taiwan 
Parliamentary Friendship Group, visits Taiwanese Vice President 
Chen Chien-jen

September: France–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group 
delegation meets President Tsai Ing-wen at the Presidential 
Of�ce in Taipei

October: Danish parliament Deputy Speaker Pia Kjærsgaard 
meets President Tsai Ing-wen at the Presidential Of�ce in Taipei

October: Delegation led by European Parliament–Taiwan 
Friendship Group Chair Michael Gahler meets President Tsai 
Ing-wen at the Presidential Of�ce in Taipei 

November: Lawmakers from Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia 
meet with Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen at the 
Presidential Of�ce in Taipei

December: French delegation from the National Assembly, led 
by France–Taiwan Parliamentary Friendship Group Chairman 
François de Rugy, meets with President Tsai Ing-wen and 
other top Taiwanese of�cials in Taiwan

November: Delegation led by Italian senator Gian Marco 
Centinaio visits Taiwanese Ministry of Justice 

October: French Senate delegation visits Taiwan

November: Of�cial European Parliament delegation visits 
Taiwan for the �rst time

December: Slovakian delegation visits Taiwan 

May: Taiwanese delegation visits the Platform of�ce in Prague

June: Taiwanese Foreign Minister Joseph Wu participates in 
Copenhagen Democracy Summit

September: Taiwanese delegation attends UK–Taiwan Higher 
Education Forum 2019 in London

October: Taiwanese delegation visits Lithuania amid 
Beijing–Vilnius tensions, as well as Slovakia and the Czech Republic

October: Taiwanese Foreign Minister Joseph Wu visits Slovakia 
and the Czech Republic and attends meetings with EU 
policymakers in Brussels

Delegation visits Foreign minister visits

September: Czech delegation led by Senate President Miloš Vystrcil 
and Prague Mayor Zdenek Hrib visits Taiwan

Source: IISS

Figure 1: Selected European and Taiwanese bilateral visits 2019–2021

2019

Taiwanese visits to Europe European visits to Taiwan

2020

2021

2022
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This situation points to another critical question 

for the EU and European powers when dealing with 

the China–Taiwan nexus: whether they are willing 

and able to absorb Chinese retaliation. Put simply, the 

more the EU or European states support Taiwan, the 

heftier China’s response will be. It is not clear if major 

European powers such as France, Germany and even 

the UK are willing to risk what could be a major dis-

ruption to their relationship with China. For instance, it 

is possible that Germany’s new Chancellor Olaf Scholz 

will continue the China-friendly course of his prede-

cessor Angela Merkel, being more interested in eco-

nomics than geopolitics. Indeed, in his first call with 

President Xi after his election, Scholz stressed his inter-

est in deepening economic ties with China apparently 

without mentioning human rights and other issues 

of concern.39 That said, the new German government 

might also adopt a less China-centric approach to its 

Indo-Pacific affairs and invest more in ties with other 

regional partners, in which case Berlin might be open 

to offering greater support for Taiwan.40 Such a sce-

nario will largely depend on whether the new Foreign 

Minister Annalena Baerbock from the Green party 

will succeed in crafting a more robust German stance 

on China which moves beyond a purely mercantilist 

approach. In January 2022, she reportedly asked her 

Chinese counterpart Wang Yi to stop ‘blackmailing’ 

Lithuania over the Taiwan dispute.41 But it remains to 

be seen to what extent her more China-critical stance 

translates into greater willingness to support Taiwan.

Meanwhile, French President Emmanuel Macron’s 

China policy has been characterised by conflicting rhet-

oric and an emphasis on not potentially putting eco-

nomic interests at stake. While he called on Europeans 

to end their ‘naivety’ about China, Macron also cau-

tioned that the EU should not ‘gang up’ on Beijing with 

the United States. He has also avoided condemning 

Beijing’s human-rights violations, leading to criticism 

in the French parliament, which adopted a resolution 

in January 2022 to join the UK Parliament in calling 

China’s treatment of the Uighur minority a ‘genocide’.

Effectively standing up to China over Taiwan would 

require willingness from Europe’s major powers such 

as France, Germany and the UK to lead in an effective, 

collective response. It would also require a willingness 

to incur some economic costs. Beijing’s coercive pres-

sure on Lithuania and Slovenia is a test for Europe’s 

resolve and cohesion; it must decide how to respond 

to what should be an unacceptable interference in the 

self-determination of individual European countries 

and the integrity of the European single market. It is 

not clear at present that the EU and major European 

powers have the political will and instruments to mus-

ter such a response. 

Admittedly, in early 2022 the EU (joined by Australia, 

Taiwan, the UK and the US) filed a case against China 

in the World Trade Organization (WTO) in response to 

what it saw as ‘discriminatory trade practices’ against 

Lithuanian goods.42 As previously mentioned, it is also 

in the process of developing an ‘anti-coercion’ toolkit to 

deal with similar cases in the future. That said, though 

significant in terms of its political signal, the reper-

cussions for China of a negative WTO ruling would 

be limited.43 Furthermore, the planned anti-coercion 

measures will take considerable time to be negotiated 

and agreed upon among the 27 EU member states. If 

they only apply to officially declared sanctions, they 

would be ineffective against China’s use of murkier, 

indirect economic punishments. Media reports that 

German business leaders had pressured Lithuania 

to change course over its Taiwan policy because of 

Chinese pressure do not bode well for a coherent 

European approach to Chinese coercion which would 

be based on greater unity between national govern-

ments and multinational companies.44 

Options 
It is prudent to assume that the Taiwan issue will con-

tinue to occupy European capitals and the EU. China’s 

coercion against the de facto independent democratic 

country is likely to grow and a peaceful solution is not 

in sight. The few carrots that Beijing can offer are insuf-

ficient to make the vast majority of Taiwanese people 

surrender their democratic way of life in return for liv-

ing under Chinese authoritarianism. Considering this, 

Europe has at least two political options for approach-

ing the China–Taiwan nexus.

The first option would be a continuation of the cur-

rent cautious approach of ‘muddling through’, whereby 

European states and the EU largely declare political 
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support for Taiwan without implementing major con-

crete initiatives to improve Taipei’s position. The main 

advantage of this approach lies in its temporary avoid-

ance of potentially major political and economic disrup-

tion to European relations with China. In the short term, 

this approach might also avoid adding ‘fuel to the fire’ 

given that Beijing is likely to respond strongly to more 

direct approaches since it sees unification with Taiwan 

as a ‘core national interest.’ The disadvantage with this 

approach, however, is that it would merely delay the 

more determined, muscular strategy that is necessary 

to confront China’s growing power and coercion. The 

Taiwan conflict is just one cornerstone in China’s grand 

strategy to remodel the international order along more 

authoritarian lines which stand in stark contrast to 

Europe’s and its allies’ preferences. As the new German 

Minister of State in the Federal Foreign Office Tobias 

Lindner stated in a public speech in February 2022, the 

‘disagreements with China touch the core of European 

values and interests – not addressing this now will cost 

us dearly in the long run’.45 In this context, the Taiwan 

issue is a test case for whether Europe can stand up to 

China on issues of key principles and interests.

The alternative option would be to treat Taiwan 

as an important ideational, political and economic 

partner in its own right. This approach would move 

beyond considering Taiwan in narrow terms as a fel-

low democracy that has to be rescued from the Chinese 

authoritarian embrace through well-meaning politi-

cal-declaratory statements of support without further 

action – as reflected during the EU delegation visit to 

Taiwan in November 2021. It would also look beyond 

Taiwan’s role as a reliable provider of much-needed 

semiconductors, as expressed in the EU ‘Chip Act’. 

Neither of these perspectives will provide Taiwan with 

the diplomatic and economic breathing space that it 

needs to withstand Chinese coercion. 

Instead, such an approach would value Taipei as a 

mature Asian democracy, which is ideationally con-

gruent with most European powers. This is a signifi-

cant concern to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), 

which seeks to demonstrate that the ‘Chinese way of 

life’ is incompatible with Western conceptions of lib-

eralism and the rule of law. Furthermore, according 

to this approach, Europe would perceive Taiwan as an 

important partner in a collective effort to push back 

against China’s challenge to the regional and inter-

national order. This would mean significantly ramp-

ing up political and economic investment in Taiwan 

and inviting Taiwanese companies to do the same in 

Europe. Major European powers would then also need 

to remove European travel restrictions for cabinet-level 

Taiwanese government leaders and senior policymak-

ers. The European Commission would also need to give 

up its resistance to substantially upgrading trade rela-

tions with Taiwan for fear over Chinese retaliation.46 

Enhancing political and economic ties with Taiwan 

would send powerful messages to China that Europe 

is indeed committed to upholding Taiwan’s status as a 

de facto independent democratic country. Such a move 

would not automatically conflict with European coun-

tries’ adherence to their declared ‘one-China’ policies, 

although as European policymakers assert, these do not 

mean they agree with China’s interpretation about its 

rightful jurisdiction over Taiwan. 

Obviously, such a policy shift on the part of the EU 

and European powers would raise the spectre of the 

significant costs that China would certainly threaten 

to impose. As the case of Australia shows, however, 

nations can withstand Chinese coercive pressure. To do 

so, European states need to understand the logic and 

limits of Beijing’s use of coercion as a political instru-

ment. Coercive diplomacy or, as Thomas Schelling 

famously called it, the ‘power to hurt’ is a psychologi-

cal concept designed to influence another party through 

‘the threat of damage, or of more damage to come, that 

can make someone yield or comply’.47 

In other words, it is the fear of a potential Chinese 

punishment that has prevented European policymak-

ers from engaging more comprehensively and effec-

tively with Taiwan, rather than the actual response from 

Beijing. And there is reason to assume that presented 

with a united, cohesive European push to develop closer 

relations with Taiwan, China’s response might not be 

as drastic for European countries as widely expected. 

China needs access to the European single market and 

to European technology for its own economic advance-

ment. Dealing with a united bloc of 27 EU member 

states (or the core of its most powerful members, plus 

the UK) would be a significant undertaking even for 
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China, which might then face simultaneous pressure 

from the US and allies in the Indo-Pacific.

This alternative option for dealing with the Taiwan 

issue might be a step too far at present for most 

European governments. The case of some CEE coun-

tries shows, however, that the conflict over Taiwan has 

reached Europe’s shores and that a return to the cross-

strait status quo will remain just wishful thinking in 

some European capitals. As such, Europe needs to col-

lectively find a new political strategy to deal with the 

China–Taiwan issue, which could otherwise become a 

seriously divisive conflict for the continent itself.
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Chapter Two: Economics as a Deterrence

Though discussions around Taiwan’s foreign rela-

tions have recently highlighted Taipei’s normative 

role in the global rules-based international order, 

European capitals have traditionally viewed and con-

ducted their bilateral relations with Taiwan through 

an economic lens. Similarly, European relations with 

mainland China since Beijing’s opening-up reforms 

in 1978 have also been heavily focused on econom-

ics. Both China and Taiwan are vital hubs within the 

global supply chain. Taiwan is an important supplier 

of advanced information and communications tech-

nology (ICT) components and semiconductors, while 

China’s manufacturing industry and large consumer 

base have made it both a supplier and key market for 

European industry and business. However, European 

capitals trade more within the European Union than 

they do with the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 

Conversely, the importance of the European mar-

ket for China is often underestimated. The growing 

concern in European capitals about a potential crisis 

across the Taiwan Strait raises the question of what 

resources European states could deploy to the Indo-

Pacific theatre to assist in maintaining peace and sta-

bility there, while still ensuring European security 

at home. Leveraging Europe’s economic strength 

should be at the forefront of European capitals’ 

minds and signalling a strong European economic 

response could help deter Beijing from seeking to 

unify Taiwan by force. 

This section will therefore explore the bilateral 

trade relationships between European states, Taiwan 

and China in closer detail. It will then examine how 

European capitals can leverage signalling of economic 

sanctions to deter military action, and provide exam-

ples of how Beijing has historically responded to sanc-

tions. Lastly, the chapter considers factors that might 

limit European economic actions to deter China, such 

as European political unity and the fear of Chinese 

counter-actions. The chapter concludes that while it 

remains impossible to predict Chinese receptiveness 

to deterrent signalling of potential economic sanctions, 

China’s concerns over economic growth and common 

prosperity mean that European capitals should con-

sider wielding their economic hand in order to try to 

prevent a cross-strait crisis.

Taiwan’s position in global trade
Due to its political status as a state with limited dip-

lomatic recognition, Western governments have largely 

engaged with Taiwan through their trading relation-

ships, which have in the past been considered less 

sensitive areas of engagement. Taiwan’s upward eco-

nomic-growth trajectory commenced in the 1960s, when 

Taiwan represented one of the Asian Tiger economies or 

newly industrialised economies in the region alongside 

Hong Kong, Singapore and South Korea. Alongside the 

other Asian Tiger economies, Taiwan prioritised export-

oriented industrialisation policies, particularly in the 

lower end of the manufacturing-value chain. In the 

early 2000s, Taiwan began moving its labour-intensive 

production to mainland China, where Taiwan today 

remains one of the largest foreign direct investors. 

Today, Taiwan’s former low-end manufacturing profile 

has evolved into one of specialised electronics products 

and components.48

Taiwan now plays a dominant role in global high-end 

technology supply chains, with a particular strength in 

advanced semiconductor chips. Taiwan Semiconductor 

Manufacturing Company (TSMC) is the largest semi-

conductor foundry in the world and accounted for 54% 

of semiconductor foundry revenue globally in 2020.49 

Taiwanese companies more broadly accounted for 63% 

of semiconductor manufacturing revenue globally in 

2020.50 TSMC furthermore has a leading edge in pro-

ducing the world’s most advanced chips. Together with 

Samsung, it dominates the production of five-nanome-

tre (nm) semiconductors and TSMC aimed to commence 

production of the latest generation 3-nm chips in 2022.51

Cross-strait trade has remained important to the 

Taiwanese economy and, including trade with Hong 
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Kong, accounts for roughly 40% of Taiwan’s exports. 

In 2010, Taiwan signed the Cross-Strait Economic 

Cooperation Framework Agreement in an effort to 

‘put Taiwan on an equal footing in foreign trade, insti-

tutionalize cross-strait economic exchanges, further 

motivate other countries to sign free trade agreements 

with Taiwan, and promote closer linkages with the 

world’.52 The deal would cover phasing outs of tariffs 

on 539 products from Taiwan and 237 products from 

China. The agreement had initial success and resulted 

in USD900 million in savings for Taiwanese exporters 

to the mainland.53 However, in 2014, 200 Taiwanese 

activists stormed the Legislative Yuan in protest of the 

Cross-Strait Services Trade Agreement (CSSTA), which 

would further deepen economic integration between the 

Chinese mainland and Taiwan. Over 100,000 Taiwanese 

protesters also gathered in a rally against what they 

considered an opaque ratification process put in place 

by the Kuomintang-led government headed by then-

president Ma Ying-jeou for a policy that would lead to 

unequal economic growth on either side of the Strait 

in Beijing’s favour and pull Taiwan even deeper into 

Beijing’s economic and political orbit.54 

Ratification of the CSSTA has since stalled, and the 

change in political leadership in Taiwan in 2016 to the 

Democratic People’s Party (DPP) government headed 

by President Tsai Ing-wen also changed the focus of 

Taiwanese economic growth. Tsai’s government aims 

to support ‘5+2’ innovative industries (Internet of 

Things, biomedicine, green energy, smart machinery, 

defence, new agriculture and circular economy) in 

Taiwan, diversify Taiwan’s trade relationships to reduce 

dependence on trade with the mainland and incentiv-

ise Taiwanese businesses operating on the mainland 

to move their businesses back to Taiwan or elsewhere 

in the Indo-Pacific.55 Taiwan has sought to become 

increasingly integrated into global and minilateral trade 

regimes. Taiwan became a member of the Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation (APEC) in 1991 and a member of 

the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2002. Taiwan is 

also a member of the Asian Development Bank, Pacific 

Economic Cooperation Council, Pacific Basin Economic 

Council and Central American Bank for Economic 

Integration. Taiwan has already signed free trade agree-

ments (FTAs) with Panama in 2003, Guatemala in 2005, 

Nicaragua in 2006 and El Salvador and Honduras in 

2007. Although El Salvador and Panama no longer dip-

lomatically recognise Taiwan, the bilateral FTAs remain 

in place.56 Taiwan also signed Economic Cooperation 

Agreements with New Zealand in 2013, Singapore in 

2013, Paraguay in 2018, Eswatini in 2018 and with the 

Marshall Islands in 2019. The latter still awaits final 

approval by Taiwan’s Legislative Yuan.57 

It has become even more important for Taiwan to join 

additional trade agreements considering China’s own 

economic integration in the Indo-Pacific region. While 

the ratification of China’s Comprehensive Agreement 

on Investment (CAI) with the EU has stalled, China 

has applied to the Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) 

and is a member of the recently concluded Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) with 

16 other economies across the Indo-Pacific region, 

excluding Taiwan. Under Tsai’s presidency, Taiwan 

has also advocated for a bilateral investment agree-

ment with the EU.58 

European trade with Taiwan and China

Taiwan
Direct trade between Taiwan and the EU, though lower 

than that with the PRC, remained robust throughout 

2020 and the coronavirus pandemic. Between 2019 

and 2020, Taiwan became the EU’s 14th largest trad-

ing partner, with trade totalling EUR49.3 billion. This 

puts Taiwan behind other Indo-Pacific economies such 

as China, India, Japan and South Korea for its trade 

in goods with the EU. The EU remained a vital trad-

ing partner for Taiwan in 2020, and is Taiwan’s fourth 

largest trading partner following China, the United 

States and Japan. Although the coronavirus pandemic 

decreased bilateral trade between the EU and Taiwan 

between 2019 and 2020 by 3.2%, this was far below the 

reduction of 10.5% in trade in goods between the EU 

and the world.59 

The EU’s trade in goods with Taiwan totalled 

EUR49.3bn in 2020, with an overall deficit in trade 

in goods. Taiwan’s imports of EU goods totalled 

EUR22.9bn and were primarily dominated by machin-

ery, chemicals and transport equipment. Taiwan’s 
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exports to the EU totalled EUR26.4bn and were domi-

nated by ICT products (41.6%), machinery (16.1%) and 

transport equipment (11.1%). However, trade in ser-

vices increased from 2019 to 2020, thereby reducing 

the overall trade deficit between Taiwan and the EU 

from EUR3.8bn to EUR3.5bn. In 2020, bilateral trade 

in services totalled EUR9.4bn. Of this, the EU exported 

EUR5.3bn while Taiwan exported EUR4.1bn-worth of 

services. In terms of investment, the EU is Taiwan’s 

largest source of foreign direct investment (FDI), while 

Taiwan’s FDI into Europe remains low. In 2020, the 

EU’s investment into Taiwan totalled USD3.6bn, while 

Taiwan invested USD1.5bn into the EU.

Since leaving the EU, the United Kingdom has main-

tained a strong economic relationship with Taiwan and 

has stated its intention to deepen bilateral ties.60 By the 

end of Q3 2021, Taiwan was the UK’s 28th largest trad-

ing partner compared to the same point the previous 

year and accounted for 0.6% of total UK trade.61 As with 

the wider EU–Taiwan trading relationship, Taiwanese 

exports of goods and services to the UK outweigh the 

imports from the UK to Taiwan, while the UK had a 

trade in services surplus of GBP1.5m with Taiwan by 

Q3 2021. Taiwan is the UK’s 27th largest export market 

and 31st largest import market of goods and services. 

While the UK exports mainly beverages, cars, medicinal 

and pharmaceutical products, chemicals and scientific 

instruments to Taiwan, it imports mainly telecommu-

nications and sound equipment, metal manufactures, 

office machinery, consumer manufactures and road 

vehicles other than cars.62

Certain EU member states and the UK have pointed 

to deepening their trade relationship with Taiwan. For 

example, the UK is already active in Taiwan, holding 

bilateral dialogues in areas such as ICT, financial ser-

vices, pharmaceuticals and offshore wind.63 Taiwan’s 

monopoly on semiconductor research, design and 

manufacturing, particularly of advanced microchips, 

is particularly interesting to European capitals. In 

2021, Lithuania stepped up its trade relationship with 

Taipei, following which Taiwan announced USD200m 

in funds to invest in Lithuania’s strategic sectors 

and a USD1bn-credit fund to bolster Lithuania fol-

lowing a trade embargo imposed by Beijing on the 

Baltic state.64 The credit fund will reportedly focus on 

areas of cooperation at the centre of US–China trade 

competition: semiconductor talent, semiconductor 

development, biotechnologies, finance, satellites and 

scientific research. 

China
Comparatively, mainland China remains the EU’s larg-

est source of exports and imports in the Indo-Pacific 

region, with the former totalling EUR202.6bn and the 
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Figure 3: Export of goods: intra-EU and extra-EU, 2020

latter totalling EUR383.4bn. The EU’s total trade with 

mainland China in 2020 was 11.8 times greater than 

its trade with Taiwan. However, the EU’s trade deficit 

with the PRC is also larger than that with Taiwan, at 

EUR-180.8bn and EUR-3.5bn in 2020 respectively. The 

EU has a trade deficit of EUR-0.9bn with India and of 

EUR-0.4bn with Japan. The EU had a trade surplus with 

Hong Kong, Singapore and South Korea in 2020. 

While the main areas of import and export from and 

to China differ between member states, the EU gener-

ally performs strongly in exporting motor vehicles and 

components, machinery, medicine and pharmaceuti-

cals, measuring and other instruments, and electrical 

and other types of machinery to China. Chinese exports 

to the EU are dominated by telecommunications equip-

ment, automatic data-processing machines, textile and 

other materials, electrical machinery, household equip-

ment, electronic tubes and other equipment, among 

types of goods to the EU.65 

However, while mainland China is a significant 

trading partner for the EU, it is not the Union’s largest 

trading partner; this relationship therefore warrants 

further analysis. Indeed, while China ranked at the top 

of the EU’s partners for total trade in goods, this posi-

tion is not the same for imports and exports. Indeed, 

the EU’s largest destination of goods exports in 2020 

was the US, at EUR352.9bn, followed by the UK at 

EUR277.7bn and China in third place at EUR202.6bn. 

China was, however, the EU’s largest partner for 

import of goods, at EUR383.4bn, followed by the US 

at EUR202.6bn and the UK at EUR167.3bn. Although 

news media stated that China had become the EU’s 

top trading partner globally, this does not take into 

account the EU’s trade in services. Indeed, in 2020, 

the EU exported EUR183.2bn-worth of services to the 

US, while it only exported EUR16.9bn in services to 

China. Taken together with export of goods to the US 

and China, the EU’s largest extra-EU export partner 

was thus the US at EUR536.1bn, with China totalling 

EUR249.5bn in exports comparatively.66 

Intra-EU trade in goods and services in 2020 also 

surpassed the bloc’s trade with China. In 2020, intra-

EU exports of goods to other EU member states 

reached EUR256bn, and most member states had a 

share of intra-EU exports of between 50% and 75% 

relative to extra-EU exports.67 The outliers here 

were Cyprus, Ireland and Malta, for whom extra-EU 

exports were higher than intra-EU exports. Intra-EU 

exports of services reached EUR852.6bn in 2020. 

Combined, intra-EU exports of goods and services 

thus far outweighed both the EU’s exports of goods 

and services to the EU and China combined. This, 

however, does not consider indirect trade with China 

through third markets.
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The importance of the Taiwanese and Chinese 
markets to member states
While the EU manages the bilateral trade relationship 

between the Union and global partners, each of the EU’s 

27 member states has a varying degree of exposure to 

the Taiwanese and Chinese markets. In 2020, Germany 

conducted the largest proportion of total trade in goods 

between the EU and Taiwan measured in value, with 

a share of 31% or EUR15.7bn. The five next largest EU 

member states together accounted for over 80% of the 

total value of trade in goods between the EU and Taiwan, 

including the Netherlands (27.3%; EUR13.5bn), France 

(7.8%; EUR3.8bn), Italy (6.2%; EUR3.1bn), Belgium (4.8%; 

EUR2.4bn) and Spain (3.4%; EUR1.7bn).68 Furthermore, 

in 2020, 13 member states increased their bilateral trade 

in goods with Taiwan, while 17 increased their exports of 

goods to Taiwan from the previous year. Compared with 

Taiwan, more EU member states held trade deficits with 

mainland China in 2020 – 24 member states out of 27 – with 

the largest deficits held by the Netherlands (EUR75.3bn), 

Poland (EUR20.2bn) and Italy (EUR19.2bn).69

European capitals often frame discussions regard-

ing national and EU-level China policies based on the 

strength of the Chinese market for European companies 

and the subsequent importance of the Chinese economy 

for EU member states’ economic growth. However, the 

share of trade between individual member states and 

mainland China compared to other trading partners is 

often overstated when direct bilateral trade is consid-

ered. When considering the value of the total trade rela-

tionship between China and EU member states, China 

does not always feature as the largest trading partner. 

For example, in 2020 China was the second largest desti-

nation for German exports and the first source of imports 

to Germany.70 In terms of overall trade, China ranked 

as the largest trading partner for Germany, followed by 

the Netherlands, US, France and Poland. France’s main 

trading partners are the EU, the US and China. However, 

China ranks 7th in France’s list of top export destinations 

globally and 6th as a source for imports.71 China ranks as 

the Netherlands’ 9th largest destination for exports and 

2nd largest source of imports after Germany.72 Finally, 

China was the UK’s 6th largest destination for exports in 

2020 and its 2nd largest source of imports.

In all of four of these cases, China’s ranking var-

ies. However, what is striking is that in all four cases, 

China ranked much higher in the country’s top sources 

of imports than it did as a destination for exports. This 

was particularly the case in Germany, for which China 

ranked as the second largest source of imports. 
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However, as the table above shows, three European 

states feature in China’s top ten destinations for exports 

in 2020. These include Germany in 6th place, as well 

as the Netherlands and the UK in 7th and 8th place, 

respectively. In total, EU27 (excluding Cyprus) imports 

from China made up nearly 16% of China’s total exports 

in 2019. If the total of Chinese exports to like-minded 

countries (Australia, Canada, India, Japan, South Korea 

and the US) is added to this, the EU26 and like-minded 

countries’ imports of Chinese goods in 2019 totalled 

49% of all Chinese exports that year. 

Leveraging Europe’s economic weight to 
deter or respond to a cross-strait crisis
European powers are increasingly looking to the East as 

the driver of economic growth and centre of geopolitical 

competition. The EU, France, Germany, the Netherlands 

and the UK have each published Indo-Pacific strategies, 

‘notes’ or included the Indo-Pacific more prominently 

in larger strategic policy directions in the last two years. 

These strategies do not necessarily mark a sea change 

in European thinking about the region, but European 

leaders have begun to publicly discuss China in a more 

critical light.73 European strategies on the Indo-Pacific 

go beyond their strategies on China. They reflect a rec-

ognition that stability in the Indo-Pacific region has a 

direct impact on European prosperity and security. 

Contributing to peace and security in the Indo-Pacific 

region by maintaining the rules-based international 

order in the region, as well as openness of the high 

seas are common threads of all the strategies, though 

the UK’s strategy goes further in stating that it seeks 

to shape the rules-based international system. As dis-

cussed in the next section, European actors would be 

able to leverage their military capabilities in various 

ways in the Indo-Pacific region, though they will still 

be limited compared to the capabilities that the US can 

deploy. Given this, Europeans will likely focus on other 

areas of security cooperation and engagement, such 

as on climate change, organised crime, piracy or cyber 

security. Regarding economic engagement, the strate-

gies emphasise the intention to diversify trade rela-

tionships with countries throughout the Indo-Pacific, 

provide infrastructure investment alternatives to 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative and invest in emerging 

and disruptive technology research and development 

with regional partners. 

While European capitals have a limited ability to 

play an active military role in a Taiwan Strait crisis, 

they can leverage other strengths to deter a crisis from 

happening, or to respond to a crisis if and when one 

erupts, including trade relationships with both sides of 

the Strait. It can be argued that European trade relation-

ships with China reflect high dependence on the Chinese 

market and that European states therefore have limited 

political will to criticise China on various aspects of its 

domestic and foreign policy. However, European capi-

tals and the EU (particularly the European Parliament) 

have become more vocal about their disagreements 

with Beijing and cautious support for Taiwan.74 While 

the trading relationships between European states and 

China are strong, China does not dominate Europe’s 

external trade and China’s importance in bilateral trade 

relationships with European states has been overstated 

in European debates. Furthermore, the imbalance of 

trade relationships between European states and China 

*Statistics for France were only available for 2020
Sources: Statistics Netherlands; Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs of France; 
Federal Statistical Office of Germany; United Kingdom Office for National Statistics

 

Ranking Netherlands France* Germany UK

1 Germany Germany US US

2 Belgium US China Germany 

3 France Italy France Netherlands

4 UK Belgium Netherlands Ireland 

5 US Spain Poland France

6 Italy UK Italy China

7 Spain China Austria Belgium

8 Poland Netherlands UK Switzerland

9 China Switzerland Switzerland Italy

10 Sweden Poland Belgium Spain 

Table 1: Top ten trading partners for selected EU 
member states by value of  exports, 2021

Source: National Bureau of Statistics of China

Germany 86.8

Netherlands 79.0

UK 72.6

India 66.7

Taiwan 60.1

 

Destination USD, billion

US 451.7

Hong Kong 272.6

Japan 142.6

Vietnam 113.8

South Korea 112.5

Destination USD, billion

Table 2: China’s top destinations for exports, 2020 
(USD, billion)
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is often in favour of China. This presents European 

states with an opportunity to signal to China that its 

need for foreign investment and Europe’s willingness 

to import Chinese products and services might be at 

stake in the event of a Taiwan Strait crisis. 

This would be most impactful as a deterrent message 

to Beijing in the lead-up to a crisis. Once a Taiwan cri-

sis has started, experts estimate that the damage to the 

global economy would be significant. The US has also 

already started signalling these messages to Beijing. On 

4 May 2021, US National Security Council Coordinator 

for the Indo-Pacific Kurt Campbell stated that a cross-

strait conflict would extend geographically beyond 

just the Taiwan Strait. At a Financial Times Global 

Boardroom event, he argued that a conflict across the 

Strait ‘would broaden quickly and it would fundamen-

tally trash the global economy’ in unpredictable ways.75 

While open-source analysis on the exact consequences 

of a cross-strait conflict currently lacks detailed insight, 

experts largely agree that such a conflict would have 

long-lasting down-stream impacts on the global econ-

omy. These range from a halt to global supply chains 

(particularly of semiconductors if Taiwan maintains its 

monopoly on cutting-edge technology), China’s poten-

tial removal from the global financial SWIFT system, the 

rise of an alternative to the US dollar and even a return 

to an agrarian economy reminiscent of the Mao-era 

for China.76 In 2019, McKinsey estimated that between 

USD22 trillion and USD34trn of economic value (equiv-

alent to about 15–26% of global GDP by 2040) could be 

at stake, depending on the level of engagement between 

China and the world.77

Targeted sanctions as a deterrence 
To deter a Taiwan conflict, European states could sig-

nal their intention to impose economic sanctions on 

Beijing following any attempt to unify the island with 

mainland China by force. The European Union and 

European capitals did so recently against Russia fol-

lowing its invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.78 The 

EU, alongside Canada, the UK and the US, already has 

some experience in placing sanctions on China too. It 

imposed an arms embargo on China that remains in 

place today, following the brutal crackdown on and kill-

ing of Chinese protesters on 4 June 1989 on Tiananmen 

Square in Beijing. The US also imposed wide-ranging 

sanctions against China following the massacre, includ-

ing export and financial restrictions.79 More recently, the 

European Union imposed travel bans and asset freezes 

on four Chinese individuals and one entity in response 

to serious human rights violations and abuses, with the 

UK and Canada implementing similar actions.80 The US 

went beyond this, sanctioning Chinese telecommunica-

tions and ICT firms that it alleges are tied to China’s 

surveillance state and repression of ethnic and religious 

minority groups in China, as well as Chinese defence 

companies that it views as being engaged in missile 

technology proliferation activities.81

European capitals could take similar actions against 

China if unification by force looks imminent. However, 

the question remains as to whether such deterrent mes-

sages would have an impact on Beijing and whether, if 

imposed, sanctions would change Beijing’s behaviour. 

Indeed, in the case of Russia, the EU and US have been 

hesitant to extend the economic sanctions to Vladimir 

Putin or to an exclusion of Russia from SWIFT.82 So far, 

the sanctions have also been criticised for not preventing 

conflict or altering Putin’s decision to invade Ukraine. 

However, as US President Joe Biden has stated, ’no one 

expected the sanctions to prevent anything from hap-

pening… it’s going to take time’.83 How China would 

react to sanctions in the lead-up to a Taiwan crisis simi-

larly is similarly uncertain.

China has historically acted differently depending on 

whether the sanctions imposed upon it were strategic or 

tactical. Strategic sanctions are defined as broad-ranging 

sanctions that are imposed by a country in order to ‘tar-

get and undermine key security interests of the target 

country’ with the objective to ‘delegitimize, contain, 

undermine or even topple the regime of the target state’.84 

Tactical sanctions conversely do not seek to undermine 

the target country’s security interests. Historically, 

China has viewed strategic sanctions, such as those 

imposed by the US in response to the Tiananmen Square 

massacre, as broad in nature, with the ultimate goal 

of undermining China’s political system. In response, 

China acted defiantly, and Washington’s pressure did 

not significantly impact domestic repression levels in 

China.85 When sanctions were regarded as targeted and 

specific, however, China responded more cooperatively. 
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For example, in the 1980s the United States imposed 

sanctions on companies and individuals involved in the 

transfer and exports of technology related to weapons 

of mass destruction.86 China’s leadership understood 

that these sanctions were limited to specific actors and 

that they would be lifted if the entities involved discon-

tinued the activities of concern. This analysis suggests 

that in response to these limited sanctions, the Chinese 

government increased its regulatory capacity over the 

companies that export military or dual-use products.87

This could imply that sanctions could have an impact 

on Chinese behaviour, depending on the type of sanc-

tions imposed. However, direct application of lessons 

from these historical examples should be treated with 

caution. Firstly, the relationship between China and the 

United States has changed dramatically since the 1980s, 

from cooperation to competition. Policy responses by 

the Chinese government today might therefore be dif-

ferent, now that Beijing is able to leverage its larger 

political, economic and military role on the global stage. 

Secondly, the current targeted sanctions by govern-

ments on China, for example in response to the per-

secution of religious and ethnic minority groups, have 

not elicited cooperative responses. Instead, China’s 

policies with regard to Xinjiang have not changed and 

in June 2021, China imposed counter-sanctions on 

European and American individuals and think tanks.88 

The current environment in China is one of height-

ened securitisation, as reflected in the 2015 National 

Security Law (中华人民共和国国家安全法, 2015). This 

law applies the concept of national security to Beijing’s 

political, military, economic, cultural and social affairs 

within China and abroad.89 According to Beijing, sanc-

tions imposed on China for its policies in Xinjiang are 

considered as interference in domestic affairs ‘using 

human rights as a pretext’.90 Given that Beijing regards 

Taiwan as part of its domestic affairs and a core issue, 

it is possible that even targeted sanctions will not guar-

antee cooperation from Beijing.91 

Thirdly, while targeted sanctions may have a greater 

chance of soliciting a cooperative response from Beijing, 

it is important to keep in mind the duration of such 

sanctions is an important deciding factor. The imposi-

tion of sanctions following the Tiananmen Square mas-

sacre has continued in part until today through the 

arms embargo. However, China’s economic rise in the 

1990s and the pull of the Chinese market still strength-

ened trade and financial ties between the US, European 

countries and China in the last three decades. Similarly, 

while Washington threatened to revoke or condition 

China’s Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status following 

the Tiananmen Square massacre, the George W. Bush 

administration renewed China’s MFN status every year 

after 1989 and then-president Bill Clinton dropped the 

policy of linking China’s MFN status with human-rights 

issues two years after his inauguration.92 For sanctions 

to have a strong deterrent impact, European capitals 

will have to signal that they will not be fleeting. 

Preparing for counter-sanctions
Agreeing to coordinate sanctions measures against 

China to deter its unification with Taiwan by force 

would require significant political will and unity from 

European capitals. Misconceptions about the impor-

tance of the Chinese market for economic growth persist 

in European capitals and may prove to be an obstacle to 

this. Furthermore, European capitals will have to con-

tend with the possibility of potential Chinese retaliation 

in the economic domain. While the former has already 

been addressed in the analysis above, the latter requires 

further examination. 

As early as 2010, reports emerged that highlighted 

China’s ability to wield economic coercive measures in 

order to dampen foreign states’ criticism of its policies 

and activities.93 In recent years, China has indeed used 

economic measures against states in retaliation to criti-

cism. In 2017, Beijing forced the closure of many super-

markets of the South Korean Lotte Group across China 

after the company agreed to a land swap that enabled 

South Korea to install a US Terminal High Altitude Area 

Defense (THAAD) system.94 In 2021, Australian barley, 

wheat and coal became the targets of Chinese tariff hikes 

in response to what Beijing referred to as a ‘list of griev-

ances’. These grievances included ‘incessant wanton 

interference in China’s Xinjiang, Hong Kong and Taiwan 

affairs’; ‘spearheading the crusade against China in cer-

tain multilateral forums’; Australia’s passing of laws 

to counter foreign interference that China viewed as 

targeting Beijing; Canberra’s funding of an ‘anti-China 

thinktank’; and Australia’s call for an independent 
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inquiry into the origins of COVID-19.95 Lithuania, simi-

larly, has seen a dramatic decrease in trade with China 

following an announcement that it would deepen ties 

with Taipei. China has not just decreased trade with 

Lithuania, but gone further, also blocking EU imports 

that include Lithuanian components.96 These tactics 

are not new. In 2010, China blocked rare earth-mineral 

exports to Japan following the detention of a Chinese 

fishing vessel’s captain by the Japanese coast guard.97 

In the same year, China imposed additional import 

controls on Norwegian salmon following the award of 

the Nobel Peace Prize to Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo. 

Canada, the Philippines, Taiwan, the US and some 

multinational companies such as H&M and Nike have 

similarly faced economic repercussions for their policy 

decisions with regards to China.

There is no denying that the Chinese government has 

leveraged economic tools to coerce acquiescence from 

or policy change in target countries and companies. 

However, the economic impact of such measures has 

also been limited and, once imposed, more often than 

not they did not lead to policy change in these countries. 

The South Korean case may be an exception; China’s 

economic coercive measures over the deployment of 

THAAD to South Korea heightened public criticism of 

China, but ultimately made the Moon Jae-in government 

more hesitant to take decisions that appeared to take 

sides between Beijing and Washington.98 Nevertheless, 

details about Chinese economic coercion tactics show 

that Beijing has in the past been highly selective about 

which industries to target and that measures have not 

been long-lasting. 

Firstly, Chinese coercive activity targets areas of 

trade that are important to the target country but not 

vital to China. However, the target countries also have 

ways to absorb these measures. For example, while 

Lotte’s retail business in China did suffer, the company 

was able to shift its business to other markets, such as 

Vietnam and Indonesia, instead. Furthermore, other key 

South Korean businesses that trade with China did not 

suffer. South Korean semiconductor exports to China 

and South Korean oil companies operating in China 

reported no irregular disruption from 2017 onwards 

throughout the duration of the Chinese ban. Likewise, 

while China targeted Australian coal, it tellingly did not 

target iron-ore exports to China, which China depends 

on much more and which would have had a significant 

negative impact on the Chinese economy.99 Similarly, 

while China’s coercive measures against Australian 

beef, wine, barley, lobster and coal did have an impact 

on bilateral trade in these areas, Australian producers 

were able to shift their exports to other markets rela-

tively quickly. In the case of Australian rock lobster, for 

example, exports to Hong Kong increased by 2000%.100 

In other cases, reporting on Chinese import bans on 

foreign goods fails to acknowledge the relatively minor 

role that the Chinese market plays within overall trade 

for specific products. Such was the case with the Chinese 

ban on Norwegian salmon. Although Chinese imports 

of Norwegian salmon dropped by 61.8% in 2010 follow-

ing the imposition of the ban, China only accounted for 

1.66% of total Norwegian salmon exports.101 The main 

Norwegian fish exporter to China, Marine Harvest, 

replaced its sale of Norwegian salmon to China with 

Scottish salmon.

Lastly, Chinese sanctions have not proved to be 

long-lasting. The ban placed on South Korea’s Lotte 

lasted two years before the municipal government of 

Shenyang gave Lotte permission to resume work on a 

Lotte Town shopping and leisure development worth 

USD2.6bn in 2019.102 Similarly, although China banned 

Norwegian salmon from three major Norwegian areas 

in 2015 because of concerns about the presence of 

salmon anaemia and other variants of the virus, by 2018 

China had lifted its ban on farmed Norwegian salmon 

and by the second half of 2018, exports of Norwegian 

salmon to China had tripled since the ban was lifted.103 

Further considerations
Should they wish to, European capitals have options to 

leverage their economic ties with China in order to deter 

military conflict. While sanctions have proved some-

what effective in the past, further research should be 

conducted on how changing economic policies within 

China may change the potential impact of sanctions on 

Beijing. Beijing is concerned about slowed economic 

growth and outwardly critical of the possibility of 

decoupling. Simultaneously, however, President Xi has 

pushed forward a policy of dual-circulation, whereby 

China’s economic growth should be driven more by 
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domestic consumption rather than foreign trade.104 

China is also seeking to diversify its dependence on cer-

tain imports. An example of this is the announcement 

of a 30-year contract to supply Russian gas to China via 

a new pipeline, which would bolster energy relations 

between China and Russia at a time of heightened ten-

sions with the West.105 

Lastly, considering the changing political dynamics 

within Beijing under President Xi, the question remains 

as to how much pain Beijing would be willing to endure 

to achieve unification with Taiwan. Beijing believes that 

‘the United States is playing the Taiwan card to contain 

China’.106 Xi has made it publicly clear that unification 

with Taiwan is non-negotiable. In his 2019 New Year 

address, he stated that ‘reunification is the histori-

cal trend and it is the right path’ and that ‘Taiwan’s 

independence is a reversal of history and a dead-end 

road’.107 Considering the importance of unification for 

China to achieve the ‘China Dream’, European capitals 

should be prepared for Beijing to be willing to accept 

longer-term economic and financial consequences for 

unification with Taiwan by force if it considers that 

there is no alternative. 

Conclusion 
Taiwan is a relatively small trading partner for European 

states when compared to China. Nevertheless, Taiwan’s 

current strengths in critical high-tech components 

within the global supply chain, and its ambition to 

become a global high-tech innovation hub make it a 

valuable trading partner, with room for growth within 

bilateral and multilateral trading relationships. While 

China’s market is of importance to European business, 

Europe can also leverage its strong trading relationship 

with China as a foreign-policy tool. If politically willing 

to do so, European capitals could use their economic ties 

with China to seek to deter unification by force. Firstly, 

while media reports often point to the importance of 

China’s market for European business, Europe’s most 

important market is in fact intra-EU trade. Furthermore, 

Europe is an equally important market for Chinese 

businesses, and thus one that Beijing may not want to 

risk. Secondly, European capitals could use their eco-

nomic ties to China to signal to Beijing that economic 

sanctions may be on the table should a cross-strait crisis 

erupt. Here, European states would have to consider 

what type of sanctions may be most effective, keeping 

in mind not just what has been effective in the past, but 

also the changing context of Chinese domestic and for-

eign policy under President Xi Jinping. Lastly, Europe 

will have to consider potential counter-actions by 

Beijing. However, as this study shows, while China has 

used its trade ties to enact pressure on foreign govern-

ments before, or threatened to do so, the impacts of such 

measures have not yet been overwhelmingly detrimen-

tal to either a company or a sector and have not been 

successful in changing policy direction in target coun-

tries. Ultimately, European unity and political will to 

act will be vital, and both Taiwan and China will watch 

how European capitals continue to respond to Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, including how 

long the sanctions imposed take to have impact, what 

their impacts are and how long they remain in place. 

Further research should explore the changing dynamics 

within Chinese economic policy and how these could 

alter the impact of European sanctions on Beijing, as 

well as the further intricacies of European-China indi-

rect trade through third markets.
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Chapter Three: European Military Capabilities 
and Options for Defending Taiwan 

Whilst European states do not have a formal military 

commitment to Taiwan akin to the Taiwan Relations 

Act in the United States, they are nonetheless likely 

to come under considerable pressure from allies and 

regional partners to contribute to the collective defence 

of Taiwan in the event of a military confrontation with 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC).

The principal burden of any such contribution is 

likely to fall upon a relatively small number of European 

militaries. Seven countries (France, Germany, Italy, the 

Netherlands, Poland, Spain and the United Kingdom) 

collectively accounted for over 80% of the combined 

defence budgets of Europe’s NATO members in 2021, 

as well as the bulk of the continent’s expeditionary 

military capability and all current national Indo-Pacific 

strategies.108 

The scale of any military commitment made at pre-

sent is likely to be limited by at least two significant, 

competing demands in Europe’s near abroad: a deter-

rence requirement against Russia in Eastern Europe 

and ongoing insurgent and jihadist violence in the 

Sahel and the Middle East. From a military-operational 

perspective, the capabilities and forces most useful in 

a Taiwan conflict scenario are, by and large, the same 

capabilities that would be of key importance in a 

high-intensity conflict with Russia in Eastern Europe. 

These include, among other things, command, control, 

communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance 

and reconnaissance (C4ISR) systems, cyber-recon-

naissance capabilities, precision-guided munitions, 

long-range air and maritime strike, medium- and long-

range air-defence systems, electronic-warfare (EW) 

systems, as well as suppression of enemy air defence 

and destruction of enemy air defence (SEAD/DEAD) 

aircraft and weapons. As a result, any European move 

to significantly support the US and Taiwan militarily 

in a conflict with China would to some extent weaken 

Europe’s capacity to deal with a Russian contingency 

at the same time, unless there is a fundamental shift 

towards detente relations between Russia and the West.

Despite this, European militaries can contribute to 

the defence of Taiwan if required, even if only to a lim-

ited degree. Many European states still possess capable 

expeditionary forces, along with enabling capabilities 

that would facilitate their deployment to the Indo-

Pacific theatre, although the lack of established for-

ward-operating locations poses significant challenges 

to European power-projection capabilities to the region.

Perhaps the most challenging issue for European 

military planners in the event of a Taiwan conflict 

would not, however, be generating their own forces for 

deployment, but rather the likely reduction in available 

US reinforcements for a simultaneous contingency in 

Europe or its near abroad.

Europe’s Indo-Pacific presence 

France and the UK are the only European countries with a permanent military presence in the Indo-Pacific region, 
and both remain primarily postured for low-intensity local contingencies. For higher-intensity operations, both 
countries would be dependent on rotating additional forces into theatre from bases in Europe or the Middle East, 
but neither currently has its own basing and support capabilities in the Pacific on the scale required to sustain major 
combat operations.

France
The French military presence in the Indo-Pacific is two-fold. Forces are deployed on a permanent basis to support the 
exclusive economic zones (EEZ) of France’s overseas territories in the Indian and South Pacific oceans. These forces 
are further tasked with conducting counter-narcotics missions and providing humanitarian assistance and disaster 



26    The International Institute for Strategic Studies

relief to the region. Split between regional commands, approximately 6,000 personnel operate several vessels, with 
Floréal-class frigates and d’Entrecasteaux-class patrol ships being the most notable, as well as maritime surveillance 
aircraft, transport aircraft and helicopters.109 

France regularly deploys further naval combat forces from the French mainland to the Indo-Pacific in order to 
portray France’s ability to project hard power in the region and to train with partner defence forces for operational 
deployments. An amphibious group is regularly deployed to the region within the framework of the Mission Jeanne 
d’Arc.110 Similarly, a carrier group, centred around the aircraft carrier Charles de Gaulle, was deployed to the region 
as part of Operation Clemenceau in 2019 and 2021.111 A 2021 patrol of the South China Sea by a French nuclear sub-
marine and a naval support vessel was also promoted by France as proof of its ability to deploy naval assets for the 
long-term support of allied forces in the region.112

During their 2021 missions, both the French amphibious and carrier groups took part in numerous exercises with 
partner nations. Notably, the Tonnerre amphibious assault ship led Exercise La Pérouse, a so-called ‘Quad-plus’ event, 
with Australia, India, Japan and the US, in the Bay of Bengal to enhance inter-operability between the respective 
forces.113 French land forces based onboard the Tonnerre additionally participated in the ARC21 exercise alongside 
Australian, Japanese and US troops to practise joint amphibious and urban warfare operations, the latter being de-
signed to simulate the environment of remote islands.114 The Charles de Gaulle participated in Exercise Varuna with 
the Indian Navy and temporarily took command of the US Task Force 50 in the Arabian Sea, but did not cross into 
the Pacific Ocean.115 

France also has the ability to deploy air assets to the region in the short term, with combat aircraft, helicopters and 
tactical transport aircraft positioned in the United Arab Emirates and Djibouti.116 A notable example of this capability 
is the PEGASE 2018 deployment of a detachment of Rafale combat aircraft and accompanying tanker and transport 
aircraft to Australia and Asian partners to participate in various exercises.117 In 2021, another detachment of Rafales 
and accompanying support aircraft deployed to Polynesia, simulating combat in contested airspace within a 48-
hour mission time frame. Following this, the French aircraft moved on to fly training sorties with US F-22s in Hawaii, 
further demonstrating France’s ability to support the US forces in the Indo-Pacific at short notice.118

The United Kingdom
The UK’s permanent military presence in the Indo-Pacific is also quite limited, with the bulk of its locally stationed 
forces composed of a Gurkha infantry battalion and an Army Air Corps utility helicopter squadron in Brunei.119 The 
UK’s recent military footprint in the region has instead been characterised by frequent rotational deployments 
of Royal Navy warships, most notably the deployment of a UK Carrier Strike Group (CSG) in 2021 centred around 
the aircraft carrier the HMS Queen Elizabeth. The CSG was joined by a Dutch frigate and a US destroyer as well as 
a US Marine Corps squadron operating F-35B aircraft.120 Whilst in the Indo-Pacific, the CSG conducted exercises 
to further inter-operability with several partner nations, including Australia, Canada, India, Japan, New Zealand, 
Singapore and South Korea.121 

In late 2021, the UK deployed two Batch-2 River-class offshore patrol vessels on a long-term basis to the re-
gion.122 An amphibious Littoral Response Group is planned to be deployed to the Indian Ocean in 2023, while the 
offshore patrol vessels are expected to be replaced by more capable Type-31 frigates when the latter enter service 
later in the 2020s.123 

The UK is also a member of the Five Power Defence Arrangements (FPDA) along with Australia, Malaysia, New 
Zealand and Singapore, and regularly participates in the group’s annual exercises. In 2019, the Royal Air Force de-
ployed a flight of Typhoon combat aircraft to Malaysia to take part in the FPDA Exercise Bersama Lima.124

Scenarios
The precise nature of the demand of any Taiwan contin-

gency on European militaries is dependent on the oper-

ational approach, or approaches, adopted by China. The 

US Department of Defense has identified four principal 

options open to Beijing: a coercive cyber and informa-

tion operations campaign; a dedicated air and maritime 

blockade of Taiwan; a stand-off campaign of air and 

missile strikes; and an invasion of Taiwan’s outlying 

islands or of the main island itself.125 The following sec-

tion will outline each of these scenarios and the ways in 

which European powers could respond to them.

Each of these options would require a different com-

bination of capabilities to be deployed in response. 

The physical constraints facing European coun-

tries’ provision of these capabilities can be grouped 
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into three categories: availability, deployment and 

inter-operability.

•	 Availability requirements: These include the quan-

tities of troops, platforms and weapons systems 

in key areas held by selected European states; 

considerations over their levels of operational 

readiness; competing defence priorities; and likely 

warning times.

•	 Deployment requirements: These include the chal-

lenges associated with deploying forces into 

theatre and sustaining them while there, includ-

ing strategic air and sealift, logistical support and 

basing.

•	 Inter-operability requirements: These include assess-

ments of the levels of integration of weapons sys-

tems, platforms and formations, as well as general 

operational, logistical and other support processes 

between European militaries and those of the US, 

Taiwan and other relevant regional actors. 

Table 3 below shows key areas of military capabil-

ity that European states might be asked to provide in 

each scenario and assesses the relative level of stress 

that their provision would cause according to each of 

the three categories identified.

The scenarios do not include potential nuclear dimen-

sions of a Taiwan conflict. Chinese leaders remain scep-

tical about the possibility of limited nuclear war and 

controlling nuclear escalation. There is also documented 

evidence that they believe that a military confrontation 

with the US, Taiwan and its allies will most likely not 

escalate to the use of nuclear weapons.126 This hypoth-

esis may be ill founded and may blind Chinese leaders 

to the dangers of inadvertent nuclear escalation, but, as 

a result, the scenarios discussed below focus on conven-

tional aspects of a military confrontation in the Western 

Pacific. 

1: Grey-zone activities
China would likely use sub-threshold coercion in the 

grey-zone – clearly hostile activities below the thresh-

old of armed attack – directed at non-military tar-

gets and across war-fighting domains including air, 

sea, cyber and space. For example, China’s People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) could use military aircraft to 

continuously intrude into Taiwan’s air defence iden-

tification zone (ADIZ), forcing Taiwanese intercep-

tor fighters to be scrambled on a near-daily basis and 

draining the Taiwanese Air Force’s resources and per-

sonnel. Indeed, the rate and intensity of Chinese incur-

sions into Taiwan’s ADIZ reached an unprecedented 

level in 2021.127 The most likely scenarios that might 

engage possible military responses from Taiwan would 

involve large numbers of Chinese fishing boats or mer-

chant ships being deployed close to Taiwan or even in 

Taiwanese harbours with a mission to disrupt shipping 

traffic.128 Other options might include civilian aircraft 

flying without permission to airfields in Taiwan. Further 

options less likely to provoke a military response would 

include large-scale information operations, including 

cyber sabotage attack and cyber-influence operations 

designed to undermine social cohesion in Taiwan and 

provoke civil unrest to try to force the institution of 

martial law. Conventional sabotage of Taiwan’s critical 

infrastructure (for example power plants and hospitals) 

and further targets, such as the landing stations for 

undersea cables and ground stations for satellites, could 

also be employed to force concessions.129 In recent years, 

Taiwan has been a particular target of Chinese cognitive 

warfare campaigns aimed at manipulating Taiwanese 

public opinion.130 

European options 
Availability, deployment and inter-operability require-

ments for European armed forces would be low in this 
*Cyber offense and defence operations are applicable in all scenarios 
Source: IISS

 

Scenario Key 
capability 
areas*

Availability 
requirements 

Deployment 
requirements

Inter-operability 
requirements 

Grey-zone 
activities

Cyber 
defence and 
information 
warfare 
operations

Low Low Low 

Air and 
maritime 
blockade

Airlift 
(civilian)

Low Medium Low 

Air and 
missile 
strikes 

Air and 
missile 
defence

High Medium High 

Invasion Air and 
maritime 
strike

High High High

Table 3: European military options 
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scenario. However, any European support to help com-

bat Chinese grey-zone activities would need to begin 

before the start of a military crisis. Firstly, European 

partners alongside Taiwan could actively cooperate in 

helping establish norms of behaviour that could help 

stigmatise Chinese grey-zone coercion. European coun-

tries would be ideally suited for this task, given their 

norm-setting powers and influence in international 

organisations.131 Secondly, select European powers and 

Taiwan could informally conduct bilateral exchanges 

and partnerships between their respective coast guards 

with a special emphasis on countering coercion in 

the grey zone. These could include joint exercises by 

European and Taiwanese special-operations forces to 

practise countering grey-zone coercion in the maritime 

domain in and around Taiwan as part of regular mili-

tary exchanges.

Thirdly, Europe could support Taiwan by helping to 

fend off Chinese attacks in the cyber domain. Despite 

lagging behind the US, some European countries – most 

notably France, the Netherlands and the UK – retain 

strong military-cyber capabilities and could provide 

operational experience in cyber warfare. Both France 

and the UK have conducted successful military-cyber 

campaigns against terrorist groups in the Sahel and the 

Sahara, as well as against the Islamic State (ISIS) terror-

ist organisation in Iraq and Syria. A recent net assess-

ment by the International Institute for Strategic Studies 

has assessed the UK and France as being on a par with 

China and Russia in terms of overall cyber capabilities. 

The UK and other European nations are likely already 

covertly engaged in cyber espionage against Chinese 

military targets that would be involved in a Taiwan 

crisis. The UK has more than 50 years of experience in 

collecting military intelligence on China. This capability 

is magnified by the operations of the ‘Five Eyes’ intel-

ligence alliance (an intelligence-sharing arrangement 

comprising Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the UK 

and the US) and of the UK’s own Secret Intelligence 

Service, which is largely responsible for the collection 

of human intelligence. 

Not all European powers would necessarily need 

to go on the offensive against the PLA in the cyber 

domain. They could confine their role to helping defend 

Taiwanese networks instead. For example, Germany 

is known to operate effective computer emergency 

response teams (CERTs); specifically, their military 

Computer Emergency Response Team Bundeswehr 

(CERTBw) could help protect Taiwanese networks and 

support their defence operations. This would require 

deeper peacetime cooperation between Taiwan and 

Germany and a willingness to share critical intelligence 

in a timely manner, which could prove difficult given 

previous high-profile intelligence leaks within Taiwan’s 

armed forces. While bilateral mechanisms do exist, it 

remains to be seen whether such a mechanism to share 

critical cyber-intelligence data between select European 

countries and Taiwan could be established and the 

likely trust deficit overcome. 

If such cooperation were established, the UK, France 

and other European cyber powers could engage more 

actively with Taiwan bilaterally and, for example, 

offer select capabilities to help map PLA military net-

works. Individual European military and intelligence 

cyber operators could also more actively share PLA 

network vulnerabilities with their Taiwanese counter-

parts. Notably, none of the European countries selected 

has so far officially participated in cyber exercises with 

Taiwan. For the first time in 2019, participants from the 

Czech Republic, Japan, Malaysia and the US took part in 

Taiwan’s Cyber Offensive and Defensive Exercise 

(CODE), which had been running since 2013.132 These 

realistic exercises were designed to prepare Taiwan’s 

cyber professionals and relevant infrastructure for 

Chinese cyber attacks. Future iterations of the exercise 

could include other European powers.

2: Air and maritime blockade
For greater coercive effect, China could choose to 

implement an air and maritime blockade, poten-

tially paired with information-warfare operations to 

force political concessions from Taipei. This has been 

described in PLA documents as forming part of a Joint 

Blockade Campaign (大型岛屿联合封锁作战).133 This 

could include a blockade of the main island or a block-

ade of smaller territories such as the Matsu Islands. If 

it wishes to remain sub-threshold, Beijing could imple-

ment such a blockade informally, such as by imposing 

a ‘customs quarantine’ by proclaiming an expanded 

Chinese ADIZ over Taiwanese airspace and requiring 
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airlines and commercial shipping companies to have 

Beijing’s approval to enter Taiwan, for which they 

would have to submit cargo and passenger manifes-

tos.134 This would allow China to leverage Taiwan’s 

economic supply lines for political gain and further 

limit the degree to which critical defence equipment 

could be brought into Taiwan. 

China could also opt to implement a full-scale block-

ade of mainland Taiwan in an attempt to completely 

isolate the island. Maritime shipping and cargo airlines 

would be completely banned from entering Taiwan and 

would risk being sunk or shot down if they attempted 

to do so. Limited kinetic strikes could be conducted 

against select targets and the island’s submarine com-

munication cables could be cut. Taiwan’s Ministry of 

National Defense currently considers the PLA to be 

already capable of blockading key ports, airports and 

logistical supply lines.135 A maximal blockade such as 

this could be seen as a precursor to a large-scale inva-

sion of the island nation and would likely trigger a sig-

nificant response from Taiwan’s allies.136

European options 
In the case of an informal blockade, such as the ‘customs 

quarantine’ concept outlined above, availability, deploy-

ment and inter-operability requirements for European 

armed forces are assessed to be low, medium and low 

respectively. This judgement is made under the assump-

tion that European countries would seek to avoid the 

situation escalating to direct military confrontation if 

possible. Instead, they could choose to organise or par-

ticipate in an international airlift to break the blockade by 

requisitioning civilian cargo planes (see Table 4). 

In order to emphasise its non-military nature, this 

could be coordinated by the EU’s Emergency Response 

Coordination Centre (ERCC) or through an ad hoc 

arrangement between participating European nations. 

Notably, most aircraft listed below are commercially 

operated, so any such operation would require an 

agreement between commercial operators and respec-

tive European governments. This could be part of the 

ERCC’s contingency planning. Agreements between 

the US Department of Defense and commercial opera-

tors for the US Civil Reserve Air Fleet – contracted to 

contribute to emergency airlift capabilities when the 

need for airlift exceeds the capability of military airlift – 

could serve as useful blueprints in this regard.137

As long as this activity is not overly military in 

nature, China, having chosen to pursue a sub-threshold 

approach, may be unwilling to escalate to direct mili-

tary action by attacking civilian cargo planes en route 

to Taiwan. The logistical operation could be accom-

panied by coercive diplomacy and the threat of the 

imposition of economic sanctions and a boycott of a 

select number of Chinese goods. European countries 

could also respond to Chinese aggression in the cyber 

domain and conduct tactical cyber operations to spoof 

or manipulate Chinese naval C4ISR systems. As previ-

ously discussed, this would require closer cooperation 

between European and Taiwanese military cyber spe-

cialists and willingness on the part of the United States 

to share intelligence on cyber vulnerabilities of PLA 

naval platforms. 

Breaking a full-scale blockade actively enforced by 

the PLA would present a greater challenge and would 

likely require the deployment of military air and naval 

platforms in significant numbers, either to run the 

blockade directly, or to pressure Beijing by imposing a 

counter-blockade of Chinese ports. Given that Beijing’s 

adoption of such a blockade could be seen as a key 

indicator of an impending invasion, it would likely be 

accompanied by the build-up of contingency air and 

maritime combat forces and air- and missile-defence 

assets in the region. Capability requirements and con-

straints for European countries in this case would 

therefore likely be analogous to those discussed in the 

‘invasion’ scenario below.

* Data from 2019
Source: Eurostat data for 2020 

 

Country Number of cargo aircraft 
with maximum take-off 

weight of over 100,000 kg

Number of cargo aircraft with 
maximum take-off weight of 

less than 100,000 kg

France 19 0

Germany 88 4

Italy 9 3

Netherlands* 4 0

Poland* 1 13

Spain 11 27

UK* 54 7

Table 4: Civilian cargo aircraft in service per country 
(commercial aircraft)
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3: Air and missile strikes
Under the Joint Fire Strike Campaign (大型岛屿联合火

力突击作战) concept, the PLA could choose to conduct 

missile attacks and air strikes against select targets in 

combination with offensive cyber operations to degrade 

Taiwan’s defences and force the island into submission. 

Such a campaign might be conducted independently 

or could be combined with offensive cyber operations 

and a blockade as described above for greater coercive 

effect or as the prelude to an invasion. In the latter case, 

operations are likely to be of relatively short duration, 

but very high intensity. If the strikes are carried out as 

an independent operation, they may be conducted at 

a lower intensity over a longer time frame for greater 

coercive effect. 

Beijing’s primary tool for such an operation would 

be the PLA Rocket Force’s (PLARF) extensive and well-

documented short-range ballistic-missile inventory.138 

These ground-launched missiles would be supple-

mented by additional stand-off land-attack cruise mis-

sile and anti-ship missile strikes conducted by the PLA 

Air Force (PLAAF) and Navy (PLAN). The PLA is also 

in the process of expanding its land-attack missile arse-

nal by adding new high-speed cruise missile (CJ-100), 

hypersonic glide vehicle (DF-17) and air-launched bal-

listic-missile designs to its inventory. 139 

Taiwanese forces may conduct air and missile strikes 

of their own against Chinese targets in response and, if 

the campaign is aimed at enabling a subsequent inva-

sion, the PLA might also choose to attack US bases in 

the region, such as those in Guam, Japan and South 

Korea, in addition to Taiwanese sites. 

European options
Availability, deployment, and inter-operability require-

ments for European armed forces under this scenario 

are assessed to be high, medium and high respectively. 

This assumes that European planners would focus on 

avoiding Taiwanese capitulation while deterring China 

from escalating its actions to a full-scale invasion.

Whilst European militaries could choose to join 

Taiwanese (and potentially US) forces in attacking 

Chinese targets, such a move would be highly escala-

tory and is therefore only likely to be considered if PLA 

invasion preparations are already under way.

A potentially less escalatory way to offer military 

assistance in such a scenario would be by airlifting air- 

and missile-defence systems and ground-based EW 

systems into Taiwan in the run-up to a military conflict. 

Whilst European countries only possess a limited num-

ber of long-range surface-to-air missile (SAM) batteries 

(see Table 7), they have in the past been able to deploy 

some of these abroad for operations, most notably in 

NATO’s Active Fence mission in Turkey from 2014. 

High demand for these assets in a potential Russia 

contingency would result in only a small number being 

made available for deployment: perhaps 4–5 Patriot bat-

teries from Germany, the Netherlands and Spain collec-

tively. Additionally, allowing for a portion of France’s 

force being allocated to protecting elements of Paris’s 

nuclear deterrent, France and Italy could likely add 2–3 

SAMP/T batteries to this total, although this might pose 

inter-operability challenges with existing Taiwanese 

systems of US origin.

Even moving a relatively small force such as this, 

however, would consume large portions of Europe 

strategic airlift capabilities. By comparison, the US 

would likely need between 15 and 20 C-5Ms or C-17As 

to airlift a single Patriot or THAAD battery in a single 

mission. Since the primary heavy-lift aircraft available 

to European powers, the A400M, has a smaller trans-

port capacity than either the C-5 or the C-17, moving 

even two Patriot batteries in a short time frame might 

require between 50 and 60 flights. Whilst Europe 

does have access to aircraft with a larger transport 

capacity via the UK’s C-17 fleet and the multinational 

Strategic Airlift Capability (SAC) and Strategic Airlift 

International Solution (SALIS) consortia, these consti-

tute only a small proportion (16 aircraft) of the total 

fleet (see Table 6). 

Source: Military Balance+

 

Country System Number of batteries

France SAMP/T 10

Germany M902 Patriot PAC-3 12

Italy SAMP/T 5

Netherlands M902 Patriot PAC-3 3

Spain M901 Patriot PAC-2 3

TOTAL 33

Table 5: Selected European long-range air-defence 
systems and operators
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Perhaps even more so than by transport capacity, such 

a deployment would likely be constrained by inadequate 

warning time. The PLA would almost certainly retain 

operational surprise and there would therefore not be 

enough time to deploy the systems (notwithstanding the 

escalatory nature of such a move in crisis times).

A small number of British, French and Italian surface 

combatants fitted with the Aster 30 SAM systems could 

also theoretically be deployed in the missile-defence role. 

Of the 21 hulls currently in service, the majority are likely 

to be held for task-force operations, but perhaps 2–3 

might be available for a Pacific deployment. However, 

warning and travel time for such a deployment would be 

even more challenging than for a SAM airlift.

If a deployment to Taiwan itself is deemed to be 

impractical, European militaries could instead offer 

to reinforce US military bases in the region, as well as 

those of regional allies, although this would require 

bilateral agreements between the respective European 

countries and the host governments. Strengthening US 

and allied force posture in the Western Pacific would 

constrain China’s ability to further escalate its actions. 

European militaries could focus on the same defensive 

assets identified in the Taiwan option above, or could 

be expanded to include air, maritime and ground-based 

EW or combat capabilities if required.

Operations in the electromagnetic spectrum (EMS) 

could be used for a number of tasks including support-

ing the tracking of PLA missile launchers via electronic 

intelligence, capturing frequencies of communications 

and locations of target acquisition radars, obtaining 

additional operational intelligence about the disposi-

tion of PLA forces, as well as jamming and spoofing 

PLA intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) 

capabilities. 

In the air domain, F-35A/B Lightning II aircraft, cur-

rently operated by select European countries including 

Italy, the Netherlands and the UK, possess advanced 

electronic-warfare capabilities.140 Other combat aircraft 

with electronic-warfare capabilities that theoretically 

could be deployed are the French Rafale and the German 

and Italian (soon to be retired) Tornado ECR. The Italian 

Gulfstream G550 CAEW or the French Beechcraft King 

Air 350 VADOR turboprop aircraft would be suitable 

for Electronic Support Measures (ESM) deployment.141 

Deploying these assets would, however, require the use 

of a substantial amount of air-refuelling capabilities.

In the maritime domain, French Horizon and FREMM 

and British Type 45 surface combatants come equipped 

with a range of EW capabilities supplied by Thales.142 

While these primarily encompass ESM capabilities, 

relevant Radar electronic countermeasure (ECM) 

capabilities such as the Scorpion 2 decoy system could 

additionally bolster Taiwanese missile-defence efforts. 

Additional specialised signals intelligence ships could 

be supplied by European nations, such as the German 

Oste-class and the French Depuy de Lôme ships .143

European forces could further supply several ground-

mobile EW systems that can rapidly be deployed in the 

land domain. French tactical EW systems comprised of 

multiple mobile units would be suited to provide ESM, 

ECM and electronic-attack capabilities to Taiwanese 

forces, with the mobile and rapidly deployable SAEC 

ESM station being a notable example.144 The 14 Signal 

Regiment of the British Army utilises SC Jackal and 

FV439 vehicles capable of ESM and electronic attack, 

which are to be replaced by EW capable Boxer plat-

forms.145 Additionally, the German Bundeswehr could 

supply mobile TPz Fuchs vehicles for ESM purposes.146 

Variants of the TPz Fuchs operated by the Netherlands 

can provide ESM and electronic-attack capabilities, 

while Bushmaster vehicles configured for ESM and ECM 

could further be deployed.147

Future equipment purchases such as the French plan 

to obtain Falcon 8X Archange signals intelligence aircraft 

or Germany’s reported planned acquisition of EA-18G 

Source: Military Balance+

 

Country Medium transport 
aircraft

Heavy transport 
aircraft

France 22 18

Germany 8 37

Italy 33 0

Netherlands 4 0

Poland 5 0

Spain 0 10

UK 14 28

Multinational (SAC/SALIS) 0 8

TOTAL 86 101

Table 6: European military strategic airlift 
capabilities by country
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Growler aircraft will enhance potential European contri-

butions with regards to EW in a Taiwan conflict.148 French 

ambitions to develop a single EW suite for joint use 

across all service branches of the military and similar UK 

investments in its maritime EW capabilities underline 

that European EW capabilities will continue to grow.149 

If air-based EW capabilities are needed, access agree-

ments to facilitate the use of air bases in the region would 

also be required. Given range limitations of aircraft, air 

bases in Japan, in particular Kadena Air Base in Okinawa, 

would be the most logical choice.150 In the event of mari-

time assets with ballistic-missile defence or EW capa-

bilities being deployed, naval bases in Japan, including 

Sasebo and Yokosuka naval bases, would need to be 

able to host European ships.151 This assumes that these 

bases would be operational and not under Chinese mis-

sile attack. In a scenario where US bases in Japan were 

already the target of Chinese missile volleys and there-

fore rendered unusable, military bases in Australia could 

be alternative options for the deployment of European 

military capabilities in the region. In either scenario, the 

relative lack of current European forward-operating 

locations will significantly constrain European power-

projection capabilities in the event of a crisis.

4: Invasion
The PLA plan for an amphibious invasion of Taiwan 

and its outlying islands primarily falls under its Joint 

Island Landing Campaign (大型岛屿联合登岛作战) 

concept. This would require air and naval superiority 

and involve military operations across all warfighting 

domains. Given the operational and logistical difficul-

ties of invading the heavily defended Taiwanese main-

land, the PLA might opt to instead seize one or more of 

Taiwan’s island territories, such as the Kinmen, Penghu, 

Matsu or Wuqiu island groups. Following missile and 

artillery barrages to disable the air defences of the smaller 

islands’ garrisons, amphibious and air transports could 

rapidly land ground forces to seize the island before 

Taiwan is able to react. By presenting Taiwan with a fait 

accompli, China could hope to squeeze Taipei’s leader-

ship and force unification negotiations. 

In a scenario involving a full-scale amphibious inva-

sion of Taiwan’s main island, PLA preparations would 

likely combine elements of the approach outlined in all 

three previous scenarios. A high-intensity series of mis-

sile and air strikes, coupled with EW and offensive cyber 

campaigns, would aim to destroy or degrade Taiwanese 

air defences and command-and-control nodes as well as 

troop assembly areas and logistical hubs. Meanwhile, 

other air and maritime forces would be tasked with 

isolating Taiwan from reinforcement. Once Taiwanese 

air defences and anti-ship capabilities have been suffi-

ciently degraded, the bulk of the invasion force would be 

landed via air and sea. Chinese soldiers would likely dis-

embark on beaches in the north or southwest of Taiwan, 

while airborne troops would be dropped behind enemy 

lines to seize strategic chokepoints, key port facilities 

and critical transport hubs. Special-operations forces or 

fifth columnists would be tasked with assassinating or 

capturing Taiwan’s political and military leadership to 

disorganise and demoralise Taiwanese defenders. As 

before, Beijing is likely to either use the threat of long-

range missile strikes on US and allied military bases in 

the wider Western Pacific to deter outside intervention, 

or, failing that, to delay the arrival of US reinforcements 

into theatre with pre-emptive strikes.

European options 
Whilst a successful fait accompli conducted against an 

outlying island might not prompt any direct military 

response by Taipei or its external allies against China, 

a full-scale invasion almost certainly would. Although 

warning times for a full-scale invasion would likely 

be longer than in the previous two scenarios, more 

capabilities would need to be deployed in response. 

Availability, deployment and inter-operability require-

ments for European armed forces in this scenario are 

therefore all assessed to be high. 

Amphibious forces would be at their most vulnera-

ble in the initial phases of an operation, either in transit 

or before an initial beachhead was secured. The success 

of such an operation would largely be predicated on the 

PLA achieving air and sea control around Taiwan for 

the duration of the operation. Key capability demands 

on European militaries in this scenario are therefore 

likely to centre on providing part of the air and mari-

time combat power necessary to challenge this control, 

as well as the requisite enablers and support capabilities 

required to sustain these forces. 
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European air forces lack dedicated long-range 

bomber aircraft. Instead, Europe’s combat air power 

consists of short-range tactical aircraft such as the 

Eurofighter Typhoon, Rafale or F-16 Fighting Falcon, 

armed with air-launched cruise missiles and other 

precision-guided munitions (see Table 7). Most of these 

squadrons would likely not be available for a Taiwan 

contingency, being earmarked instead for retention 

in the European theatre or, in France’s case, for the 

nuclear deterrent role. Even the largest recent deploy-

ment of European combat air power, the 2011 Libyan 

air campaign, only saw the equivalent of ten squadrons 

deployed by European militaries at its peak, including 

naval aviation. Nonetheless, it is possible that select 

European countries could collectively supply a smaller, 

but still substantial, air power to the Indo-Pacific, per-

haps six squadrons, as long as adequate basing capacity 

and enabling support were available in the region.

The availability of these bases and enablers is far 

from clear, however. Relying on short-range combat 

aircraft would require the use of substantial air-to-air 

refuelling capabilities – which European air forces only 

have in limited numbers – both to transfer these aircraft 

from Europe to the Western Pacific and to support their 

operations once deployed (see Table 8).

Although US bases in Okinawa or mainland Japan 

would likely be preferred to minimise the flight time to 

operational areas near Taiwan, they may not have the 

capacity to accommodate additional European aircraft 

given the likely surge of US combat aircraft into theatre, 

even if they have not been rendered non-operational 

by Chinese missile attacks. Basing elsewhere in the 

region would result in substantially increased transit 

times, with commensurate increases in air-to-air refu-

elling requirements. It may also present substantially 

increased logistical and inter-operability challenges, 

depending on the host country.

The distances involved, as well as the relative lack of 

low-observable and signature-management capabilities 

of most European combat aircraft, are likely to result in 

a focus on long-range stand-off operations, at least until 

PLA air defences have been substantially degraded. 

The F-35s currently operated by Italy, the Netherlands 

and the UK would be more capable of operating in 

non-permissive environments, but these would still 

be dependent on vulnerable tanker aircraft, which 

would not be, thereby limiting their operational range. 

While several European countries currently possess air-

launched land-attack cruise missiles, such as SCALP EG, 

Storm Shadow, JASSM-ER or Taurus KEPD 350, inven-

tory numbers are believed to be relatively small (as is 

the case for most European precision-guided munition 

stocks). This would likely be a significant limiting factor 

for European air operations early in a conflict.

In addition to combat air power, European countries 

could also deploy surface naval forces in the vicinity 

of Taiwan for surface-warfare operations against the 

PLAN, land-attack missions or ballistic-missile defence. 

Attack submarines could be used against PLA naval 

assets and to conduct sea-launched land-attack strikes 

(see textbox). The combined navies of France, Germany, 

Italy, the Netherlands, Spain and the United Kingdom 

possess a considerable number of large surface com-

batants (see Table 9). However, only a fraction of these 

hulls could likely deploy on short-notice operations 

in the Western Pacific, given NATO commitments and 

existing maintenance and repair cycles. 

A joint European aircraft-carrier group with accom-

panying submarine escort, and possibly an additional 

Source: Military Balance+

 

Country Modern combat aircraft type(s) Squadrons

France Rafale 8

Germany Eurofighter Typhoon 8

Italy Eurofighter Typhoon/F-35 5

Netherlands F-16/F-35 3

Poland F-16 3

Spain Eurofighter Typhoon/F/A-18 7

UK Eurofighter Typhoon/F-35 8

TOTAL 42

Table 7: European combat aircraft squadrons

Source: Military Balance+

 Table 8: European air-to-air refuelling aircraft by 
country

Country Tanker and tanker/transport aircraft

France 20

Germany 3

Italy 4

UK 10

NATO MMF 5

TOTAL 42
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amphibious group, could likely be assembled for a major 

Taiwan contingency, comprising perhaps a dozen hulls 

in total. Whilst operating from aircraft carriers would 

theoretically resolve some of the time and distance 

challenges associated with land-based combat aircraft 

mentioned above, the quantity and quality of Chinese 

anti-ship capabilities would make this an extremely 

risky prospect early on in a conflict. 

In the maritime strike role therefore, a stand-off pos-

ture, employing land-attack cruise missiles is therefore 

likely to be prioritised. However, only a very small 

number of European hulls are currently armed with 

such systems. Notably, the French Navy’s six FREMM 

frigates are fitted with the MdCN cruise missile and 

the UK Royal Navy’s six Trafalgar- and Astute-class 

submarines are fitted with Tomahawk Block IV missiles. 

The first of France’s MdCN-equipped Suffren-class sub-

marines is also expected to enter service later in 2022. 

These vessels all also have substantially smaller num-

bers of available launchers and missiles of these types 

when compared to their US equivalents, further limit-

ing their strike capacities.

If these offensive limitations are deemed to overly 

limit the utility of a major European maritime task 

force in the Western Pacific, an alternative might be for 

European countries to offer to replace US naval assets 

currently assigned to the 5th Fleet in the Middle East in 

the event of a conflict, allowing the US to more rapidly 

reinforce its own naval forces in the Western Pacific. 

This would also reduce the potential logistical burden 

on European navies, as they have greater existing sup-

port infrastructure in the Middle East and Indian Ocean.

European submarine capabilities for a Taiwan conflict 152 

While the PLA remains relatively weak in anti-submarine warfare, submarines would comprise an important part of 
any European naval deployment in the event of a conflict. The UK currently fields six nuclear-powered attack subma-
rines (SSNs), including two Trafalgar-class and four Astute-class hulls, while France currently operates four Rubis-class 
SSNs, which are to begin being replaced by the new Suffren-class later in 2022. Allowing for four hulls likely to be 
unavailable due to maintenance and refit, and one each additionally deployed by both France and the UK to protect 
their sea-based nuclear deterrent, four hulls would remain available for deployment. Of these, existing commitments 
in the European theatre would likely require at least two hulls, leaving two more that could potentially be deployed 
to the Western Pacific. Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain could also field a total of 21 more conventionally 
powered attack submarines (SSKs), although the operational distances involved may limit their capacity to operate 
around Taiwan itself. Readiness and operational factors, along with concerns regarding European maritime capabili-
ties in the Atlantic and maintenance cycles, would of course play a role in limiting the number of both SSNs and 
SSKs that can be deployed to the Indo-Pacific. Notably, there has been some concern over the combat readiness of 
European submarine forces in recent years.153 

In the event of the crisis building over several 

weeks, European militaries could potentially deploy 

air-defence systems to Taiwan itself, along with other 

systems and platforms including electronic-warfare 

capabilities as outlined in the scenario above. However, 

in this scenario, European countries may also need to 

provide land- and sea-based air and missile defence 

to support their own combat forces in theatre, which 

would severely limit their capacity to simultaneously 

deploy to Taiwan. 

European countries could also deploy special-oper-

ations forces to help protect key civilian and military 

Source: Military Balance+

Country Aircraft 
carriers

Destroyers Frigates Fleet 
replenishment 

oilers

France 1 3 18 2

Germany 0 3 8 5

Italy 2 4 11 1

Netherlands 0 4 2 1

Spain 0 5 6 2

UK 2 6 12 3

TOTAL 5 25 59 14

Table 9: Selected European naval surface combatants
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installations on the island, in close cooperation with 

Taiwanese forces. These could also act as a strategic 

reserve or serve as a deterrent in the run-up to a con-

flict if pre-deployed before the outbreak of hostilities. 

The deployment of European ground forces in larger 

numbers to Taiwan is, however, an unlikely proposi-

tion, given that the European strategic military sealift 

and airlift capacity is quite limited (see Tables 6 and 

10) and that the PLA will be well positioned to deny 

external access to Taiwanese ports and airports. In the 

event of a successful PLA occupation of Taiwan, it is 

possible that substantial numbers of European ground 

troops would be deployed to support US efforts to 

retake the island, although this lies outside the scope 

of the present scenario. 

Source: Military Balance+

 

Country Principal amphibious ships Landing ships

France 3 0

Italy 3 0

Netherlands 2 0

Poland 0 5

Spain 3 0

UK 2 3

TOTAL 13 8

Table 10: Selected European strategic military sealift 
capabilities by country

Europe–Taiwan defence cooperation 

The US has remained the dominant provider of military equipment to the Taiwanese military. However, European 
powers have in the past provided Taiwan with defence equipment, and some private industry actors maintain low-key 
support for Taiwan’s defence programmes. Under President Tsai Ing-wen, the Taiwanese government has sought to 
increase funding for Taiwan’s domestic defence industry in order to decrease Taiwan’s dependence on foreign arms 
providers. Chinese pressure on foreign arms providers has in the past caused existing deals to fall through. However, 
Tsai’s policy to support Taiwan’s domestic defence industry also led to the collapse of some existing deals with foreign 
companies, such as a deal in 2014 between the Taiwanese firm Aerospace Industrial Develop Corporation and the 
Italian defence contractor Leonardo-Finmeccanica to co-build a new fighter for the Taiwanese Air Force.154 

Taiwanese defence procurements from European powers since 1950 have included arms exports from Denmark, 
France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and the UK.155 The number of European arms exports to Taiwan dropped 
significantly following the United Nations’ recognition of the PRC as the legitimate government of China in 1971. 
However, they began to increase towards the end of the Cold War as a result of international backlash towards the 
PRC following the Chinese Communist Party’s crackdown on the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. 

France has been a significant European provider of arms to Taiwan. In the 1990s, Paris provided Taipei with 
Lafayette-class frigates and Mirage 2000-5 combat aircraft.156 In April 2021, Taiwan announced a deal with France 
worth around USD27 million to upgrade the missile interference systems of these six frigates, reportedly with the 
acquisition of Dagaie MK2 decoy launchers from the French DCI group.157 This modernisation effort is intended to 
add to Taiwan’s air-defence capabilities over the Taiwan Strait. 

Furthermore, European states are playing a crucial role in Taiwan’s efforts to replace its ageing submarine systems, 
of which two were purchased from the Netherlands in the late 1980s.158 Formally named the Indigenous Defense 
Submarine Program, the project aims to provide eight diesel-electric submarines to enhance Taiwan’s ‘asymmetric-
warfare capabilities’ when defending against a potential Chinese seaborne invasion.159 The UK has reportedly been 
a principal supplier of key equipment and software for the project, with the number of export permits for subma-
rine technology from the UK growing rapidly in the last years.160 Taiwan has additionally recruited engineering and 
technical talent, as well as former naval officers, for the programme from the UK and Spain, as well as from other 
non-European countries.161 A German company was also involved in the project, but withdrew following pressure 
from its parent company that held significant business interests in China. 

Defending Europe
A key assumption in all the above scenarios is that 

Europe would not be acting alone, but as part of a US-led 

coalition, probably including regional partners. The US 

would be widely expected to contribute the majority of 

military capability to any external action in support of 

Taiwan. Any high-intensity conflict with China in the 

Western Pacific would significantly reduce US military 
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capacity in Europe and other regions of the world, 

resulting in issues for European military planners.

Whilst existing US military forces in Europe may 

be left in place, there would be little or no capacity to 

surge additional forces into theatre from the US, either 

because these forces would be needed in the Pacific, 

or because the requisite sealift and airlift assets would 

no longer be available. Not only would the US Armed 

Forces have reduced logistical capacity to support larger 

troop movements in Europe, there would likely also be 

a relative shortage of munitions, in particular precision-

guided missiles, with few options to quickly replenish 

depleted arsenals. Given the likely attrition resulting 

from a war between China and the US, this reduction 

in capacity would likely last for several years after the 

conclusion of hostilities, even if the US were success-

ful.162 One study concluded that it would take the US an 

average of 8.4 years to return to the current inventories 

of major defence-acquisition programmes.163 It would 

take three to eight years to replace a single US Navy 

ship depending on its type and class.164

European capitals would therefore need to be able to 

respond to threats from Russia, the Sahel and the Middle 

East without significant US support. This would be par-

ticularly problematic in key capability areas in which 

European militaries have historically been dependent 

on US support, including: 

•	 Strategic airlift 

•	 Space-based ISR

•	 Long-range air-defence systems 

•	 Subsurface/Surface maritime strike 

•	 Anti-submarine warfare and maritime patrol 

aircraft

•	 ISR and EW aircraft and uninhabited aerial 

vehicles 

•	 Airborne early warning aircraft

•	 Air-to-air refuelling aircraft

•	 Suppression of enemy air defence/destruction of 

enemy air defence (SEAD/DEAD) aircraft and 

weapons

•	 Cyber reconnaissance165

At the same time, as mentioned in the introduction, if 

European countries were required to dispatch some of 

their most capable military assets to the Western Pacific to 

support US military operations, this would further reduce 

European capacity to respond to a military crisis along 

NATO’s eastern flank or in the Mediterranean. Overall, 

unless there is an accelerated push to procure the capa-

bilities listed above in large quantities, a conflict in Taiwan 

would significantly weaken conventional deterrence in 

Europe vis-à-vis other potential near-peer adversaries such 

as Russia. European policymakers and planners will there-

fore need to grapple not just with generating the forces nec-

essary for a Taiwan contingency, but also with increasing 

their own contributions to the defence of Europe itself.
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Conclusion

European powers have in the last two decades been 

hesitant to strengthen their bilateral relationships with 

Taiwan for fear of Beijing’s political or economic retali-

ation or of risking their access to the Chinese market. 

However, growing European criticism of Chinese 

authoritarian domestic policies and more assertive for-

eign policies has created space for European powers to 

more actively deepen their bilateral relationships with 

Taiwan. Considering Beijing’s growing military power 

and its ability to exert this beyond the first island 

chain, European powers have become more vocal in 

their concern for cross-strait stability and Taiwan’s 

security. Despite this concern, however, they are yet 

to develop, or publicly acknowledge, their thinking on 

how to play a meaningful role ahead of or during a 

Taiwan-Strait conflict.

This report has outlined key areas of political, eco-

nomic and military concern for European states, both 

within the European Union framework and outside of 

it. The report concludes that political will and politi-

cal unity will be important in formulating effective 

European policies on Taiwan and that Europe does have 

cards that it can play to help deter conflict or end poten-

tial cross-strait crises.

In the political domain, European acknowledge-

ment of Taiwan’s normative like-mindedness and eco-

nomic value within high-end technology supply chains 

could lead to a greater decoupling of European Taiwan 

policies from their China policies. To put it simply, 

European powers could choose to risk Beijing’s politi-

cal and economic coercion in order to deepen relations 

with Taiwan beyond rhetorical support.

In the economic domain, European powers could play 

a role in leveraging the importance of the European mar-

ket for Chinese economic growth in order to deter a cross-

strait conflict. Historically, European states have already 

shown willingness to impose sanctions on Beijing for 

human-rights abuses on multiple occasions. However, 

whether these sanctions would have their desired impact 

would depend on how they are formulated, as well as 

the domestic climate in Beijing at the time. Furthermore, 

whilst European capitals have feared economic coercive 

retaliation from Beijing in the past, China has often not 

reacted as severely as expected. 

Lastly, select European powers could provide lim-

ited military support to the United States and Taiwan 

in the event of a military conflict in the Western Pacific. 

European contributions, depending on the specific cross-

strait conflict scenario, could include providing cyber 

intelligence and defence capabilities, conducting a civil-

ian strategic airlift, dispatching naval task forces and 

combat aircraft for SEAD/DEAD missions, as well as air 

lifting air-defence capabilities into theatre. It should be 

noted that both in the US and Europe, existing capaci-

ties as well as capabilities for conducting a high-intensity 

military campaign are limited. If a war were fought in 

the Western Pacific against China, Europe in particular 

would likely be deprived of key US enabling capabili-

ties for many years to come. This would leave European 

powers without the agency to forcefully react to other 

military contingencies should they arise. Policymakers 

should therefore not underestimate the second-order 

effects of such a conflict for European security, even if 

European states decide to limit their involvement. 
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