
WASHINGTON: Secretary of Defense Mark Esper announced
Wednesday an ambitious plan to expand the US Navy with a
range of unmanned and autonomous ships, submarines and air-
craft to confront the growing maritime challenge from China. The
Pentagon chief said a sweeping review of US naval power
dubbed “Future Forward” had laid out a “game-changer” plan
that would expand the US sea fleet to more than 355 ships, from
the current 293. 

The plan, which requires adding tens of billions of dollars to
the US Navy’s budget between now and 2045, is aimed at main-
taining superiority over Chinese naval forces, seen as the pri-
mary threat to the United States. “The future fleet will be more
balanced in its ability to deliver lethal effects from the air, from
the sea, and from under the sea,” Esper said in a speech at the
Rand Corp. in California.

The expansion will add “more and smaller” surface ships;
more submarines; surface and subsurface vessels that are op-

tionally manned, unmanned and autonomous; and a broad range
of unmanned carrier-based aircraft. The plan is for a fleet of
ships more able to survive a high-intensity conflict, to project
US power and presence, and to deliver precision strikes at very
long distances, he said. An example, Esper added, is a new
guided missile frigate program, producing ships with “increased
lethality, survivability, capability and capacity to conduct dis-
tributed warfare.”

He also said trials were underway on the Sea Hunter, a 132-
feet (40 meters) trimaran drone that can autonomously survey
the seas for rival submarines for more than two months at a time.
“These efforts are the next step in realizing our future fleet, one
in which unmanned systems perform a variety of warfighting
functions, from delivering lethal fire and laying mines, to con-
ducting resupply or surveilling the enemy,” Esper said. “This will
be a major shift in how we will conduct naval warfare in the years
and decades to come.”

Chinese navy larger
Esper reiterated that China is the top US security threat and

that the Indo-Pacific region is the “priority theater” for the US
military. “Not only is this region important because it is a hub of
global trade and commerce, it is also the epicenter of great
power competition with China,” he said.

A Pentagon report on the People’s Liberation Army re-
leased early this month said that Beijing has the world’s
largest naval fleet with 350 ships and submarines. Still,
Esper stressed, the Chinese navy lags in strength and capa-
bility. “Even if we stopped building new ships, it would take
the PRC years to match our capability on the high seas.”
Esper said reaching the goal of 355 ships means the navy
will have to grab a larger percent of the Pentagon budget,
but also that the United States has to put more resources
into expanding and modernizing shipyards, where China has
a clear advantage. — AFP 
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Eyeing China, Pentagon plans 
larger, ‘more lethal’ US navy

A range of unmanned, ships, submarines and aircraft 

US sends top-level 
diplomat to Taiwan, 
defying China
TAIPEI: A top US diplomat will arrive in Taiwan yesterday, the
highest-ranking State Department official to visit in 40 years, in
a further sign of Washington’s willingness to defy China and its
campaign to isolate the self-ruled island. Keith Krach, undersec-
retary of state for economic growth, energy and the environment,
was heading to Taipei to attend a memorial service for late pres-
ident Lee Teng-hui on Saturday, the US State Department said.

The trip, the second high-ranking US visit in as many months,
is likely to rile China, which baulks at any recognition of Taiwan
and has mounted a decades-long policy of marginalizing the dem-
ocratic island. Relations between the United States and China are
at their lowest point in decades, with the two sides clashing over
a range of trade, military and security issues, as well as the coro-
navirus pandemic. “The United States honors President Lee’s
legacy by continuing our strong bonds with Taiwan and its vibrant
democracy through shared political and economic values,”
spokeswoman Morgan Ortagus said in a statement announcing
Krach’s trip.

Taiwan’s foreign ministry said Krach, accompanied by assistant
secretary Robert Destro, would also discuss “how to strengthen
bilateral economic cooperation” during his three-day visit. It de-
scribed him as the highest-ranking State Department official to
visit Taiwan since 1979, when Washington switched diplomatic
recognition to Beijing from Taipei. Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen
will host a dinner for the US delegation today. “We look forward
to more exchanges and discussions between Taiwan and the US
to solidify the foundation for further collaborations, including eco-
nomic cooperation, through undersecretary Krach’s visit,” her of-
fice said in a statement.

Warming relations 
Beijing, whose relations with Washington have sharply deteri-

orated under President Donald Trump, has warned it “firmly op-
poses” any official exchanges between Taiwan and the United
States. Last month, US cabinet member and health chief Alex Azar
visited to highlight Taiwan’s widely praised efforts to stop Covid-
19. Beijing considers Taiwan part of its territory, to be reunified

with the mainland - by force if necessary.
It has ramped up diplomatic, economic and military pressure

on Taiwan since the 2016 election of Tsai, who rejects its view that
the island is part of “one China”. In recent weeks, Taiwan has re-
ported a sharp increase in incursions by Chinese jets into its air
defense identification zone. Yesterday, Taiwan’s defense ministry
said two Chinese anti-submarine planes crossed the boundary a
day earlier and were warned to leave. 

Washington remains the leading arms supplier to the island but
has historically been cautious in holding official contact with it.
Relations have warmed dramatically under Trump, who has em-
braced Taiwan more closely as a way to hit back at authoritarian
Beijing, especially as he seeks re-election in November. But the
United States has so far not strayed from the unwritten red line
on Taiwan, as it has not sent senior officials whose primary re-
sponsibilities are foreign affairs or defense.

Lee, who died in July at the age of 97, was a towering figure in
Taiwan’s history, helping the once authoritarian island transition
to a vibrant democracy and later angering China by pushing for
it to be recognized as a sovereign country. When news of his
death broke, Chinese state media called him “the godfather of Tai-
wan secessionism”. Krach, with his economic focus, will be visiting
as Taiwan seeks a trade deal with the United States. Taiwan re-
moved a major hurdle last month by easing safety restrictions on
US beef and meat - welcome news for farmers, a key constituency
for Trump, as the election approaches. — AFP 

TAIPEI: Keith Krach (center, front of line wearing mask), US Undersecretary of State
for Economic Growth, Energy and the Environment, alights from an aircraft with
his delegation after landing at the Sungshan airport in Taipei yesterday. —AFP 

With Pompeo trip, oil 
boom raises focus on 
Guyana, Suriname
WASHINGTON: Mike Pompeo yesterday became the first US
secretary of state to visit Guyana and Suriname as the discovery
of oil fuels a sudden new interest in the small South American na-
tions. The stops come at the start of a three-day tour that will also
take Pompeo to Colombia and the Amazonian border areas of
Brazil, part of his campaign to highlight the economic devastation
in Nicolas Maduro’s Venezuela. Pompeo will meet freshly elected
leaders in Guyana and Suriname, which are also being courted by
China as the two nations - underdeveloped and with sharp ethnic
faultlines - seek a surge of investment.

“I used to work at the State Department and getting any sec-
retary of state to travel anywhere in Latin America and the
Caribbean was a heavy lift,” said Eric Farnsworth, vice president
of the Council of the Americas. “For him to go to both of these
countries is extraordinary and shows that something big is hap-
pening.” ExxonMobil in 2015 announced it had found one of the
world’s largest oil reserves in years in the waters off Guyana, with
the US giant also heavily involved in Suriname.

Guyana - best known to Americans as the site of the 1978 Jon-
estown mass suicide - was forecast before the Covid-19 pandemic
to grow a staggering 85 percent this year, the highest of any na-
tion in the world. Pompeo’s trip comes as Guyana reviews its deal
with Exxon in which the country would keep about half the oil
revenue - an arrangement that some advocates for developing na-
tions say is too paltry. A State Department official said that Pom-
peo was not traveling to lobby for Exxon - but that he would
encourage both countries to be responsible with the financial
windfall.

Pompeo “will highlight through these meetings how US com-
panies throughout the hemisphere invest responsibly and trans-
parently,” the official told reporters. “This draws a stark contrast
with China, whose predatory loans and vanity projects saddle
countries in the Western Hemisphere with unsustainable debts,”
he said. China - also hungry for the region’s lumber and minerals
- has invited both nations into its Belt and Road Initiative, its
global campaign to build infrastructure and win allies. —AFP 


