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U.S.-CHINA: THE RISKS OF SPYING
Introduction

Spying conveys images of James Bond
movies or Cold War novels about men and
women smuggling secret information back to
their countries. Fictional spies operate under-
cover and lead exciting, dramatic lives.
However, in reality, a considerable amount
of spying consists of the routine monitoring
of radar screens or radio transmissions; it is
not the stuff of Hollywood. But occasionally
it can be dangerous. When nations consider
their national interests at risk, they may think
it necessary to take chances to protect their
secrets or to gather information that will give
them the advantage over their perceived
adversaries.

On April 1, 2001, a U.S. Navy spy plane,
an EP-3E Aries II, collided with a Chinese
fighter jet that was closely tailing it over the
South China Sea. The U.S. plane was on a
routine reconnaissance mission about 80
kilometres southeast of China’s Hainan
Island when the two planes bumped into
each other. The Chinese fighter broke up into
pieces and crashed into the sea, killing its
pilot. The EP-3E was severely damaged, but
the pilots managed to keep the plane aloft.
They sent out a general distress call, entered
Chinese sovereign airspace, and eventually
made an emergency landing at a military
base on Hainan, although initially they were
denied permission to land. In the 15 minutes
during which the pilots struggled to get the
damaged aircraft to Hainan, crew members
frantically destroyed as much equipment and
on-board data as they could. Shortly after
landing, they were taken into custody, and
the EP-3E was closely examined by Chinese
technicians.

Like two gunslingers in an old Hollywood
western, China and the U.S. then squared off
in a tense atmosphere, talking tough, and
hoping the other guy would blink first. Both
sides blamed the other for the collision. After
10 days, the U.S. managed to find the right
wording for a statement of regret—enough

but not too much—remorseful enough that
China released the air crew. Because of
cultural differences and imperfect translation
China was able to claim that the American
statement was an apology implying responsi-
bility, while the U.S. strongly denied that it
had admitted it was at fault in any way.

During the standoff, it was clear that
neither side was prepared to even appear to
give in; international prestige and a show of
strength needed to be maintained. Political
careers had to be protected from critics, and
angry populations needed to be satisfied. A
collision between two military aircraft
became a major diplomatic incident that
underscored major issues between these two
powerful nations, issues of global signifi-
cance. Competing with the U.S. for global
power, China hopes to become a member of
the World Trade Organization and hopes to
host the 2008 Olympics, the latter a presti-
gious moment on the world stage for any
nation. Both could be sidetracked if the U.S.
raised objections. China has also declared it
will reunite with Taiwan, either through
force or diplomacy. U.S. President George
W. Bush has been making sounds about
offering more support or military technology
to the island, reducing that likelihood. The
U.S., on the other hand, has its own eco-
nomic interests at heart; it wants to gain entry
into China’s huge markets. It also would like
to see the continued liberalization of China’s
authoritarian communist system, thus reduc-
ing the ability of that nation of 1.3 billion
people to prevent the incursion of influences
from the West. This in turn would increase
U.S. dominance on the world stage.

Of greater concern, however, is that this
incident could mark a renewal of a global
Cold War, in which the two powers race to
advance and protect their interests and their
ideologies. One understands why countries
engage in spying; one also understands the
risks when mistakes occur.
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U.S.-CHINA: THE RISKS OF SPYING
A Priori Knowledge

The collision of two military planes roughly 80 kilometres off the coast of China created the
worst incident between China and the U.S. in years. Both nations claimed the other was at
fault and had caused the accident, which killed the Chinese pilot and resulted in the incarcera-
tion of 24 Americans at a military base on the island of Hainan. With such a wide gap in the
two explanations of the events, the true cause may never be known conclusively. What is
known is that a pre-existing political atmosphere of intense rivalry and distrust between China
and the U.S.—despite booming trade between them—has been the cause of hostility and
paranoia. This is the frame of reference in which this spying incident occurred, and it stalled
the resolution of the standoff. As a result, the world was reminded of the dangers that active
spy programs off the coast of China and elsewhere around the world can create.

The Geographical Context
 Before watching this News in Review report, study the geography of the region. Using an
atlas, locate the following: the Peoples Republic of China, Hainan Island, Okinawa, North
Korea, South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Vietnam, the Philippines, Indonesia, Guam, Malaysia,
Beijing, Hong Kong, the South China Sea, and the East China Sea. Considerable shipping
traffic must pass through the South China Sea. What problems or security concerns might this
pose in this region?

Before you leave your map, plot a point using a scale, roughly 20 kilometres from the Chinese
coast. Then estimate a point in the same area that is 320 kilometres from shore. The first point
lies within the territorial limit of a nation. The second is within the internationally recognized
limit for economic control by a nation. The 320-kilometre zone is international water, but
influenced by the closest nation. This is why Canada controls most of the Grand Banks off its
Atlantic coast, even though it does not “own” them. These two points have considerable
bearing on the actions of China and the U.S. in the spy plane incident.

The Political Context
1. Now, as you watch this report, record information that suggests what was at stake

for the parties involved in this international incident. Why is access to and control
of the South China Sea so important to China and to the U.S.? Why is intelligence
information about this area so intensely sought by nations like the U.S.? Why is
secrecy and security of the area such a preoccupation for the Chinese?

2. During the incident, considerable media attention was focused on the diplomatic
maneuvering that went on between China and the U.S. What, in your opinion,
were the principal barriers to a quick resolution? What finally broke the impasse
and allowed the U.S. crew to be freed? How did both sides manage to claim
victory?

Follow-up Discussion
Why is it important to understand the historic, geographic, economic, and political contexts
behind this incident? What factors would have encouraged the two countries to resolve the
situation? What factors inhibited a resolution?
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Variant Accounts

Affixing responsibility for accidents or misconduct, or assuming responsibility itself, involves
risks. Think of situations in which you may have been called upon to “choose sides” or make
a judgment about a dispute to which you were not an eyewitness. What information did you
need or what steps did you take to make a decision? What were the implications, conse-
quences, or the risks to the parties involved or to you, yourself, in deciding who was at fault?

Objective or Subjective?
The collision on April 1, 2001, between the U.S. EP-3E surveillance plane and the Chinese
F-8 jet fighter presents a dilemma for outside observers. Except for a few of the participants
involved, everyone else must rely on reports supplied by the protagonists to determine respon-
sibility in the accident. Assessing credibility is a principal factor in understanding what actu-
ally happened in this incident. As you read through the following accounts, try to identify
areas that represent (a) objective information (what is indisputable) and (b) subjective infor-
mation (what is open to interpretation).

The Chinese Version
According to statements released by the Chinese government, the U.S. was the aggressor and
therefore was to blame for the incident. The Chinese position was that the U.S. plane, the
EP-3E, was operating in an airspace controlled by China. Two Chinese F-8 fighters were
closely monitoring the EP-3E’s activities when the much larger U.S. plane veered suddenly at
a wide angle and struck one of the Chinese planes. The fighter began to break up immediately
upon impact and spun into the sea. The pilot, Wang Wei, who may have ejected from his
plane, was not found and was presumed dead. The EP-3E entered Chinese airspace without
approval and landed without permission at Lingsui, a military airfield on Hainan Island.

China immediately denounced the U.S. for provoking the encounter, for ramming the much
smaller Chinese fighter, and for violating Chinese sovereign airspace after the collision.
According to the Chinese government, the U.S. surveillance flights take place within a 320
kilometre “exclusive economic control zone.” (According to international law, all countries
may fly over these areas, but must consider the rights of the country involved.) According to
the Chinese, the U.S. also violated the consensus reached in May 2000, between the two
nations, which set out guidelines for avoiding risky encounters in sea areas. The flight safety
of the other nation’s planes must be considered. The EP-3E is a military plane whose flight
path and surveillance were seen as threats to China’s national security, and therefore in viola-
tion of international law. China claims it was within its rights to closely monitor the EP-3E’s
activities.

The pilot of the second plane, Zhao Yu, confirmed that the U.S. plane was the aggressor. In an
interview on Chinese state television, Zhao Yu angrily said, “Wang Wei’s airplane had no
way to evade it. It suddenly collided with him. The outer propeller on the left wing hit the tail
fin of Wang Wei’s aircraft. Bam! It was smashed into bits, like little pieces.”
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The Chinese government also took issue with the U.S. plane’s violation of Chinese airspace.
Requests must be made for permission to land. In its view, the U.S. plane had adequate time
to make such a request before it set down at Lingsui. Its failure to do so, according to China,
demonstrates the aggressive nature of the EP-3E’s mission.

The U.S. Version
Not surprisingly, the U.S. had an entirely different view of the incident. While the U.S. re-
jected the Chinese version almost immediately, Department of Defense officials did not
deliver a full account until the 24-member U.S. crew had been released from captivity, for
fear of extending their incarceration. At an April 12 news conference U.S. Secretary of De-
fense Donald Rumsfeld presented considerable evidence.

According to Department of Defense statements, the Chinese administration and pilots were
at fault. The Chinese plane, an F-8 fighter, is much faster than the propeller-driven EP-3E, and
has difficulty controlling its flight path at the EP-3E’s relatively slow speed. According to the
crew’s testimony the Chinese pilot deliberately came too close on two passes, within a metre
of the left wing. On the third pass, they say, the pilot misjudged his approach, and tried to
manoeuvre his plane to cut his speed. His plane hit the outermost engine on the left wing of
the U.S. plane, then the inner engine, then flipped up into the nose of the EP-3E. The Chinese
jet broke in half and spiralled into the sea. The crew signalled a distress call and asked for
permission to land at Lingsui. The EP-3E was denied permission and had to circle the airfield
to demonstrate the extent of its damage before being allowed to land.

Discussion
At an April 12 news conference, Donald Rumsfeld presented considerable evidence of ag-
gressive manoeuvring by Chinese pilots, citing 44 close calls in recent months. The most
compelling evidence was a videotape showing an F-8—with the same number as the one the
missing Chinese pilot had been flying—coming within a metre of an EP-3E on January 24.
The pilot in the video had difficulty holding position and remaining airborne, causing enough
turbulence to “thump” the U.S. plane. Do the documented written accounts and videotape
evidence strengthen U.S. claims? Do they outweigh the eyewitness account of the surviving
Chinese pilot? To what extent do you think the public explanations from each country are
attempting to explain the details of the accident? What other objectives might be at stake?
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Spin Control

Although the collision between the Chinese and U.S. planes became an international incident,
the media strategies and rhetoric used by both countries during the standoff were intended
very much for domestic consumption. Both governments needed to make certain gestures in
order to placate their political critics and their general populations.

U.S. President George W. Bush was still in the honeymoon phase of his new administration.
The first 100 days are considered a trial period when a new president may try out new policies
with a minimum of criticism. The spy plane incident intruded upon that honeymoon. Bush
and his administration were forced into a position in which they had to appear decisive while
at the same time protecting the crew and U.S. interests. They knew that the nation was watch-
ing closely to see how they would handle their first real crisis. Former president Bill Clinton
had been roundly criticized during his terms for being too conciliatory with China. Bush could
not afford to be tarred with the same brush. Indeed, during the first few days he seemed to go
with his instincts and the advice of political hardliners, and talked tough. Bush demanded “the
prompt and safe return of the crew members and the return of the aircraft without further
damaging or tampering.” He dropped broad hints that failure to do so would hurt
Chinese-U.S. relations.

However, once he made his strong public stance, Bush also managed to cool the situation
down with his actions behind the scenes. Although he refused to relinquish the right of the
U.S. to make its spy plane flights, they were quietly suspended until further notice to avoid
antagonizing the Chinese. Likewise, the aircraft carrier Kitty Hawk, which was making its
scheduled voyage from Thailand to Guam, was ordered to take a more southerly route
through the South China Sea to keep it farther away from Hainan. While the talk was tough in
order to mollify political hardliners at home, the actions of the administration were also
geared toward a more low-key diplomatic solution.

The Chinese government also had to walk a tightrope with respect to appeasing a populace
wanting vengeance—and at the same time avoid long-term diplomatic damage with the West.
The spy plane incident sparked an outpouring of nationalist sentiment in China, especially
from the younger generation. The Chinese population is still resentful of the U.S. bombing of
the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, during NATO’s attack on Yugoslavia in 1999. Three
Chinese nationals were killed in an attack that many Chinese citizens do not believe was
accidental. The Chinese population sees and hears arrogance on the part of the U.S., which
maintains a large military force near China and operates numerous espionage missions along
its borders. China’s history is also full of humiliating intrusions by the West upon its sover-
eignty. Beijing’s tough stance has pleased those citizens who want to see the U.S. “taught a
lesson.”

Follow-up Discussion
In your opinion, what impact did the views of the general public in China and the U.S. have
on how this incident was resolved? Did the two governments display effective leadership?
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The Sleeping Giant

“China is a sleeping giant. When it awakens, the earth will shake.” —  Napoléon Bonaparte

China is the most populous nation on the planet, with about one quarter of the world’s inhabit-
ants. It is also a giant in terms of its economic and military potential, and it has always been a
giant historically, culturally, and artistically. It has struggled with gigantic problems and made
gigantic progress; it is not a nation to be underestimated.

There is a certain ambivalence to the word giant even though word suggests primarily great
size, superhuman ability, great status, exceptional ability or prominence. As we have seen in
many children’s stories and other myths and legends giants are often associated with fear.

What factors support a description of China as a “giant”? What advantages does it hold? What
factors are keeping it from realizing its full potential?

When George W. Bush took office in January 2001, he began to describe China as a “strategic
rival,” shifting away from the policy of the Clinton administration, which described China as
a “strategic partner.” There seems to be an awareness and nervousness at the highest political
and military levels of the current U.S. government that China will be its next great rival.
Currently, the U.S. is the sole superpower on the planet with the most technologically ad-
vanced and powerful military force. Its economy is the largest in the world, and American pop
culture (Hollywood, fast food, clothing, for example) has been embraced worldwide. At the
end of the 20th century the U.S. appeared to have emerged victorious from the Cold War with
the demise of Communism in the former Soviet Union and in most of its satellite nations.

Yet, China’s sheer size in terms of land mass and population gives it several advantages over
the U.S. As more market reforms are introduced into China’s economy, many nations, includ-
ing the U.S., are lining up to gain entry into its markets. This gives China considerable lever-
age; the U.S. can decry the lack of human rights in Communist Cuba and keep in place a
punishing trade embargo but it cannot afford to be as tough with Communist China. For
example, China sold $100-billion of goods to the U.S., and over the last decade U.S. firms
invested $25-billion in China. During the spy plane incident, there were many warnings from
U.S. business and political leaders to tread carefully so as not to jeopardize trade relations.
This influence will only increase as China’s economy modernizes over the next few decades.
China also possesses several strategic advantages. It has the largest conventional military
force in the world and possesses at least 20 nuclear-tipped missiles. Its geographic position
allows it to influence or even threaten Japan, Taiwan, and the shipping lanes in the South
China Sea. Some Washington analysts note that China’s 1996 war games exercises off Tai-
wan and this past year’s harassment of U.S. spy planes point to a new belligerence from Beijing.

Discussion
China became a communist regime at the end of its civil war in 1949. It has been an ideologi-
cal foe of the U.S. for nearly five decades. Given the global economy, does it matter that
China is a communist state? Would it be a rival of the United States regardless of its ideol-
ogy? Is it to be feared?
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No Small Incident

Over the course of the last 50 years, 152 Americans have lost their lives during spy missions
aboard planes and ships. The purpose of these missions is to eavesdrop on communications
and photograph military installations and movements. In a disturbingly similar incident to the
current spy plane incident, a U.S. plane was intercepted by Chinese fighters on August 23,
1956, over the East China Sea. The plane was shot down, killing all 16 crew aboard. At the
time, President Dwight D. Eisenhower told the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, in a
secret meeting, “We seem to be conducting something that we cannot control very well. If
planes were flying 20 to 50 miles from our shores, we would be very likely to shoot them
down if they came in closer, whether through error or not.”

President Eisenhower was embarrassed again in 1960 when a U-2 spy plane was shot down
over Russian territory, giving the Soviet Union a considerable propaganda victory. Downed
spy planes nearly sparked war twice in the 1960s. During the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, a
U-2 was shot down over Cuba, but President Kennedy decided not to retaliate. In 1968, North
Korea captured the Pueblo, a U.S. ship on a spying mission, and in 1969 it shot down a U.S.
spy plane. Both incidents brought the U.S. to a full nuclear alert.

Critics argue that the tasks carried out by spy planes can be, and largely have been, replaced
by alternative technologies. Satellites can observe a rival’s territory night or day in startling
detail. They also can eavesdrop on conversations and coded transmissions. Land-based anten-
nas can also accomplish much of what a spy plane can do. A network of antennas exists in
Japan and South Korea for the purpose of monitoring China. The U.S. military is also testing
computer-controlled spy planes with no pilots that are smaller and faster than regular planes,
since they do not require life-support systems.

The U.S. is the most active information-gathering nation. Many countries, including China,
utilize spy planes, but usually close to their own borders. Russia, which has fallen on hard
economic times, relies mainly on its listening post in Cuba for information on the U.S. Former
president Bill Clinton actually had to defend the Russian listening post from Congressional
critics who wanted it shut down. His argument was that it allowed the Russians to monitor
and verify arms control agreements, thus ensuring the likelihood of peace. As Steve
Aftergood of the Federation of American Scientists said of eavesdropping, “ . . . this kind of
surveillance can enhance stability between countries that are not hostile to one another. It can
aggravate tensions between countries that are in conflict.”

Discussion
Should the U.S. maintain its spy plane program at the risk of sparking conflict or hampering
trade or diplomatic relations? Can you think of reasons other than information gathering why
the U.S. might maintain spy plane flights? Would a treaty between China and the U.S. allow-
ing mutual spy flights reduce tensions between these nations?
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Discussion, Research, and Essay Questions

1. The Cold War is considered to have ended with the collapse of communism in the
former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in the early 1990s. Communism still exists
as the dominant political force in China and other countries like North Korea and
Vietnam, however. Is the Cold War about to begin again in Asia or did it really ever
end? Write a report in which you assess this question. An important resource is
“Missile Defence: A New Arms Race?” in the April 2001 issue of News in Review.

2. The current chief executive of the U.S. (head of government, head of state, and
Commander-in-chief of the Armed Forces) is President George W. Bush. He is the
focus of any important domestic or foreign action taken by the government. How-
ever, the policies of the U.S. are heavily influenced by the people in his cabinet. In
many cases, he makes decisions based on the policies his advisors have devised.
Some of the key players in the spy plane crisis were Secretary of State Colin Powell,
Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld and Vice-President Dick Cheney. Choose
one of these members of the Bush administration and determine how he played a
role in the spy plane incident.

3. It has been reported that the crew members of the stricken EP-3E spy plane per-
formed admirably after their craft collided with the Chinese fighter. The pilot barely
managed to gain control of the plane and flew it to Hainan. Crew members quickly
destroyed as much machinery and data as they could in 15 minutes. Research ac-
counts of their ordeal. Write a fictional first-person account of the incident.

4. A self-fulfilling prophecy is a situation where someone brings about the very thing
they were predicting. For example, if you think that it is impossible to pass a driver’s
test, then your mindset may well make that “prophecy” come true. The U.S. main-
tains the most extensive spying and information-gathering network in the world. Is
its insistence on spying in order to protect itself from enemies, in a sense, a
self-fulfilling prophecy? In other words, will the spying create the very enemies that
it fears?

5. One of the most famous spy plane incidents, was the 1960 downing of a U-2 spy
plane over Soviet territory, and the capture of the pilot, Gary Powers. Research this
incident and write a report on the impact it had on Soviet-U.S. relations.

6. The island of Taiwan serves as a reminder that the Chinese civil war has still not
been completely resolved. Nationalist forces retreated to the island after Communist
forces were victorious on the mainland in 1949. China has sought its return ever
since. Using the News in Review story “The Struggle For Taiwan: A Chinese Show
of Force” (May 1996) prepare a report on the importance of Taiwan in U.S.-China
relations.

7. The U.S. claims that its downed plane is American sovereign territory and should not
have been entered. In 1976, however, the U.S. stripped down a Soviet fighter flown
to the U.S. by a defector, before returning it. In your opinion, should the kind of
protection offered to foreign embassies also apply to property such as ships and
planes? For more information on this issue see “Diplomatic Immunity: The Issue
Hits Home” in the March 2001 issue of News in Review.


