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Though the self-governing Island of Taiwan is not officially recognized by the United States, 
the Taiwan Relations Act of 1979 has sustained decades of security cooperation with Taipei 
aimed at deterring an attempt from mainland China to reclaim what it considers to be a 
wayward province. The law states that the United States must offer defense articles and 
defense services that allow Taiwan to “maintain a sufficient self-defense capacity.”
 
 

But amidst fraying ties between Washington and Beijing, the Trump administration has 
dramatically expanded arms sales to the Island, escalating cross-strait tensions, and 
drawing increasingly confrontational responses from Beijing.  Some analysts have noted 
with concern that the marginal qualitative improvement U.S. arms sales have for 
Taiwanese defenses fail to justify the increasingly combative environment the sales 
provoke. 
 
 

According to the recently published Defense Security Cooperation Agency’s “Historical 
Sales Book,” the U.S. proposed over $11 billion in foreign military sales to Taiwan, or more 
than 2.3 times the value of arms sales to Taipei in the previous 4 fiscal years. Meaning, of 
the more than $44 billion in arms sales proposed to Taiwan since 1950, a full 37% have 
occurred in the past five fiscal years. 
 
 

As the U.S. under Trump has moved to re-orient its national defense strategy towards 
great power competition, arms sales to Taiwan could prove to be a flashpoint and a 
dangerous point of contention between Beijing and Washington. 
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U.S. Cabinet-Level Visits to Taiwan Since 1979
 

Since signing the Taiwan Relations Act in 1979, only 8 high 
level U.S. o�cials have visited the island on o�cial U.S. 
business.  Their visits are carefully calibrated messages of 
informal recognition of Taiwan's de-facto independence, 
and therefore considered deeply provocative by mainland 
China.  The U.S. has sought to balance the provocation by 
limiting visits to o�cials with economic portfolios. Though 
Between 1992 and 2000, a U.S. o�cial visited the island 
every other year, visits became sporadic in the 2000's.  
 

Thus, the Trump Administrations decision to send a 
Secretary Alex Azar to the island, the most high level o�cial 
to make the trip in decades, rankled Beijing, prompting 
China to send �ghters across the informal dividing line of 
the strait. The move illustrates the increasingly fraught 
tripartite relations between Washington, Beijing, and 
Taipei. 
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Arms Sales to Taiwan FY 2016-2020

Chinese Reaction to Recent U.S. Weapons 
Sales

 

 
A substantial increase in arms sales notifications to Taiwan 
in 2020 has prompted stern warnings and condemnation 
from China, escalating tensions across the Taiwanese-strait 
and between Washington and Beijing. 
 
In particular, the first ever inclusion of attack missiles 
elicited strong objections from Beijing as did the notification 
to Congress of a $600 million proposed sale of advanced 
drone sales to Taiwan, among the first proposed exports of 
the technology. 
 
In response, China has escalated its saber-rattling, 
increasing military drills across the Taiwan Strait and and 
expanding its routine patrols of the area. Additionally, in 
response to $4.18 billion of U.S. arms sales in October 2020, 
China sanctioned several major U.S. defense companies 
involved in the deal.
 
Some analysts have questioned the efficacy of U.S. arms 
sales in improving Taiwan's ability to withstand a potential 
conflict with China, warning that the sales increase the risk 
of conflict without creating any meaningful qualitative 
change in Taipei's defense outlook. 
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Proposed Major U.S. Foreign Military Sale 2020

$180,000,000
MK-48 Mod6 Advanced Technology (AT)
Heavy Weight Torpedoes (HWT)

$620,000,000
Recerti�cation of Patriot Advanced
Capability-3 (PAC-3) missiles

$367,200,000
MS-110 Recce Pods and related
equipment

$1,008,000,000
AGM-84H Stando� Land Attack Missile
Expanded Response (SLAM-ER) Missiles

$436,100,000
High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems
(HIMARS) M142 Launchers and related
equipment

$2,370,000,000 Harpoon Coastal Defense Systems

$600,000,000
Weapons-Ready MQ-9B Remotely
Piloted Aircraft

$280,000,000
Field Information Communications
System (FICS) and related equipment

Proposed
Arms Sales
Values

Sale Details

$62.82%

$4.02%
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$3.73%
$1.95%

$26.22%
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$1,806,455,922

$563,512,718

$1,677,157,778

$875,552,468

$11,777,425,598

Breakdown of Arms Sales To Taiwan 
Since FY 1950
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