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The in-person portion of the night’s program was led by ADM (Ret.) Gary Roughead.  He said in 

his 30 years of observing China that the changes in the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy 

have been extraordinary.  In terms of equipment and personnel, their quality and capability have 

improved markedly.   

ADM Roughead assessed that the US Navy is still preeminent, but that the gap between the two 

is closing.  Perhaps more importantly, he pointed out that while the US is a naval power, China is 

a maritime power. 

• This is a function of China’s great capacities in ship building, its merchant fleet, Coast 

Guard, fishing fleet, oceanographic research, and port access. 

The virtual portion of the night’s program was a Q & A session with former senior diplomats 

Stephen Biegun and Sarah Beran.  They assessed that US-Chinese relations were currently in a 

trough, were structural, and not easily turned around. 

The speakers, responding to polling results, agreed that trade, investment, climate change, and 

drug trafficking (fentanyl) were key areas lending themselves to bilateral cooperation.  To this 

list Mr. Biegun added strategic stability and arms control, and Ms. Beran added managing 

artificial intelligence (AI) risks. 

• They felt that making some progress in these areas might help to chip away at currently 

high levels of tension. 

Much of the discussion involved which country’s government seems to have the more leverage 

in such areas as technology, critical minerals and rare earths, the Middle East, deterrence and 

Taiwan, cyber, and tariffs. 

The speakers were modest about predicting how these issues would unfold over the coming 

years, saying that the “jury’s still out.”   They implied that Washington’s mercurial policies 

could have short-term benefits, such as keeping adversaries off balance, but perhaps redound to 

Beijing’s long-term advantage, especially if such volatility alienates the US’s long-term allies 

and partners.  
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