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Taiwan Encircled:
China’s Deadly
Bluff or Prelude to

Combat?

By Meng Hao and
Vision Times Staff

Mayor Chiang Wan-an con-

cluded the Shanghai-Taipei
Twin Cities Forum and called
for replacing “waves across the
Strait” with peace and prosper-
ity, the Communist Chinese
military launched an unan-
nounced round of large-scale
exercises encircling Taiwan.

China’s Eastern Theater Com-
mand announced the operation
under the codename “Justice
Mission-2025.” Warships and
military aircraft moved toward
waters and airspace surround-
ing the island. Live-fire drills
were declared near Taiwan’s
territorial baseline, with forces
from the navy, air force, rocket
force, and other branches tak-
ing part. Beijing described the
action as a “serious warning”
directed at “Taiwan independ-
ence forces and external inter-
ference.”

According to official state-
ments, the drills were carried
out in multiple sea and air zones
north, southwest, southeast, and
east of Taiwan. Live-fire exer-
cises were scheduled from 8
a.m. to 6 p.m. on Dec. 30, 2025
in five designated areas. Some
of the activity reportedly took
place only several kilometers
from Taiwan’s coastline, draw-
ing close scrutiny from regional
observers.

Eastern Theater Command
spokesperson Senior Colonel Shi
Yi said the exercises involved
multiple service branches and
focused on combat readiness
patrols, seizure of compre-
hensive control over sea, air,
and electromagnetic domains,
blockades of key ports and areas,
and external deterrence oper-
ations. He said the drills were
intended to test joint combat
capabilities and issue a warn-
ing against separatist forces.

The timing of the exercises
drew attention in Taiwan. Chi-
ang Wan-an, a member of the
opposition Kuomintang party,
had returned from Shanghai
only a day earlier after empha-
sizing peace, prosperity, and

Just one day after Taipei

governance rooted in human
values. Several commentators
noted that the military drills
appeared to undercut expecta-
tions that dialogue alone could
ease cross-strait tensions.

Political commentator Ba Jiong
said the exercises demonstrated
that Beijing showed little inter-
estin de-escalation through dia-
logue. He noted that Chiang’s
remarks subtly highlighted
political differences across the
Strait, but the drills suggested
that Beijing preferred coercive
signaling over engagement.

Commentator Wen Zhao
described the operation as unu-
sually abrupt, with little time
between announcement and
execution. He said Taiwan had
not taken conspicuous provoca-
tive actions in recent weeks and
suggested that Japan’s repeated
statements linking Taiwan’s
security to Japan’s own inter-
ests may have played a role in
Beijing’s decision.

Another analyst, Cai Shenkun,
linked the timing to recent U.S.
approval of a major arms pack-
age for Taiwan, reportedly val-
ued at more than USD 11 billion.
The package includes HIMARS
rocket systems, ATACMS mis-
siles, self-propelled artillery,
and MQ-9B drones. Cai said
the drills were likely intended
as a direct response.

Commentator Jiang Feng
focused on the symbolism of the
exercise codename. He said the
shift from earlier names such as
“Joint Sword” to “Justice Mis-
sion” reflected an effort to wrap
military pressure in moral lan-
guage, masking deeper legiti-
macy concerns.

Internal pressures and
propaganda concerns
Several commentators tied the
drills to mounting internal pres-
sures within the Chinese Com-
munist Party. Cai Shenkun said
the military has been shaken
by corruption investigations,
with numerous senior officers
removed. He described Xi Jin-
ping as increasingly isolated
within the armed forces and
reluctant to delegate authority
out of concern that power, once
released, might not be regained.

Taiwan Coast Guard personnel are seen on alert as Taiwan'’s armed forces conduct rapid response operations following Chi-
nese military activity around the island. Getryimages

“The exercises
demonstrated that
Beijing showed
little interest in de-
escalation through
dialogue.”

Economic conditions were
also cited. Analysts pointed to
slowing growth, rising unem-
ployment, and heavy local gov-
ernment debt. Against this
backdrop, the drills were widely
seen as a way to redirect public
attention and channel national-
ist sentiment.

Wen Zhao noted a series of
unusual political signals in
December, including irregular
meeting schedules and the pro-
longed absence of certain senior
officials. He said these develop-
ments suggested internal insta-
bility rather than confidence.

Jiang Feng criticized the qual-
ity of official military prop-
aganda released during the
exercises. He pointed to vid-
eos filled with computer-gen-
erated imagery, robotic sys-
tems, and dramatic visuals that
resembled promotional trailers
rather than documentation of
real operations. In one instance,
state media footage purporting
to show drone surveillance over
Taipei was later identified as

A Taiwan Air Force

F-16 fighter jet cap-
tures an image of

a Chinese PLA J-16
ﬁghter aircraft.

altered tourism footage.

Assessments of
military capability

On military capability, com-
mentators largely agreed that
the display of force masked sig-
nificant limitations. Jiang Feng
noted that a large amphibious
assault ship appeared without
accompanying aircraft carrier
protection, a risky posture in
modern naval warfare. He said
this highlighted gaps in coordi-
nation and air cover.

He also pointed to the deploy-
ment of coast guard vessels under
the banner of law enforcement
rather than military action. Jiang
described this as an incremen-
tal tactic aimed at changing the
status quo while avoiding direct
confrontation.

Taiwan’s response also drew
attention. According to ana-
lysts, Taiwan authorized front-
line commanders to take imme-
diate defensive action if red lines
were crossed, without waiting for
higher-level approval. Taiwan
also released images showing its
fighter jets tracking Chinese air-
craft and airborne early-warning
platforms.

US deterrence measures

Cai Shenkun and Jiang Feng
both said Washington has
already put in place multiple
layers of deterrence, making it
difficult for Chinese Commu-
nist Party leaders to take reck-
less military risks.

Under the 2026 National
Defense Authorization Act, the
Pentagon is required to work
with Taiwan on drone and coun-

ter-drone systems. Indo-Pacific
commander Adm. Samuel Pap-
aro has described the concept as
creating a battlefield “hellscape,”
involving large numbers of aerial
and maritime drones forming a
dense defensive network.

Several analysts noted that in
practical terms, a Taiwan con-
flict would directly affect the
personal wealth and family
interests of China’s top deci-
sion-makers, not only state-
to-state relations. They said
any move toward war would
require weighing the risk that
assets could be frozen, wiped
out, or subjected to interna-
tional accountability.

International reaction
and outlook

U.S. President Donald Trump
downplayed the significance of
the drills, saying such exercises
had been taking place “for 20
years” and were not a cause for
concern. He also said Xi Jin-
ping had assured him that China
would not invade Taiwan during
his term. Several commentators
countered that bipartisan con-
sensus on Taiwan has already
formed in Washington and
that abandoning Taiwan would
amount to abandoning Japan,
South Korea, and the broader
regional order established after
World War IL.

The commentators cited ear-
lier reached similar conclu-
sions. They said tensions in
the Taiwan Strait are likely to
persist in the short term, but
the likelihood of full-scale war
remains relatively low. In their
view, Xi Jinping is unlikely to
gamble his political survival
on a high-risk cross-strait war
unless internal power struggles
reach a breaking point.

They assessed that Beijing’s
actions toward Taiwan are more
likely to remain limited and
symbolic. The scale and inten-
sity of any future moves, they
said, will largely depend on the
pace and severity of internal
political struggles within China.
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By Ethan Lee | Vision Times

lobal stock markets,
buoyed by early-2026
enthusiasm over artifi-

cial intelligence, may be overlook-
ing a major risk that could derail
the rally: a renewed surge in infla-
tion, driven in part by the massive
investment boom in technology.

U.S. stock indexes — where
seven major technology groups
accounted for roughly half of
total market earnings this year —
posted double-digit gains in 2025
and reached record highs. Opti-
mism surrounding A, combined
with expectations of easier mon-
etary policy, also pushed Euro-
pean and Asian equities to his-
toric peaks.

Bond markets benefited as well.
Anticipation of further interest-
rate cuts delivered U.S. Treasury
investors their strongest annual
returns in five years, as inflation
cooled — though it remains above
the Federal Reserve’s 2 percent
average target.

Looking ahead to 2026, global
growth is expected to receive fresh
momentum from large-scale gov-
ernment stimulus in the United
States, Europe, and Japan, along-
side continued expansion in Al
investment.

That outlook has left many fund
managers preparing for inflation
to re-accelerate, potentially forc-
ing central banks to halt rate cuts
or even reverse course. Such a shift
could sharply reduce the flow of
easy money that has fueled AI-
focused markets.

An aerial view of a 33 megawatt data
center with closed-loop cooling system
in Vernon, California.

“You need a pin that pricks the
bubble, and it will probably come
through tighter money,” said Tre-
vor Greetham, head of multi-asset
at Royal London Asset Manage-
ment. While he continues to
hold major technology stocks,
Greetham said he would not be
surprised to see global inflation
rising again by the end of 2026.

Higher interest rates would curb
investors’ appetite for speculative
technology stocks, raise financing
costs for Al projects, and weigh on
profits and share prices across the
sector, he said.

Analysts also point to the
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“Costsarerising,
not falling, because
thereisinflation

in chip pricesand
inflation in power
costs.”

Andrew Sheets,
Morgan Stanley

“Inflation is what
could startto scare
investorsand cause
crackstoappearin
the markets.”

Kevin Thozet,
Carmignac
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multi-trillion-dollar race among
hyperscale companies such as
Microsoft, Meta, and Alphabet to
build new data centers as a source
of inflationary pressure. These pro-
jects are driving heavy demand for
energy and advanced semiconduc-
tors, pushing costs higher.

“In our forecast, costs are ris-
ing, not falling, because there is
inflation in chip prices and infla-
tion in power costs,” said Morgan
Stanley strategist Andrew Sheets.

Sheets expects U.S. consumer
inflation to remain above the Fed-
eral Reserve’s 2 percent target
through the end of 2027, partly
due to sustained corporate invest-
ment in AL

Fabio Bassi, head of cross-asset
strategy at JPMorgan, said improv-
ing labor market conditions, stim-
ulus spending, and earlier rate
cuts would keep inflation elevated
“regardless of the price of chips.”

Aviva Investors warned in its
2026 outlook that a key mar-
ket risk would emerge if central
banks end rate-cutting cycles or
begin tightening policy again,
as price pressures build from
Al investment and government
spending in Europe and Japan.

Chips and charges

“What keeps us awake at night is
that inflation risk has resurfaced,”
said Julius Bendikas, European
head of economics and dynamic
asset allocation at Mercer, which
manages $683 billion in assets
and advises institutions oversee-
ing a combined $16.2 trillion.

Bendikas said he is not yet bet-
ting on a stock-market correction
but has begun trimming exposure
to debt markets that could be vul-
nerable to an inflation shock.

Markets have already shown
early signs of concern about rising
costs and potential overspending
on AL

Oracle shares fell sharply last
month after the company dis-
closed a surge in capital spend-
ing, while Broadcom’s stock also
declined after it warned that profit
margins could come under pres-
sure.

HP Inc said it expects higher
memory-chip prices — driven by
data-center demand — to squeeze
prices and profits later in 2026.

“Inflation is what could start to
scare investors and cause cracks
to appear in the markets,” said
Kevin Thozet, an investment
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committee member and portfo-
lio manager at Carmignac.
With the global growth cycle
accelerating, Thozet said infla-
tion risk remains underappreci-
ated. He has increased holdings
of inflation-protected U.S. Treas-
uries and warned that rising rate
expectations could compress val-
uations for major AT stocks.

Analysts warn of
Al cost surge

Deutsche Bank estimates that
global capital spending on Al data
centers could reach as much as
$4 trillion by 2030. Analysts said
the rapid rollout of these projects
risks creating supply bottlenecks
in semiconductors and electricity,
pushing investment costs sharply
higher.

George Chen, a partner at con-
sultancy Asia Group and a former
senior executive at Meta, said cost
overruns and rising consumer
inflation could force investors to
reassess their enthusiasm for AL

“Inflation in memory-chip costs
will raise prices for AI companies,
reduce investor returns, and even-
tually slow the flow of capital into
the sector,” Chen said.
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Why Butlers Are the Unsung Heroes of

Luxury Hospitality

By Manos Angelakis

Small luxuries with a
lasting impression

During my time at Hyde Park in Lon-
don, I'd find a plate of miniature pastries
waiting at my desk each afternoon, along
with a bowl of ripe fruit upon arrival.
The Nespresso pods in my suite—stand-
ard in many European luxury hotels—
were replenished daily, and fresh bot-
tles of water were always on hand next
to the coffee machine.

At both the Oriental and the Regent
in Bangkok, the butler would greet me
with bilingual business cards and per-
sonalized stationery featuring my name
and the hotel’s address. And at Reid’s
Hotel in Madeira, after casually men-
tioning my fondness for chocolate, I'd
return each evening to find a silver tray
with a generous chocolate bar waiting for
me—another thoughtful touch from the
butler, delivered after my excursions to
Madeira’s famed wine bodegas.

Even luxury properties not affiliated
with The Leading Hotels of the World
extend these elevated services. The Stan-
ley and Livingston Hotel near Victoria
Falls in Zimbabwe and the Bristol in
Geneva — officially rated four stars —
still manage to deliver a five-star expe-
rience.

When traveling abroad, nothing com-
pares to the feeling of being genuinely
pampered at a five-star hotel. A dedicated
butler may not be the flashiest amenity,
but it’s one of the most personal, and
memorable, hallmarks of true luxury.

www.VisionTimes.com

most unforgettable detail isn’t the

crystal chandeliers or the sweep-
ing views, but someone quietly
standing by, ensuring every aspect
of your stay is flawless. How is it that
they’re ready with everything before
you even ask? Behind this almost
“mind-reading” service, what secret
lies hidden?

I n the world of luxury travel, the

Where you’ll find them

Beyond logistics, these profession-
als are also fountains of local knowl-
edge, often ready with recommenda-
tions for restaurants outside the hotel,
nearby festivals, or upcoming sports
events. Butler service is a hallmark
of top-tier hotels across Europe —
London, Paris, Madrid, Lisbon, Milan,
Turin, Zurich, Geneva, Istanbul —and
extends to the most prestigious prop-
erties in Asia.

In Asia, legendary names such as
The Mandarin Oriental in Bangkok,
The Peninsula in Kowloon, Hong
Kong, and The Imperial in Tokyo are
renowned for their exceptional ser-
vice, with butlers attending to guests
in top suites as part of an array of lux-
ury amenities.

Interestingly, while many Euro-
pean luxury hotels maintain a staff-
to-guest ratio of one to four, pre-
mier Asian hotels often boast ratios

What does a butler’s role entail?

The butler’s role is to make sure that all
services and amenities — whether asso-
ciated with your status or the suite youre
occupying — are provided seamlessly and
in a timely fashion.

Back in the 1980s and "90s, while work-
ing in marketing for The Leading Hotels
of the World, T had the privilege of staying
in more than two dozen of their top prop-
erties across Europe, Asia, North Amer-
ica, and South America. The memories are
vivid: at The Peninsula in Hong Kong, my
suite’s butler presented me with an assort-
ment of aromatic, designer soaps on a sil-
ver platter.

At Hotel de la Paix in Geneva, my but-
ler unpacked my bags and had my suit and
shirt pressed so I could speak at a confer-
ence later that same day. At the Hotel du
Rhone, after an overnight flight from New
York and four hours of meetings, I awoke
to find fresh-cut fruit, pastries, hot coffee,
and shoes polished to a high gloss — cour-
tesy of the floor’s butler.
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Screen Legends

AUDREY
HEPBURN.

Grace, Identity & the Cost of Becoming |

er breakthrough in Roman
Holiday (1953) made her an
international star, and her

performance in My Fair Lady (1964)
cemented her legacy. The film won
eight Academy Awards, including
Best Picture, Best Director, and Best
Actor, securing its place in cinematic
history.

Adapted from George Bernard
Shaw’s Pygmalion and directed by
George Cukor, My Fair Lady tells
the story of a poor flower girl trans-
formed into a refined society lady
— a timeless fable of aspiration and
identity that continues to captivate
audiences six decades later.

A bold experiment:
The professor and
his flower girl

In Edwardian London’s bustling
Covent Garden, linguistics professor
Henry Higgins meets Eliza Doolittle,
a spirited flower seller with a thick
Cockney accent.

Amused by her rough speech, Hig-
gins bets that within six months he
can train her to speak like a duch-
ess and pass unrecognized among
the upper class.

The lessons are grueling. Impatient
and perfectionist, Higgins subjects
Eliza to endless drills in pronunci-
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ation. Eliza, proud but desperate to
change her fate, endures the torment
and pushes through with sheer will-
power. Her persistence finally pays off.
Eliza triumphs at her first test — danc-
ing with Higgins in a moment that
symbolizes both her transformation
and her emotional awakening,

Trials and triumphs:
The lady in the making

The first true test comes at the
Royal Ascot.

Dressed in a stunning white gown
and alavish hat, Eliza blends among
high society — until, overcome by
excitement, she shouts encourage-
ment in her Cockney slang. The
crowd is stunned, and laughter rip-
ples through the stands.

The setback humbles her, but Hig-
gins refuses to give up. He doubles
down on her training, determined
to showcase her at the royal ball —
where Eliza’s transformation will be
complete.

At the ball, Eliza dazzles the guests
with her poise and accent. Even the
queen and prince are enchanted.

When linguist Zoltan Karpathy
investigates her background, he
proudly declares her “Hungarian
royalty.” Higgins laughs, knowing
the wager has been won.

"
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Publicity handout from the 1964 film, My Fair Lady, directed by George Cukor, star- ]
ring Audrey Hepburn as Eliza Doolittle, and Rex Harrison as Professor Henry Higgins.
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to Awakening

The triumph, however, comes ata
cost.After the celebration, Higgins
takes all the credit, forgetting Eli-
za’s pain and perseverance. Heart-
broken, she realizes she has lost her
identity — no longer a flower girl,
yet not fully accepted as a lady.

“I sell flowers, not myself,” Eliza
declares, her voice filled with dig-
nity and sorrow.

Only then does Higgins realize
how deeply he has grown accus-
tomed to her presence. His pride
crumbles, and love, long unac-
knowledged, begins to surface.

When Eliza returns in the film’s
final scene, he quietly asks, “Eliza,
where are my slippers?” — a line
that captures an unspoken tender-
ness audiences have cherished for

Fair Lady was already a Broadway
triumph, starring Rex Harrison
and Julie Andrews.

When Warner Bros. chose Hep-
burn — a star without formal sing-
ing training — over Andrews, it
sparked controversy.

Rex Harrison performed his
songs live, but Hepburn’s vocals
were largely dubbed by soprano

Unable to endure his indif- decades. Marni Nixon.
ference, she leaves Higgins and Critics doubted the casting, yet
returns to Covent Garden. But the Behind the scenes: Hepburn silenced them with her
place feels foreign — her transfor-  Casting controversy emotional depth, refined acting,

mation has made her a stranger to
her old world.

and creative brilliance
Before its film adaptation, My

and magnetic screen presence.
Time magazine wrote, “Replac-

€

o N

ing Julie Andrews seemed
unthinkable — until Audrey
Hepburn made Eliza Doolittle
her own.”

hardship during World War II, yet
she faced adversity with optimism
and dignity.

Later in life, she became a
UNICEF Goodwill Ambassador,
dedicating herself to humanitar-
ian causes and improving the lives
of children worldwide.

“Nothing is impossible,” she

Though Hepburn was not nomi-
nated for an Oscar due to the dub-
bing debate, her portrayal remains
definitive — the image of Hep-
burn in a white gown and black hat
became one of Hollywood’s most
enduring symbols of elegance.

famously said. “The word itself
says, Tm possible.”

Audrey Hepburn’s blend of
beauty, intelligence, and compas-
sion made her more than a movie
star — she became a symbol of
hope and timeless grace.

Grace beyond the screen
Off-screen, Hepburn’s life mir-

rored her characters’ quiet strength.
Her early years were marked by
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