
428   JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  SUMMER 2021

DIGITAL-ONLY COMMENTARY

The Threat
Chinese Conventional Land Attack Missile Forces—An 

Update

Lt CoL thomas R. mCCabe, UsaFR, RetiRed

China defines its national defense policy as strategically defensive, proclaiming 
“we will not attack unless we are attacked, but we will surely counterattack if 
attacked.”1 To prepare for a potential “counterattack,” China is building an in-
creasingly formidable set of offensive capabilities for use at the operational and 
tactical levels of war to counter United States and allied forces in the western 
Pacific (hereafter WestPac).2 Central to these deployments is a large force of con-
ventional tactical ballistic and cruise missiles, mostly under the People’s Libera-
tion Army Rocket Force (PLARF). When deployed in sufficient numbers, this 
force could give China the capability to stage a comprehensive integrated conven-
tional surprise attack against fixed American and allied sites (especially air and 
naval bases) in WestPac. Our bases there are few, located close to China, and have 
limited potential for concealment or dispersion. They are also mostly unhardened 
(and even hardened facilities may be vulnerable to modern precision guided 
munitions)3 and usually possess limited, if any, defenses.

Conventional Ballistic Missiles

The bases in WestPac are especially vulnerable to attacks by ballistic missiles. 
China has deployed several types of such missiles:

Short range ballistic missiles (SRBM—with a range up to 1,000 kilometers). 
The Chinese force is more than 650 conventional SRBMs,4 although some recent 
estimates put the force as large as 1,500 missiles.5 However, their force of launch-
ers is significantly smaller (200–250 launchers,6 each carrying one missile at a 
time).7 Historically, these missiles were short- ranged (most could reach Taiwan 
but not Okinawa) and unguided, but China is now deploying upgraded missiles 
with longer range and precision guidance.8 DF-11/11As, with a range of up to 
530 km,9 are being replaced by the DF-16, with a range of up to 1,000 km,10 and 
some variants may have even longer ranges.11 This would potentially put Oki-
nawa, Kyushu, parts of Shikoku and Honshu, and much of Luzon within range 
from coastal launch sites and much of Hokkaido and Honshu within range from 
border areas with North Korea. Earlier versions of the DF-15 are being replaced 
with the DF-15B, which has a range of up to 800 km, which would put Okinawa 
within range.12
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Artillery rockets. In addition, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA, the Chinese 
land force, not the rocket force) has deployed the B-611, an artillery rocket with 
a half- ton warhead intended for tactical use. With a reported range of up to 250 
km, it could target much of Taiwan, especially northwestern Taiwan, if launched 
from coastal sites. If equipped with a satellite navigation system, it may have an 
accuracy of 30 meters.13 No information is available as to the number deployed 
(and whatever deployments have been made were not counted in the SRBM fig-
ures). If deployed in any numbers, it could potentially supplement any PLARF 
SRBM attack against Taiwan.14

• Medium- range ballistic missiles (MRBM—with a range of between 
1,000–3,000 km, which might put Guam marginally within range). In 2020, 
the Chinese were reported to have deployed more than 150 conventional 
MRBMs on 150 launchers.15 Past DOD estimates put the size of the 
MRBM force as large as 450 missiles.16 No detailed information is available 
as to the type of missiles in the force: presumably they are DF-21s, although 
DF-17s, possibly equipped with hypersonic warheads, may be starting de-
ployment.17 We should note that the DF-21D antiship ballistic missile 
(ASBM) is a variant of the DF-21 MRBM, and no information is available 
as to whether ASBM launchers and missiles are counted in these overall 
totals. We should also note that some sources report that the SC-19 antisat-
ellite (ASAT) system is also a modified version of the DF-21 launched from 
a mobile launcher,18 and no information is available as to whether these 
systems are included in the DOD figures.

• Intermediate- range ballistic missile (IRBM—with a range of between 
3,000–5,500 km, which can reach beyond Guam). In 2020, the PLARF was 
reported to have 200 launchers and more than 200 missiles.19 We should 
note that the DF-26B ASBM is a variant of the DF-26 IRBM,20 and no 
information is available as to whether ASBM launchers and missiles are in-
cluded in these totals.

• Older missiles. While no information is available on what the Chinese have 
done with phased out older missiles, especially SRBMs, it is worth noting 
the potential use for such missiles (albeit shorter- ranged and less accurate) in 
wartime.
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Land- Attack Cruise Missiles

In addition to ballistic missiles, China is deploying a large force of ground- 
launched land- attack cruise missiles (LACM). In 2020, DOD estimated this 
force at more than 300 long range (up to 2,000 km) LACMs,21 on 100 launchers,22 
although the launchers carry multiple missiles.23 These are presumably CJ-10/
DH-10 and DH-10A missiles.

In addition, such missiles can be carried by other platforms, although as of early 
2021, the numbers of such missiles deployed on alternative platforms are not 
publicly available. These alternative launchers may include:

• The H-6K medium bomber, the upgraded Chinese version of the Russian- 
designed Tu-16 BADGER. These can carry up to six CJ-20s,24 the air- 
launched version of the DH-10.25 They are reportedly currently 36 H-6Ks in 
the People’s Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) inventory.26

• PLA Navy (PLAN) surface ships and submarines.27

• Containers on civilian ships.28

China is likely developing a next- generation ground- launched cruise missile,29 
the HN-2000. It is reported to be stealthy, using a satellite navigation guidance 
system based on the Chinese Beidou satellite system, and is equipped with ad-
vanced sensors (millimeter wave radar, imaging infrared, laser radar, and synthetic- 
aperture radar). It is also reported to have a range of up to 4,000 km and has a 
supersonic terminal flight phase.30

In addition to the previously discussed long- range LACMs, China has de-
ployed shorter- range tactical LACMs, in particular the KD-88 air- to- surface 
LACM, with a reported range of 180–200 km.31 While the PLAAF was reported 
in 2019 to have only a small supply of tactical air- to- surface missiles,32 we should 
expect the Chinese to deploy these in much larger numbers in the future.

Finally, the PLARF has continued to deploy additional missile units (11 bri-
gades between May 2017 and early 2020).33 While no information has emerged 
as to their equipment, which presumably includes ICBMs as well as shorter- range 
missiles, we can anticipate their forces will increase.

While the requirements for a comprehensive conventional first salvo are formi-
dable (one estimate was that it would take a barrage of 45 missiles with submuni-
tions to destroy more than 80 percent of the aircraft at even an unhardened base),34 
there is no reason to believe that the Chinese are incapable of deploying the forces 
necessary to undertake such an attack. We need to act accordingly. Since the ar-
mistice that ended the Korean War, US bases in the Republic of Korea have 



The Threat

JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  SUMMER 2021  431

functioned under the assumption they could be subject to attack on short notice, 
and during the Cold War American and Allied bases in West Germany faced 
similar threats. Past American efforts to counteract these threats relied on a com-
bination of passive measures and active defenses, rapid repair, and reconstitution. 
The United States and its allies need to duplicate those measures at their WestPac 
bases, including Guam, and, more selectively, at other Pacific region facilities (or 
at those that support the Pacific region). Our personnel at those bases (and on US 
ships in the region) need to think of themselves as being in a forward area. The 
front line is no longer just Korea, and our bases in the region are no longer peace-
time bases. 
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