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FOREWORD

 It is a distinct honor to write the foreword to this 
volume dedicated to Ambassador James R. Lilley. I am 
proud that the George H. W. Bush School of Govern-
ment and Public Service at Texas A&M University—
along with the National Bureau of Asian Research and 
the U.S. Army War College—was one of the sponsor-
ing institutions of the September 2009 Conference on 
the People’s Liberation Army. For the 11th consecu-
tive year, the event has been held at Carlisle Barracks, 
Pennsylvania. 
 It is entirely appropriate that this book of papers 
presented at the 2009 conference be dedicated to Jim’s 
memory. He had been closely involved in this series 
of conferences from the very start; indeed, Jim was the 
driving force behind the instigation of this enterprise 
back in the early 1990s. Jim believed that it was impor-
tant to gather leading specialists on China’s military 
on a regular basis away from the hustle, bustle, and 
hype of Washington for serious, objective, and in-
depth analysis of the subject. Jim was a man ahead of 
his time in that he recognized the importance of care-
fully monitoring and documenting the moderniza-
tion of China’s military. Moreover, he was committed 
enough to seek funding, commission experts to write 
research papers, and ensure the proceedings were 
published. The result is an entire bookshelf’s worth of 
high quality edited volumes that are invaluable refer-
ence works for policymakers, analysts, scholars, and 
students.
 This volume and many others stand as part of Jim 
Lilley’s enduring legacy and as testament to the im-
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pact that a single determined individual can have on 
U.S. policy. With the passing of Jim Lilley in October 
2009, the United States lost one of its most dedicated 
public servants and an extremely talented China hand. 
And I lost an old and loyal friend.
 While Jim, of course, needs no introduction to the 
contributors to this volume and many readers, it is 
worth mentioning some of the highlights of his ex-
tremely eventful life and long history of selfless ser-
vice to this country. Jim was a China hand literally 
from the day he was born in Shandong Province and 
grew up speaking Chinese. Jim’s career of government 
service began in the military and continued in the in-
telligence community, with a major focus on China. 
Later, he shifted to a career as a diplomat. In the early 
1980s Jim took the post of chief of the American Insti-
tute in Taiwan, the de facto U.S. Embassy in Taipei. 
Shortly thereafter, he ably served as U.S. ambassador 
in two Asian capitals at times of considerable political 
upheaval—for 3 years in Seoul, Korea, followed by 2 
years in Beijing. The latter posting was during my ad-
ministration and took place at an especially difficult 
time in America’s relationship with China during the 
tragedy of Tiananmen Square and its aftermath. Sim-
ply put, Jim did an outstanding job.
 After such a distinguished career, Jim richly de-
served a restful retirement. But leaving government 
service in 1991 did not mean sitting back in a rock-
ing chair. Jim lived in the Washington area, where he 
remained an active participant in policy debates on 
China and Korea and a keen sponsor and lively par-
ticipant in this conference series.
 While Jim never got to see this volume or attend 
last year’s conference, I am confident that he would 
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have been extremely satisfied with the results. I com-
mend this fine collection to anyone interested in the 
military and security affairs of China.

                                     

 
       GEORGE H. W. BUSH
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

David Lai

 The final years of the 2000s turned out to be quite 
eventful for the People’s Republic of China (PRC and 
China interchangeably) and its armed forces, the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army (PLA). While there were excit-
ing events for them to celebrate, there were disturbing 
ones for them to worry about as well.
 China’s economic reform and phenomenal eco-
nomic development had sailed on uncharted waters 
for 30 years. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
leaders could not have wished for a better occasion 
than the 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing to celebrate 
their accomplishments. The Beijing Olympics ceremo-
nies were probably the most expensive in history; but 
China had plenty to spend. After all, its economic de-
velopment had turned it into the world’s third largest 
economy and trading nation, the largest holder of for-
eign exchange reserves and U.S. treasury bonds, and 
so on. 
 In 2009, the PRC turned 60. The CCP leaders 
staged a lavish celebration and held a spectacular 
national day armed forces parade that made similar 
ones in Moscow and Pyongyang look pale by com-
parison. “Commander-in-Chief” Hu Jintao followed 
the footsteps of his predecessors (the “core leaders” 
[领导核心] of the CCP’s first, second, and third gen-
erations: Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, and Jiang Ze-
min, respectively) to review PLA troops in Tiananmen 
Square. The PLA took the occasion to show off its de-
fense modernization advances since its last parade in 
1999.
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 Also in 2009, the PLA Navy (PLAN) and PLA Air 
Force (PLAAF) celebrated their 60th anniversaries. 
The PLAAF demonstrated its new air power during 
the October 1 national day parade. The PLAN held 
its birthday party earlier in April in Qingdao, the 
Headquarters of its Beihai Fleet (北海舰队 [Northern 
Sea Fleet]). Over 200 foreign naval dignitaries, most 
notably the U.S. Chief of Naval Operations and the 
Russian Navy Commander, were invited to the cele-
bration. It was like an Olympics meeting for the inter-
national navies. President Hu Jintao and all the senior 
PLA leaders led the review of China’s major warships, 
headed by two nuclear-powered and armed subma-
rines (the first-ever public demonstration of China’s 
strategic submarine fleet) and 21 warships from 14 
other nations, especially major naval powers such as 
the United States, Russia, the United Kingdom, and 
France. 
 Behind these glittering numbers of China’s eco-
nomic development, the PLA parades, and the spec-
tacular celebration fireworks, the world clearly saw an 
ambitious China edging its way to the center stage of 
international economic, political, and military affairs. 
However, a few other major events in the last 2 years 
came just in time to remind the Chinese leaders, and 
the world as well, that China still faced a challenging 
future. 
 •  The global financial crisis was a wakeup call 

to China that its economy was vulnerable to a 
volatile world market that was still beyond its 
control. China’s mercantilist export-oriented 
development strategy, while deserving credit 
for jump-starting China’s economic develop-
ment, was making China too dependent on the 
well- and ill-being of the outside world. The 
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Chinese government was aware of this prob-
lem and wanted to address it before the onset 
of the global financial crisis (see China’s 11th 
Five-Year Plan for 2006-10 and Hu Jintao’s re-
port to the 17th CCP National Congress). The 
wakeup call thus put much urgency on China’s 
agenda. The Chinese leadership hoped the $500 
billion stimulus plan launched in December 
2008 would be on target to help China restruc-
ture its economic development (a main portion 
of the stimulus fund was earmarked to develop 
China’s domestic market and expand internal 
demand [发展国内市场,扩大内需 ]).

 
 •  The large-scale riots in Tibet (March 2008) and 

Xinjiang (June 2009) highlighted the fact that 
while China had a monumental mission of uni-
fication with Taiwan and consolidating control 
of the disputed ocean territories in the East and 
South China Seas, it had not yet achieved inter-
nal harmony and national unity. China’s home-
land security is still at stake. Back in 2000, the 
Chinese government launched a “Great Devel-
opment Program for the Western Regions (西
部大开发计划).” It was an attempt to help Chi-
na’s backward western regions catch up with 
the rapidly approaching well-off societies in 
China’s eastern coastal areas and improve the 
life of the Tibetans and Uyghurs who form the 
majority of the western region population so 
that they would not join their struggling com-
patriots-in-exile to fight for independence (East 
Turkistan for the Uyghurs). The riots indicated 
in part that this program had not quite borne 
fruit. The CCP leaders have vowed to step up 
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their measures to improve the situation in the 
western regions.

 
 •  The severe winter storm and earthquake in 2008 

showed the Chinese government that internal 
natural disasters could be just as destructive as 
external security threats for a nation racing to 
become rich. The call for the PLA to take on the 
nation’s “diverse military tasks” and “military 
operations other than war” (多样化和非战争任
务和行动) got the full attention of the CCP and 
PLA senior leadership. The PLA was tested 
during those disaster relief operations.

 
 •  The ongoing, and at times escalating, conflicts 

with Japan, the Philippines, Vietnam, and Ma-
laysia over disputed islands and maritime ter-
ritorial interests in the East and South China 
Seas in the last 2 years had generated an outcry 
in China and much pressure on the Chinese 
government and the PLA to take more forceful 
measures to secure those “stolen” territories.1 
The loudest of the Chinese people’s calls for 
action were those demanding the Chinese gov-
ernment accelerate the construction of aircraft 
carrier battle groups and to modify China’s 
policy of “shelving the disputes while pursu-
ing joint development of ocean interests” (搁置
争议, 共同开发海洋资源).

 
 •  The Somali pirate attacks on Chinese merchant 

vessels reaffirmed Chinese concerns that their 
expanding national interests were at stake. Al-
though the PLAN took prompt action to set up 
escort operations in the Gulf of Aden and hence 
started the first-ever PLA overseas combat op-
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eration, China nevertheless remains concerned 
for the safety of its sea lines of communication 
and business operations in foreign countries.

 
 •  Over the last 2 years, China and the United 

States clashed over their claimed rights to oper-
ate in the 200 nautical mile Exclusive Economic 
Zones (EEZ) off China’s coasts (the USNS	 Im-
peccable and USNS Victorious incidents in March 
and May 2009). These incidents reminded the 
Chinese, as well as the Americans, that the two 
great powers have much to learn and do before 
they can come to terms with the emerging new 
realities in their relations.

TO BUILD A PROSPEROUS COUNTRY WITH A 
STRONG MILITARY (富国强军) 

 Chinese leaders and the PLA have anticipated 
these daunting challenges. Indeed, China’s Defense	
White	Papers have repeatedly expressed concerns for 
China’s security and wellbeing:
 

With the advent of the new century, the world is under-
going tremendous changes and adjustments. Peace and 
development remain the principal themes, and the pur-
suit of peace, development and cooperation has become 
an irresistible trend of the times. . . . However, there 
still exist many factors of uncertainty in Asia-Pacific se-
curity. The drastic fluctuations in the world economy 
impact heavily on regional economic development, and 
political turbulence persists in some countries undergo-
ing economic and social transition. Ethnic and religious 
discords and conflicting claims over territorial and 
maritime rights and interests remain serious, regional 
hotspots are complex. At the same time, the United 
States has increased its strategic attention to and input 
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in the Asia-Pacific region, further consolidating its mili-
tary alliances, adjusting its military deployment and 
enhancing its military capabilities. In addition, terrorist, 
separatists and extremist forces are running rampant; 
and non-traditional security issues such as serious nat-
ural disasters crop up frequently. The mechanisms for 
security cooperation between countries and regions are 
yet to be enhanced, and the capability for coping with 
regional security threats in a coordinated way has to be 
improved.2

 The question is: What should China do with these 
challenges? Chinese President Hu Jintao has a ready 
answer: accelerating modernization of the PLA and 
upgrading China’s national defense. This is the CCP’s 
strategic call made at its 17th National Convention in 
October 2007. 

 Bearing in mind the overall strategic interests of 
national security and development, we must take both 
economic and national defense development into con-
sideration and make our country prosperous and our 
armed forces powerful while building a moderately 
prosperous society in all respects (在全面建设小康社会
进程中实现富国和强军的统一).3 

 In fact, this is the first time in its history that the 
CCP put the “prosperous nation with a strong mili-
tary (富国强军)” call in its party platform. The call also 
found its way into China’s 2008 Defense	White	Paper.4 
This is a very significant milestone in China’s contem-
porary history and its ongoing modernization drive. 
 Ever since China’s fall from grace in the mid 19th 
century, generations of ambitious Chinese leaders 
have wanted to restore the greatness of China. How-
ever, many of them failed. In all fairness, the CCP 
leaders have advanced this mission the most so far. 
Now with a rejuvenated and prosperous China within 
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their reach, the CCP is ready to accelerate the buildup 
of China’s military muscle. This move draws painful 
lessons from the past (i.e., 落后要挨打，弱国无外交 
[backward nations get bullied and weak powers can-
not conduct sound diplomacy]) and the hard reality of 
the present. As noted PLA analyst Wang Faan (王法安)
observes, although Chinese leaders believe that peace 
and development are the main themes of the time, they 
also see that the world is still a dangerous place and 
hegemonic powers (read as the United States and its 
allies) continue to dominate world affairs. Moreover, 
as China seeks to become a great power with global 
reach, its growth will profoundly change the strate-
gic makeup of Asia and the world; China undoubt-
edly faces resistance and even sabotage from the other 
great powers. In fact, among all the big nations of the 
world, China comes under the most serious security 
pressure from outside; yet unlike Germany and Japan, 
which restored their great power status under the U.S. 
umbrella, China must rely on itself to promote its wel-
fare and security; in the face of this tough security en-
vironment, any illusion or neglect of its security will 
put China in danger. 5 
 The prosperous-nation-strong-military initiative 
is very significant in setting the direction for China’s 
defense modernization in the years to come. First, 
the prosperous-nation-strong-military initiative is in 
essence Part II of Hu Jintao’s call for a New Mission 
for the PLA in the New Century (解放军新世纪新阶段
历史使命). Part I was delivered in December 2004 as 
Hu’s inaugural speech to the CCP’s Central Military 
Commission (CMC) when he assumed the chairman-
ship of this powerful institution. The full text of Hu’s 
speech was not released to the public; however, the 
key elements were expressed in the CCP’s 17th Na-
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tional Convention platform (Hu’s report) in October 
2007 and in China’s 2006 and 2008 Defense	White	Pa-
pers. As characterized by Chinese analysts, the PLA is 
tasked to carry out “three provides and one role” (三
个提供, 一个发挥). Specifically, it is to:
 •  provide an important source of strength for 

consolidating the ruling position of the CCP;
 •  provide a solid security guarantee for sustain-

ing the important period of strategic opportu-
nity for national development;

 •  provide strong strategic support for safeguard-
ing national interests; and

 •  play a major role in maintaining world peace 
and promoting common development.6

 The new mission indicates that Chinese leaders 
took note of the changes that have taken place and ad-
justed their strategy to meet the challenge of the time. 
Indeed, China’s standard of living has improved. Most 
Chinese have moved beyond subsistence-level con-
cerns. Chinese now care more about the opportunity 
and rights to development, a higher level of human 
needs.7 In fact, the need for development has already 
caused the Chinese to pursue their interests every-
where in the world, into the open seas, outer space, 
cyber space, and other emerging areas. China now has 
an “interest frontier” that goes beyond the confines of 
its traditional territorial boundaries. 
 What is striking is that the CCP leaders have a 
great sense of urgency for China’s development. On 
the one hand, they see that there is a fierce race to mo-
dernity in the world. Those nations that fail to keep 
up with the race will be marginalized and may never 
catch up. On the other hand, the CCP leaders believe 
that the world is still a dangerous place, and great 
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power war remains a constant threat to world peace 
(and more pointedly, to China in particular). The CCP 
leadership made an assessment 30 years ago that great 
power war was not imminent and turned its attention 
from preparation for war (against the Soviet Union 
and the United States, in that order) to economic de-
velopment. Chinese leaders felt fortunate that they 
had 30 uninterrupted years to turn China’s economy 
around (even the political turmoil of 1989 at home and 
the fall of communism abroad in the following year 
did not hold it back). Now the Chinese leaders are 
looking at the next 30 to 40 years as a similar window 
of opportunity, a very critical stage where China is to 
“build a well-off society with Chinese characteristics 
in an all-round way (全面建设中国特色的小康社会).”8 
China’s modernization plan assumes that it will take 
at least that many years to turn China (with its cur-
rent level of modernity) into a true great power.9 It 
took the West several hundred years to develop the 
well-off societies of today. It would be a miracle for 
China to do it in 60 to 70 years (with its size both in 
terms of territory and population larger than those of 
Europe). This opportunity is precious and critical. The 
CCP is tasking the PLA to ensure that the opportu-
nity will not be compromised by internal or external 
obstacles. However, as a PLA	Daily 2008 New Year’s 
Day editorial points out, the PLA’s “level of modern-
ization is incompatible with the demands of winning 
a local war under conditions of informatization, and 
capabilities are still incompatible with the demands 
of carrying out the new historic mission (两个不相适
应).”10 The prosperous-nation-strong-military (富国强
军) initiative thus is to substantiate the new mission 
call and to make the PLA commensurate with China’s 
rising international status. 
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 Second, the prosperous-nation-strong-military 
initiative is a strategic adjustment in China’s de-
velopment strategy. In 1978, the CCP made a switch 
in its central task from class struggle to economic de-
velopment. China had long wanted to pursue “Four 
Modernizations,” namely, industrial, agricultural, 
science and technology, and defense modernizations; 
however, it could not pursue all of them at the same 
time. Deng Xiaoping, the architect of China’s reform, 
set the priority in the following order 30 years ago: 

The four modernizations include the modernization 
of defense. Without that modernization there would 
be only three [agriculture, industry, and science and 
technology]. But the four modernizations should be 
achieved in order of priority. Only when we have a 
good economic foundation will it be possible for us to 
modernize the army’s equipment. So we must wait pa-
tiently for a few years. I am certain that by the end of 
the century we can surpass the goal of quadrupling the 
GNP. At that time, when we are strong economically, 
we shall be able to spend more money on updating 
equipment. We can also buy some from abroad, but we 
should rely on ourselves to conduct research and design 
superior planes for the air force and equipment for the 
navy and army. If the economy develops, we can ac-
complish anything. What we have to do now is to put 
all our efforts into developing the economy. That is the 
most important thing, and everything else must be sub-
ordinated to it.11

 Thanks to its relentless pursuit of wealth in the last 
30 years, China had more than quadrupled its gross 
national product (GNP) by the end of the 20th cen-
tury (from $191 billion of 1978 to $1.25 trillion in 1998) 
and increased it to over 3 trillion U.S. dollars (USD) 
by 2008,12 much along the lines of Deng Xiaoping and 
CCP leaders’ projections. Now the question is, should 
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China continue with this strategy? Or should China 
unleash its hold on the defense modernization? The 
answer is clear. The prosperous-nation-strong-mili-
tary initiative has turned on the green light for China’s 
defense modernization. 
 However, CCP leaders understand that China’s 
modernization is only a little over one-third of its 
way. China is looking to the year 2050 to complete 
this mission. Defense modernization can be put in a 
higher gear, but it must not overtake economic devel-
opment to become the top priority. Indeed, Hu Jintao 
has made it clear that economic development will still 
be the overarching task in the years to come; defense 
modernization will be an integral part of this mission. 
The CCP’s solution is to make economic and defense 
modernizations complementary to each other, but not  
compel a choice between guns and butter. 军民结合,
寓军于民 (integrating military with civilian develop-
ment and embedding the military in the civilian sec-
tor) is the way to go. Moreover, the CCP leaders are 
mindful of the lessons from the former Soviet Union. 
They promise not to exhaust China’s economy to de-
velop its military. China will not engage in the trap of 
entering into  an arms race with other great powers, 
especially the United States, but will develop its mili-
tary according to its developmental needs.
 The prosperous-nation-strong-military (富国强军) 
call, as the Chinese characterize it, is the CCP’s timely 
adjustment to the changing situation and the advance 
of times (与时俱进). It is a well-thought-out and well-
calculated move to advance the modernization mis-
sion. As Sun Kejia (孙科佳), a professor at the Chinese 
National Defense University puts it, 

This call reflects the elevation of the importance of na-
tional defense modernization in China’s overall strat-
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egy. National defense modernization was no longer an 
isolated issue. It is a systemic requirement of China’s 
development. As China’s development progresses, 
its national security content and outreach will expand 
from the traditional “national sovereignty security” to 
the “national interest security;” from the traditional 
territorial security to a wide variety of security in the 
nation’s politics, system, economy, science and tech-
nology, social life, culture, information, ideology, and 
military. The level and quality of national defense and 
military power affect China’s position in the evolving 
international strategic order and the historic process of 
China’s peaceful development, and eventually the life 
and death of China.13

TRANSFORMATION IN MILITARY AFFAIRS 
WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS

 The new mission and prosperous-nation-strong-
military calls give blessing to China’s defense mod-
ernization that has been going on for close to 20 years 
under a different agenda—it is called 中国特色的军事
变革 (transformation in military affairs with Chinese 
characteristics).14

 The impetus for the early start of China’s defense 
modernization is twofold; both are closely related to 
the United States. In a practical sense, China’s con-
frontations with the United States during the 1996 
Taiwan Strait crisis, the 1999 bombing of the Chinese 
Embassy in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, the EP-3 incident in 
2001, and so on, stimulated the Chinese to upgrade 
the PLA’s fighting power. Their efforts unavoidably 
jump-started China’s long-awaited defense modern-
ization. 
 At the strategic level, the U.S.-led revolution in 
military affairs (RMA) and its impressive demonstra-
tions in the Gulf War of 1991, the Kosovo campaign 
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of 1999, and the operations in Afghanistan and Iraq in 
2001 and 2003 caused the Chinese to see fundamental 
changes taking place in military affairs and compelled 
them to ask hard questions: Where is the RMA leading 
the world? Can China afford to wait? 
 PLA analysts were quick to point out the follow-
ing. First, the RMA started with the advanced indus-
trial powers; it would get them further ahead of the 
less-developed nations. Second, over the centuries, 
China has missed several important revolutions in 
military affairs, the most critical of which were the 
transitions from cold-weapon warfare (with the use 
of mainly knives) to hot-weapon warfare (with the 
development of guns and firepower) and from hot-
weapon warfare to mechanized warfare (with the 
employment of tanks, battleships, and airplanes, etc.). 
The consequences were devastating. When the well-
armed Western powers forced their way into China 
170 years ago, the Chinese were defenseless with their 
outmoded weapons (the Opium War of 1840 is a good 
example; the Boxer Rebellion is another). Third, when 
the Western powers developed mechanized weapons 
during and after World War II, China was in the midst 
of internal turmoil and suffered from foreign invasion 
(i.e., the Chinese Civil War and Japanese invasion); it 
did not have any capacity to keep up with the devel-
opments of the time. In fact, more than half a century 
since then, China is still trying to catch up with the 
mechanization of its armed forces. Finally, “reflecting 
on the past, Chinese have only sorrow and regrets. 
Today, an opportunity not seen in a hundred years is 
unfolding in its early stage, failing to catch the oppor-
tunity could put China another generation behind the 
Western powers. China must act.”15 
 There is no regret this time. Unlike past Chinese 
rulers, who foolishly dismissed foreign ideas and 
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advances, current Chinese leaders are quick to grasp 
the significance of the RMA and are supportive of the 
PLA’s quest for transformation. Xiong Guangkai (熊
光楷), a retired PLA general and former Deputy Chief 
of Staff of the PLA, recalls that, while the Gulf War of 
1991 was still going on, Chinese President Jiang Ze-
min tasked the PLA to study it; shortly after the war in 
1992, Jiang instructed the Chinese CMC to host semi-
nars to discuss the key aspects and lessons learned 
from the American new fighting power. They subse-
quently published their study in a book entitled 海湾
战争纵览	(Aspects	of	the	Gulf	War).16 Jiang’s following 
remarks also give China’s efforts a sense of urgency:

From now to the first 2 decades of the 21st century, we 
have a very critical time period. During this time pe-
riod, the world’s new revolution in military affairs will 
be at its early stage. If we can make good observation 
and take appropriate measures, we can achieve a big 
stride in our national defense and armed forces mod-
ernization, greatly reducing the gap between us and the 
world’s advanced powers, and laying a solid founda-
tion for our further development.17

 In subsequent years, Jiang became instrumental in 
initiating major changes in the PLA’s strategic design 
and setting the course for China’s transformation in 
military affairs.18 In December 1993 at an expanded 
CMC meeting, Jiang put forward a new military strat-
egy guideline (军事战略方针) for the PLA to pursue 
the following: (1) China’s defense strategy to move 
from sole protection of national boundaries to protect 
national unity, and however reluctant, to win a local 
war if forced to do so (read as by the United States 
and unmistakably over Taiwan); (2) China’s defense 
forces to make two fundamental transformations (两
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个根本性的转变), that are a change from a manpower-
intensive military to a science and technology-inten-
sive one, and a transformation from a quantity-based 
force to a quality-based military; and (3) China will 
develop its armed forces to handle limited war under 
high-tech conditions, possibly involving hegemonic 
powers (read as the United States and its allies).19

 Two years later at another expanded CMC meet-
ing, Jiang instructed the PLA to put the two funda-
mental transformations in action. To clear the way for 
this act, Jiang took the initiative to downsize the PLA. 
In what the PLA analysts call 瘦身 (“lose weight”) ex-
ercises, Jiang brought the oversized PLA down from 
about 3.5 million to 2.3 million.20 At the same time, the 
CMC also initiated reforms in the PLA’s organization 
and education. A more professional military emerged 
from this reform in the first decade of the 21st cen-
tury.21

 In 1997, the CCP put forward a “Three-Stage” plan 
for the remainder of its modernization mission: (1) 
double China’s 2000 gross domestic product (GDP) by 
the year 2010; (2) further improve the economy and 
various aspects of the society by 2020; and (3) bring 
about a prosperous, strong, democratic, and culturally 
advanced socialist China by 2050.22 Later in the same 
year, Jiang instructed the PLA to follow the CCP’s de-
sign to develop a “Three-Step (三步走)” plan as well. 
In 2002, the PLA came up with its roadmap for trans-
formation. Specially, the PLA will lay a solid founda-
tion for force informationization and mechanization 
by 2010, complete force mechanization and the initial 
stage of informationization by 2020, and complete in-
formationization for all the services and national de-
fense modernization by 2050. 23 Jiang Zemin character-
ized this as an “action plan for the PLA (解放军的行动
纲领).”
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 Chinese leaders are well aware of the huge chal-
lenge in their endeavor. They do not have the luxury 
to follow what the Western powers have gone through 
in their RMA. First, Western powers made their mili-
taries transition to the information age on the basis of 
their fully developed economies. China has to make 
the transition while at the same time trying to develop 
its economy. Second, Western military powers were 
highly mechanized when they added their informa-
tionized capabilities. China’s force mechanization is 
only half-way completed. Yet China cannot afford to 
wait until the completion of force mechanization to 
make the transition to informationization. Its deci-
sion is to make a “leap forward development (跨越式
发展),” striving to make mechanization and informa-
tionization mutually reinforcing and complementary.

“Learn from the U.S. Military (向美军学习)”

 The revolution in military affairs started as specu-
lations in the mid-1970s by the Soviet military leaders 
on future ways and means of waging war but has been 
turned into reality by the United States in the last 2 to 
3 decades. The RMA has now come to mean the fun-
damental changes that have taken place, in the words 
of the Pentagon 1999 Annual	Report	to	the	President	and	
the	 Congress, in military strategy, doctrine, training, 
education, organization, equipment, logistics opera-
tions, and tactics.24

 The PLA follows closely the development of the 
RMA and learns from the experience of the U.S. armed 
forces in practically every aspect. The heading of this 
section is actually the title of a recent article by the 
PLA’s Academy of Military Science Political Commis-
sar, Lieutenant General Liu Yazhou (刘亚洲). It stands 
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as a testimony to the PLA’s learning business.25 In the 
last 20 years, there has been so much learning from the 
United States and other advanced militaries that the 
PLA National Defense University tasked a group of 
diligent researchers headed by a major general to put 
together a book entitled New	Concepts	in	the	Transfor-
mation	in	Military	Affairs (军事变革中的新概念),26 with 
well over 200 entries, to keep the PLA informed about 
the new advances. 
 The PLA, however, does not take everything 
wholesale from the U.S. military. It selects the “good 
ones” while rejecting the “bad ones,” especially those 
that are not “suitable” for China (“de-politicization of 
the military” for instance, see the discussion of this 
in Chapter 4 of this volume by You Ji and Daniel Al-
derman). Many PLA officers agree that learning the 
“smart things” from the U.S. military helps the PLA 
to “get more with less investment (投入少, 效益高)” 
and learning from U.S. mistakes helps the PLA avoid 
roundabout courses (少走弯路) and move faster in the 
transformation.27

 It is interesting to note that the Chinese leaders at 
this critical time are mostly well-educated engineers 
(Jiang has a degree in electrical engineering and had 
further training at the automobile works in Moscow; 
he was also China’s Minister of Electronic Industries in 
the early 1980s; Hu graduated from Tsinghua Univer-
sity [China’s MIT equivalent] with a degree in hydrau-
lic engineering). Other factors aside, their “engineer 
instinct” may be instrumental in making them enthu-
siastic about the advancements of science and technol-
ogy and wholeheartedly embracing transformation 
in military affairs with Chinese characteristics. Since 
taking the helm of the CCP leadership, Hu Jintao has 
been equally, if not more, enthusiastic about China’s 
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transformation in military affairs.  With this top-down 
support, the PLA has gradually initiated an across-
the-board transformation in the last 15 years, estab-
lishing a professional officer education and promotion 
system; an integrated logistics supply system (联勤供
应系统); new armament production and acquisition 
systems; a more effective medical support system; 
restructured military industry; integrated transporta-
tion; dual-use railroad, highway, water transport, and 
air transport systems; joint and combined military ex-
ercises; and many other initiatives.28 

ASSESSING THE PLA’S CAPABILITIES

 It is against this backdrop that the PLA conference 
took place in September 2009. More than 70 noted Chi-
na observers gathered at the U.S. Army War College 
in Carlisle, Pennsylvania to share their assessments of 
the PLA transformation and its implementation. The 
discussion was structured as follows: in the opening 
section, three presentations set out to analyze China 
and the PLA’s views on China’s changing security 
landscape, the operational requirements of China’s 
2008 Defense	White	Paper, and China’s changing civil-
military relations and the impact of those relations on 
the PLA’s new mission. The second section examines 
the PLA’s performance at home, with emphasis on the 
PLA’s developments in informationization and man-
agement of diverse military tasks (DMT) and military 
operations other than war (MOOTW). The third part 
of the volume looks at the PLA’s interactions with for-
eign militaries and its first combat operation abroad, 
the anti-piracy operation in the Gulf of Aden. The final 
section examines the PLA’s support systems. The two 
chapters look at China’s efforts to transform its de-
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fense industry and logistics systems. The conference 
participants provided valuable critiques and shared 
their insights on the issues under study. The authors 
polished their presentations to produce this new vol-
ume as a timely study of the PLA.

Setting the Stage.

 In Chapter 2, Paul H. B. Godwin provides an as-
sessment of how the PLA views its roles and respon-
sibilities amid a changing global security landscape. 
PLA leaders see China living in a tough neighbor-
hood, surrounded by the largest number of neigh-
bors, and, more pointedly, by the largest number of 
nuclear-weapon-possession states. Complicating this 
picture are China’s territorial disputes with India on 
its western frontier, with some Southeast Asian na-
tions in the South China Sea, with Japan in the East 
China Sea, and two of the world’s conflict flashpoints, 
North Korea and Taiwan. A reading of China’s official 
and unofficial assessments of its national security sur-
roundings clearly indicates China’s serious concerns 
about national security.
 However, China’s utmost security apprehension 
concerns the United States, the only foreign nation 
mentioned by name in China’s Defense	White	Papers. 
China and the PLA hold that the strategic objective of 
the United States is to restrain the development of Chi-
na’s economic, diplomatic, and military capabilities, 
particularly in Asia. In Beijing’s view, there is good 
reason to have such apprehensions. PLA researchers 
read of official U.S. documents where U.S. “hedging” 
against China’s growing military capabilities is evi-
dent. Moreover, China sees that the U.S. build-up of 
its forces in the Western Pacific has a hostile purpose. 
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Indeed, the United States now deploys more than 
half of its nuclear-powered aircraft carriers and sub-
marines, Aegis destroyers, and strategic bombers in 
the Asia-Pacific region. The apprehension about U.S. 
strategic intent, therefore, is the driver for much of the 
PLA’s modernization programs and doctrinal evolu-
tion encompassing all realms of military operations 
from space to submarine warfare.
 China’s defense modernization, unfortunately and 
unavoidably, has in turn deepened U.S. apprehension 
about China’s intent and the impact of China’s grow-
ing power. It has also generated concerns from Chi-
na’s neighbors across Asia, a natural outgrowth of the 
security dilemma in international relations. China is 
aware of this negative impact. Chinese President Hu 
Jintao has taken measures to address this issue. One 
noted measure is to stress the PLA’s non-war roles 
and responsibilities. The other is to promote Hu’s calls 
for a “harmonious world” (in September 2005 at the 
United Nations (UN) 60th anniversary), and “harmo-
nious oceans” (at the PLA Navy’s 60th anniversary in 
April 2009). 
 Godwin closes the chapter with the observation 
that resolving U.S.-China mutual apprehension is im-
portant, for it involves more than the bilateral relation-
ship between the two great nations. In essence, all of 
Asia is watching the dynamics of the Sino-American 
relationship. The United States can take advantage of 
the realities recognized by Hu Jintao and the PLA and 
systematically and deliberately build on the commit-
ments Beijing has already made and to some extent 
implemented, namely, China’s commitment to stay 
engaged with global affairs, China’s promise that its 
defense modernization would not disturb the security 
arrangement in Asia, China’s commitment to increase 
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military transparency, China’s need for a stable secu-
rity environment in Asia, and its promise for peaceful 
development and the construction of a harmonious 
world.
 In Chapter 3, Andrew Scobell offers a creative de-
sign to put PLA discourse about its new mission in 
perspective. From his analysis of the PLA’s “multilev-
el” interactions and “multidimensional” discourses, 
Scobell has brought to light the key contradictions 
confronting the PLA. The most significant one is about 
the PLA’s core military capability (核心军事能力) and 
its role in handling DMT and MOOTW.
 DMT and MOOTW gained attention and signifi-
cance in 2008 when the PLA was mobilized several 
times to help with China’s natural disaster relief and 
the Beijing Olympics games security measures. Those 
were no small undertakings. As PLA Senior Colonel Li 
Daguang (李大光) puts it, 2008 could very well be the 
PLA’s “Year of MOOTW.”29 Other PLA commentators 
complemented the PLA for its heroic acts, celebrating 
them as the PLA’s return to its basic roots (回归本色). 
After all, the PLA, as its founder Mao Zedong put it, 
is always a fighting force, a propaganda team, and a 
work brigade (战斗队, 宣传队, 工作队). 
 However, PLA analysts do not deny the fact that 
the U.S. military was the first to coin the terms DMT 
and MOOTW and developed doctrines to regulate 
their applications.30 Although some argue that the 
United States uses DMT and MOOTW as disguises 
for U.S. interference in other nations’ internal affairs 
(human rights over sovereign rights and humanitar-
ian interests, for instance),31 most agree that DMT and 
MOOTW are broader in scope than the PLA’s tradi-
tional functions, more complicated, and require legal 
measures to carry out these nonwar activities.32 It is 
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through their learning from the U.S. military that the 
PLA is making itself more professional in carrying out 
the DMTs and MOOTWs. 
 While many in the PLA are embracing DMT and 
MOOTW as “soft applications of hard power” (硬实力
的软运用),33 some are concerned that the efforts devot-
ed to DMT and MOOTW will divert the PLA’s atten-
tion from pursuing its core mission and capabilities. 
Their concerns have clearly reached the top echelon 
of the discourse. Indeed, Chinese President Hu Jintao 
came out on several important occasions to clarify 
these matters: 

The PLA must keep preparation for war as the leading 
force for defense modernization. The central focus is on 
strengthening core military capability (核心军事能力), 
the cutting-edge capability that will allow a military to 
win wars in a competitive military arena. With respect 
to the PLA, this capability means the ability to win lo-
cal wars under conditions of informatization. This is the 
fundamental criterion to measure whether a military is 
strong or not. The ability to handle non-war military 
operation should be a byproduct of the core military 
capability.34

 Although the PLA appears to hold the balance be-
tween its core mission and MOOTW, it nevertheless 
has to reconcile a number of other contradictions such 
as the PLA’s expanding commitments and limited re-
sources, mechanization and informatization, compet-
ing interests of different services and the tension be-
tween the “echelons” (the levels of officers as depicted 
in the analytical scheme), the contradiction between 
the PLA’s ongoing robust program of modernization 
and Beijing’s continuing campaign to persuade the 
rest of the world that China does not pose a military 
threat to anyone, and the “incompatibles” in the PLA’s 
capabilities and the demands of its new mission. 
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 In the years to come, while the PLA will continue to 
wrestle with these contradictions, it will nevertheless 
continue to refine its DMT and MOOTW capabilities. 
Indeed, the PLA’s General Staff Department recently 
released a report that China has preliminarily estab-
lished a MOOTW capability system that is based on 
the special forces for flood rescue, earthquake rescue, 
nuclear and bio-chemistry disaster rescue, transporta-
tion emergency, and international peacekeeping and 
supplemented with an integrated system of Public Se-
curity and People’s Armed Police (PAP) national and 
local special teams. The report also mentioned that the 
PLA’s next step would be to develop an emergency 
command system, joint operations, combined supply 
protection, and so on.35

 In Chapter 4, You Ji and Daniel Alderman offer 
an analysis of the changing civil-military relations in 
China and the impact of those relations on the PLA’s 
modernization. The most significant issue in China’s 
civil-military relations is the CCP-PLA “symbiotic re-
lations (休戚与共的关系)” under stress. China’s trans-
formation in military affairs is tearing apart the fabric 
of this relationship.
 The symbiosis paradigm is built on four pillars in 
the CCP-PLA relationship: (1) a common ideologi-
cal and revolutionary approach; (2) an overlapping 
personnel structure reflecting an integrated decision 
making process at the apex of power; (3) a nearly equal 
political status; and (4) shared mentality and vested 
interests in governance. The CCP and PLA penetrate 
each other’s organization and affairs. Now this rela-
tionship is under pressure due to the professionaliza-
tion of the PLA. 
 PLA professionalism creates a strong, subordinate, 
and noninterventionist military. It also allows the CCP 
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to gain an objective control measure to supplement its 
traditional subjective control mechanisms. However, 
true professionalism is possible only alongside a high 
level of de-politicization. The CCP has long engaged 
in a battle to fight against “Western attempts to cor-
rupt the PLA” (through their examples of “delinking 
party-military ties,” “de-politicization of the mili-
tary,” and “nationalized military”). This struggle will 
only intensify as the PLA’s professionalization deep-
ens. The danger to the CCP control of the gun is clear: 
Party control, based on ideational indoctrination, is 
progressively diluted as the PLA undertakes internal 
changes driven by Information Technology (IT)-RMA 
transformation. The CCP is clearly fighting a losing 
battle.
 The change in this fundamental relationship be-
tween the CCP and PLA is making its subtle impact 
on such important matters such as the selection of the 
next generation of civil and military leaders and Chi-
na’s dealing with the Taiwan issue. The two authors 
point out that by embarking on building profession-
alism as a key organizational objective, the PLA will 
develop its own corporate identity and logic of opera-
tional autonomy. Therefore, as U.S. policymakers as-
sess the long-term prospects for China’s civil-military 
relations, the possiblity remains that dichotomous 
CCP-PLA institutional imperatives may create fault 
zones in the Party’s control of the gun.

The PLA at Home.

 In Chapter 5, Kevin Pollpeter offers an assessment 
of the PLA’s transformation into an informationized 
force. He uses the PLA’s ability to conduct joint opera-
tions as the metric for evaluating its level of informa-
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tionization. The analysis finds that the PLA’s drive to 
develop an informationized force began in the early 
1990s and was a response to the revolution in military 
affairs and the performance of the U.S. military in Op-
eration DESERT STORM. It reveals a learning curve 
(or step) that goes from command and control (C2) to 
command, control, and communications (C3) to com-
mand, control, communications, and intelligence (C3I) 
to command, control, communications, computers, in-
telligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR). 
It was in 2004 when the PLA began to refer to “our 
military’s C4ISR systems” in its publications. 
 However, the analysis also finds that the PLA has 
made only desultory progress in establishing genuine 
inter-service institutions, technology, and training in 
the past 10 years. One main difficulty in establishing 
an integrative C4ISR system lies more with the ap-
proach the PLA has taken with C4ISR modernization 
than with the level of technology used. Stovepiping, 
for example, has been a major impediment. While the 
services have been good at establishing communica-
tions with subordinate units, they have largely ig-
nored connectivity with their sister services. 
 Another hindrance to the development of inte-
grative C4ISR technologies in the PLA is the lack of 
understanding of the exact nature of informationized 
war. Doubts or misunderstandings remain over the 
conduct of informationized war and how to fight it. 
The main reason for this is the PLA’s lack of recent 
warfighting experience and the inability of PLA offi-
cers to accurately conceptualize the demands of mod-
ern war.
 Finally, jointness is still largely anathema to the 
PLA, and it appears that the ground force continues to 
wield extraordinary power at a time when PLA writ-
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ings on future wars depict a more prominent role for 
the other services. 
 From the previous observations one can say that 
the PLA’s efforts in informationization transformation 
have largely failed. But these yardsticks may be too 
high. According to China’s 2008 Defense	White	Paper, 
the PLA has the goal of laying a foundation for in-
formationization by 2010, to make major progress by 
2020, and to mostly reach the goal of informationiza-
tion by 2050. By this measure, it appears that the PLA 
is meeting its own standards for joint reform. 
 Pollpeter also observes that the PLA is aware of the 
fact that informationization is a double-edged sword. 
It creates vulnerability for the PLA. Yet the PLA com-
mitment to this transformation is undiminished. It 
will press on, much like the Chinese old saying of 明知
山有虎, 偏向虎山行 (going undeterred by the dangers 
ahead). That said, it appears that the PLA possessing 
sophisticated C4ISR is only a matter of time. With this 
capability, the PLA will become a true global military 
power and pose a serious challenge to the United 
States.
 In Chapter 6, Harold M. Tanner looks at the PLA’s 
recent MOOTW experience. Tanner points out that the 
PLA has not seen combat since its brief “punitive war” 
against Vietnam in 1979. In the 30 years since, and par-
ticularly since the mid-1990s, the PLA has undergone 
substantial modernization, reorganization, and train-
ing; but while they have been trained and equipped 
for war, China’s soldiers have been deployed time and 
again not to fight external enemies, but to respond to 
internal security issues such as natural disasters, vio-
lent mass demonstrations or “mass incidents,” and 
episodes of ethnic unrest.
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 Tanner examines four recent cases of PLA 
MOOTW: the snow and ice emergency of January-
February 2008, the Wenchuan earthquake of May 2008, 
the handling of four violent mass incidents in 2007-
08, and the riots in Lhasa (March 2008) and Urumqi 
(July 2009). Tanner finds that many in the PLA treat 
mobilization for natural disasters similar to the mo-
bilization for war. In this respect, the PLA’s reaction 
to the winter weather emergency, and particularly the 
Wenchuan earthquake, indicates some significant in-
stitutional and operational weakness. On the institu-
tional side, China continues to struggle with problems 
both in the legal framework, organization, and mo-
bilization for internal MOOTW. Discussions in PLA 
writings indicate a strong interest in building a more 
complete corpus of legislation to define the duties and 
powers of the military as an emergency responder and 
in consolidating and improving China’s national, pro-
vincial, and local emergency response plans. 
 It is interesting to note that prior to the Tiananmen 
Square incident and until the middle of the 1990s it 
never occurred to the Chinese leaders that they need-
ed laws to govern the use of the PLA in domestic or 
any other situation. In addition to its duties to protect 
the country, the PLA is a political tool the CCP can use 
at will. Chinese leaders see the PLA as an integral part 
of the people. The relationship is “natural, as close as 
flesh and blood, bound by a common cause, and goes 
through thick and thin together (天然的, 血脉相通的, 
休戚与共的紧密联系);” MOOTW has always been an 
“organic part of the PLA’s mission (有机组成部分);” 
use of the military for domestic affairs is “right and 
proper (天经地义).” The CCP and the Chinese people 
generally expect the PLA to take care of both external 
and internal defense problems.36 This tradition, how-
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ever, is giving way to a more law-governed employ-
ment of the PLA in China’s emerging MOOTWs.
 In operational terms, the PLA’s recent disaster re-
lief experiences underline continued problems with 
equipment, logistics, airlift capability, and joint oper-
ations. Training, specialized rescue units, and equip-
ment (both rudimentary and specialized) were all in 
short supply. The lack of heavy helicopter transport 
capability and the PLAAF’s apparent inability to ef-
ficiently deliver large numbers of troops to the disas-
ter areas are particularly striking. The PLA has been 
working to increase its force projection capabilities and 
its ability to perform joint operations. But the difficul-
ties encountered in mobilizing and delivering forces 
for the earthquake disaster relief effort, and the vul-
nerability of south China’s transportation and power 
infrastructure as seen in the snow and ice emergency, 
underline just how far the PLA has to go before it will 
be able to reliably project overwhelming force beyond 
its borders under challenging circumstances. 
 However, Tanner observes that the PLA’s partici-
pation in MOOTW can be a valuable experience when 
it comes to dealing with a Taiwan scenario in which 
China successfully invaded and occupied Taiwan but 
then faced serious urban unrest or even insurgency. 
The PLA and PAP would presumably draw on the 
tactics and techniques that they have developed to 
prevent, contain, and suppress such unrest. In addi-
tion, PLA commentators generally draw direct par-
allels between the experience and lessons of their 
MOOTW and their wartime mobilization and opera-
tions. For example, PLA officer Yang Jinkui (杨金奎) 
writes in the PLA	Daily that the PLA should reflect on 
what might happen if severe weather coincided with 
war. Stating that the United States had used cloud-
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seeding as a weapon during the Vietnam War, Yang 
argued that the PLA should be prepared for climate 
manipulation in wartime and take the experience of 
fighting the severe winter storm of 2008 as a lesson 
in overcoming the problems that such weather might 
bring to command, joint operations, and logistics.37 
 Other PLA analysts look at natural disaster rescue 
operations as a variety of joint operations. They sug-
gest that the PLA’s use of aerial reconnaissance, air-
borne remote sensing, and other advanced techniques 
in the earthquake relief operation brought to mind 
the American use of satellites, airpower, and special 
ground forces in Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq. 
 It appears that although the PLA has concerns 
about its participation in MOOTW as discussed by  
Scobell in Chapter 3, Tanner finds no evidence sug-
gesting that preparation for and participation in inter-
nal MOOTW has any negative impact on the PLA’s 
core mission or its pursuit of modernization. 

The PLA Abroad.

 In Chapter 7, Andrew S. Erickson provides an as-
sessment of the PLA Navy’s operation in the Gulf of 
Aden with emphasis on the motivations and prepa-
rations for the mission; relevant operational details, 
including rules of engagement, equipment, personnel, 
and logistic support; degree of coordination with oth-
er militaries; domestic and international responses to 
the mission; and indications of the PLA’s own assess-
ment of its achievements regarding the deployment. 
The findings are:
 •  Reasons for China to act are crystal clear: its 

economic interests are under threat. PLA’s new 
mission is key in this operation. The dispatch 
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of this PLAN fleet clearly has implications for 
future operations outside of China. It also goes 
along with China’s quest for maritime power. 
China is fortunate to have UN sanctions for this 
mission. It is able to conduct a “unilateral ap-
proach under a multilateral aegis.”

 •  Limited U.S. response to piracy in the Horn of 
Africa arguably offered China a particularly 
useful strategic opportunity in this regard.

 •  Platform capability is adequate. China sends 
its best fleet; although a little oversized for the 
mission, it is nevertheless well suited for it. At 
the writing of this volume, China has rotated in 
five task forces and warships from a variety of 
classes have participated. See Table on p. 305.

 •  Rules of engagement are well observed. China 
strictly follows UN authorization and obtained 
Somalia government approval to act. It projects 
the image of a responsible stakeholder.

 •  The operation is a valuable training opportuni-
ty for the PLA Navy. Significant logistics capa-
bilities constitute the vital backbone of the mis-
sion; their largely commercial nature suggests 
dynamism and sustainability that could make 
future efforts in this area both feasible and af-
fordable.

 •  The PLAN tests a variety of capabilities such 
as satellite tracking and communication, sus-
tained logistic support, and replenishment.

 •  China is attaining a new level of blue-water 
experience with a mission that requires rapid 
response, underway replenishment, on-station 
information-sharing, and calls in foreign ports 
to take on supplies and engage in diplomacy. 
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Sending an 800 crew-member surface action 
group five time zones away, with 70 special 
forces embarked and combat contingencies 
possible, presents unprecedented challenges 
and opportunities. PLAN personnel continue 
to learn new techniques, test their equipment, 
and can be expected to advocate improvements 
upon their return.

 •  An overseas supply base is now on the agenda. 
Without an overseas supply post, a PLAN long-
term operation is still in question. Looking for a 
base on land will naturally follow.

Erickson maintains that in the years to come, China 
is likely to follow a two-level approach to naval de-
velopment, with consistent focus on increasingly for-
midable high-end anti-access capabilities to support 
major combat operations in China’s maritime close 
neighborhood (e.g., a Taiwan scenario), and relatively 
low-intensity but gradually growing capabilities to in-
fluence strategic conditions further afield. 
 In Chapter 8, Dennis J. Blasko provides an as-
sessment of trends in the PLA’s combined exercises 
with the ground forces of foreign militaries, both on 
Chinese territory and abroad. Blasko observes that 
since October 2002, Chinese PLA ground forces and 
the PAP units have conducted approximately 24 
combined exercises with foreign military, law en-
forcement, or emergency rescue organizations. In the 
course of these exercises, Chinese forces have gained 
valuable experience in operating with foreign forces, 
command and control, staff planning procedures, 
long-distance rail or air deployment, logistics, and 
to a lesser extent actual battlefield tactics and combat 
methods. Although limited in number, these exercises 
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contribute to China’s foreign and security policy ob-
jectives. 
 However, Blasko also finds some shortcomings 
in the PLA’s combined exercises. Exercise artificiali-
ties, such as compressing the battlefield so it can be 
observed from nearby reviewing stands, limited time-
frames (often counted in minutes or hours), and day-
light operations only are all problems with the PLA’s 
current combined exercises with its foreign counter-
parts—they lack the reality of modern combat against 
either an unconventional enemy or larger, modern 
military opponent. In addition, most combined exer-
cises China has conducted are tiny compared to the 
combined exercises NATO conducted during the Cold 
War or the U.S. and South Korea have done for de-
cades.
 Based on recent experience, the steady stream of 
exercises is likely to continue with scenarios becom-
ing more challenging, complex, and realistic. As such, 
they will help the PLA tremendously. At the same 
time, they will present outsiders an opportunity to 
better understand both China’s military capabilities 
and its intentions. 
 In Chapter 9, Heidi Holz and Kenneth Allen pro-
vide an assessment of recent trends in the pace, scope, 
goals, and degree of success of the PLA’s military to 
military exchange activities. It has been 10 years since 
Kenneth Allen and Eric A. McVadon produced a com-
prehensive study of the PLA’s foreign military rela-
tions.38 This chapter is a timely addition to the previ-
ous study. 
 Through their analysis of the PLA’s foreign mili-
tary relations in the last 2 decades, Holz and Allen 
find that the PLA has interacted with the international 
community in more ways, more often, and more ef-
fectively. The increased frequency and sophistication 
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of China’s employment of military diplomacy as a tool 
of statecraft mirrors trends in the overall Chinese di-
plomacy as the PRC becomes increasingly engaged in 
the international community.
 Holz and Allen present that the PLA has set a 
broad range of objectives for its diplomacy, nine cat-
egories ranging from national level strategic dialogue 
to naval port calls and humanitarian operations. Chi-
na uses PLA military diplomacy as a tool of reassur-
ance to offset the repercussions of China’s rapid and 
extensive military modernization program, enhance 
China’s image as a responsible member of the inter-
national community, gain access to foreign military 
technology and expertise, and deter threats to stability 
by demonstrating the PLA’s improving capabilities. 
The knowledge, experience, and technology that the 
PLA gains through interactions with foreign militaries 
make it a more formidable fighting force.
 The increasing scope and sophistication of PLA 
military diplomacy is representative of a larger trend 
in Chinese foreign relations. Since the mid 1990s, as 
China has become increasingly engaged in the inter-
national system and progressively more adept at pro-
moting its influence, so too has the PLA. As a result, 
China can challenge U.S. interests more effectively 
than it has in the past. This is a serious challenge for 
U.S. policymakers in their consideration of future 
U.S.-China military relations.

The PLA’s Support Systems.

 In Chapter 10, Eric Hagt provides an assessment 
of China’s efforts to transform its defense industrial 
complex. Hagt observes that China has embarked on 
a transformative change to its defense industry. The 
Chinese leadership’s strategic sights are set on civil-
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military integration (CMI, [军民一体化]) as the cen-
terpiece of this reform. CMI is described as the “inte-
grated and coordinated development of the defense 
and civilian technology economies.” The decision to 
pursue CMI is the result of a decade of intensive study 
of international trends and a comprehensive self-as-
sessment that past efforts to retool the industry have 
not met the needs of the PLA in preparing for future 
warfare.
 The measure of CMI’s success will be in those ar-
eas where leap ahead and disruptive innovations are 
most likely to occur; that is, in C4ISR systems, ad-
vanced electronic components, high-end integrated 
circuits, next generation broadband wireless mobile 
communications, precision guidance and its tracking 
and targeting assets, situational awareness, connectiv-
ity, digital simulation facilities, etc. These technologies 
may adjust the power balance in a more fundamental 
way since, if successful, China would begin to com-
pete (or close the gap) with the United States where 
it is strongest—such as advanced net-centric warfare, 
high-speed communication links, and interoperable 
data systems. It is these areas that will make by far the 
highest demands in human and monetary resources 
as well as industrial capacity, and where the dynamic 
and large scale of the civilian sector will be most criti-
cal. 
 However, the prospects for success of China’s new 
strategic direction in defense industry reform remain 
decidedly uncertain, though not for lack of vision or 
effort. The highest rungs of leadership in the military, 
political, scientific, and industrial bureaucracies have 
committed to forge ahead with civil-military inte-
gration as the cornerstone of future defense reform. 
However, the difficulty of harmonizing the very dis-
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parate economies and cultures of China’s closed, mas-
sive military industrial complex and its dynamic but 
vast civilian economy will hold significant barriers to 
fashioning a comprehensive and coherent strategy. 
To date, CMI is best characterized as “九龙治水 (nine 
dragons to tame the floods),” that is, an air of trial and 
error pervades the various attempts to mold policy, 
institutional, programmatic, and funding efforts into 
a feasible plan.
 The above said, one must see that China’s defense 
industry reform will continue. Hagt holds that as Chi-
na’s efforts in CMI pick up steam, new breakthroughs 
and advances in PLA capabilities will emerge with 
greater frequency. More importantly, advances in 
China’s defense industry input will grow harder to 
detect and evaluate with several consequences. First, 
it will be increasingly difficult to parse the specific 
military application of China’s highly dual-use space 
or telecommunications infrastructure. Moreover, Chi-
na’s growing capability to conduct information-based 
warfare will largely depend on breakthroughs in 
more amorphous C4ISR components, many of which 
will be difficult to assess. Finally, and perhaps most 
significantly, tracking technological progress for na-
tional defense purposes will be complicated as CMI 
blurs the lines between civilian and military entities 
participating in weapons research and development 
(R&D) and productions.
 All of these factors will require additional methods 
to better measure and assess defense industry reform 
at a systemic level. 
 In Chapter 11, Susan M. Puska provides an overall 
assessment of the success and shortcomings of PLA 
logistics reform since the late 1990s. The author finds 
that China’s logistics system is steadily moving to-
ward providing concrete capability to China’s armed 
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forces in both the defense and the offense under infor-
mationalized conditions, but shortcomings continue 
to co-exist alongside improvements that provide con-
tradictory indicators about the pace, scope, and poten-
tial intent of China’s military modernization.
 •  Military logistics modernization now enjoys 

the highest priority it has had in the 30 long 
years of defense modernization in China. Con-
sequently, developments in China’s military 
logistics capacity will remain an important 
indicator of when and how well China would 
project power beyond its land borders.

 •  Based on the level of effort and trends of logis-
tics modernization over the last 10 years, we 
should expect continued operational logistics 
improvements to support military operations 
outside China’s border.

 •  Improvements can be accelerated with com-
mand decisions from above, increased sense of 
urgency to address perceived threats, and ap-
plication of greater resources and heightened 
priority.

 •  China’s civilian logistics system, which is con-
currently modernizing and maturing at a sig-
nificant rate, should help multiply the capacity 
of the military logistics system through direct 
support to mobilization and outsourcing. Ad-
ditionally, a more robust and sophisticated 
civilian logistics system should also help im-
prove China’s military logistics over time, and 
continue to feed innovation and adaptation of 
new and improve logistics systems and practic-
es into the military, as occurs in other countries.

 •  The PLA has made a good start on its ability 
to project force globally with the Gulf of Aden 
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mission. We should expect China to build on 
this to develop greater capacity for offshore 
operations and to protect its national interests 
around the world. Long-distance logistics sup-
port will require foreign base access for replen-
ishment, which we can expect China to contin-
ue to develop.

 •  U.S. military logistics cooperation with China, 
which has been significantly constrained for 
most of the last 20 years since the Tiananmen 
Square incident, could provide an area for 
development of cooperation and mutual re-
assurance of intentions. Deep-seated distrust 
will continue to make the U.S. Government 
(especially the Congress) hesitate to open up 
to China on logistics cooperation. The main 
concern is that such cooperation will help the 
PLA to improve its logistics system. U.S. con-
straints will not prevent the PLA from moving 
forward, but it can slow it down. Perhaps this 
is something from which we can take comfort. 
China will continue to develop and improve. 
The PLA will continue to learn from the U.S. 
military as well.

 The chapters presented in this volume have dem-
onstrated first, Chinese and PLA leaders have a strong 
sense of mission and concern for China’s security and 
well-being (使命感和忧患意识). Second, the PLA is 
committed to the transformation in military affairs 
with Chinese characteristics. Third, the PLA is eager 
to learn from the U.S. military to expand and improve 
its operational capabilities. Finally, the PLA has made 
progress in its transformation and operational capa-
bilities. 
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 For a long time, American leaders have been sur-
prised with the PLA’s advances. This volume (and 
many of the previous volumes from past PLA confer-
ences) show that these advances did not come out of 
the blue. Although much of the learning and many of 
the improvements are still far from what is desired 
(from Chinese expectations and American critiques), 
and some of the learning has even created contradic-
tions for the PLA, these persistent and diligent learn-
ing practices will eventually bring the PLA to a higher 
level of proficiency in its capabilities. The emergence 
of a much more sophisticated PLA in the coming years 
should not be a surprise.
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CHAPTER 2

THE PEOPLE’S LIBERATION ARMY
AND THE CHANGING GLOBAL SECURITY 

LANDSCAPE

Paul H. B. Godwin

INTRODUCTION

 This chapter assesses People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) views on the roles and responsibilities of the 
armed forces in China’s changing global security land-
scape. It does so by focusing primarily on the years 
since December 2004, when at an expanded meeting 
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Central Mili-
tary Commission (CMC) Chairman Hu Jintao revised 
the armed forces’ “historic missions.” It was at this 
meeting that Hu Jintao stressed the “diversified mili-
tary tasks” required by the PLA to respond effectively 
to the changes in China’s security environment and 
provide more extensive support for Beijing’s foreign 
policy. 
 Hu Jintao’s revisions broadened and extended PLA 
missions in two ways. First, they expanded the PLA’s 
defense mission beyond defending China’s interna-
tional borders and territorial claims. This process had 
been underway for some years, but as CMC Chair-
man, Hu Jintao provided the authoritative source for 
continuing and extending this process. Second, they 
placed greater importance on the PLA’s nonwar roles 
and responsibilities than had previously been the 
case.1 In essence, Hu Jintao directed the PLA’s roles 
and missions be adjusted to the growing complexities 
of China’s interaction with the 21st century world. 
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This adjustment recognized that China’s military 
modernization programs had raised apprehensions 
across Asia and beyond about Beijing’s strategic in-
tent. These apprehensions threatened to undermine 
Beijing’s core foreign policy objective of sustaining an 
international environment conducive to the continued 
growth and modernization of China’s economy. 
  Assessment of these issues is organized into six 
major components and concludes with some specula-
tions and policy implications for the United States. The 
chapter first provides an overview of PLA responses 
to Hu Jintao’s revisions of the armed forces’ roles and 
missions. This is followed by a discussion of PLA esti-
mates of the global security environment it confronted 
in 2008 and the defense policy adopted in response to 
these estimates. The chapter then broadens its focus 
by discussing the PLA’s response to Hu Jintao’s ex-
pansion of the armed forces’ missions. This analysis 
is followed by a review of PLA responses to specific 
Asia-Pacific security issues. These are divided into 
near-term concerns and long-term strategic concerns. 
The specific cases addressed are Taiwan, the Korean 
Peninsula, South and Central Asia, maritime territo-
rial and resource disputes, and the United States and 
Japan in maritime Asia.

THE PLA AND CHINA’S NATIONAL SECURITY

 As a continental power with extensive land and 
sea borders, the defense demands on China’s armed 
forces are extensive. China’s neighborhood is huge, 
composed of Northeast Asia, Russian-Asia, Central 
Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia and maritime South-
east and East Asia. All of Asia converges on China, 
and Beijing’s national security assessments have to en-
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fold extensive, changing local security environments. 
With land borders of more than 22,000 kilometers 
(km) and maritime borders exceeding 18,000 km, col-
lectively, touching on 20 neighboring states when con-
tinental frontiers and countries on adjoining seas are 
included, the PLA faces a potentially daunting task.2 
For the most part, these frontiers are now quiet and re-
solved, but there are maritime resource and territorial 
claims in the East and South China Seas that remain 
unresolved, particularly the difficult extensive border 
disagreements with India. Moreover, with the acquisi-
tion and deployment of nuclear weapons by India and 
Pakistan, together with the half dozen or so weapons 
evidently held by the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK), the nuclear weapons environment 
surrounding China has become more complex. When 
these developments are joined with the U.S. ballistic 
missile defense (BMD) programs, China’s nuclear de-
terrence strategy confronts an increasingly difficult 
environment.
 The point is that from Beijing’s perspective, no 
matter how important it may be, China’s defense re-
quirements are not myopically focused on a potential 
military conflict over Taiwan that would likely in-
volve U.S. military intervention. The demands on the 
PLA are broader than this single contingency. Not the 
least of these demands is created by the continuing 
distrust of the U.S. strategic intent beyond potential 
U.S. military intervention in a military confrontation 
over Taiwan. There remains apprehension that Amer-
ican strategic intent is to prevent China from achiev-
ing what Beijing perceives as its proper role in Asia. 
 The current statements of the PLA’s responsibili-
ties in China’s security environment stem primarily 
from Hu Jintao’s December 2004 speech. In the years 
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since Hu’s address to the CMC, extensive assessments 
of the armed forces’ responsibilities have occurred in 
the military news media providing a reasonably solid 
base for assessing PLA views.3 Judging from these ap-
praisals, Hu Jintao’s speech directed the PLA to as-
sume a more expansive role in an increasingly complex 
national security environment.4 This environment re-
quired the armed forces to prepare for the “diversified 
military tasks” stemming from the emerging mix of 
what were defined as traditional and nontraditional 
security threats. 
 A December 2008 PLA	Daily article described the 
PLA’s responsibilities in this manner:

The pluralism of security threats brings about the plu-
ralism of military operations. Our Army’s historical 
mission requires that we not only safeguard the nation-
al survival interest, but also safeguard national devel-
opment interest; not only safeguard territorial land, ter-
ritorial waters and airspace security, but also safeguard 
the oceans, space and electromagnetic space security, 
as well as other aspects of national security. [We must] 
not only safeguard national security, but also actively 
participate in international and regional security coop-
eration, the United Nations peacekeeping, international 
counterterrorism, international humanitarian aid, and 
other actions in order to contribute to the maintenance 
of world peace. In other words, the army’s diversified 
military tasks include both war operations and nonwar 
operations.5

Counterterrorism, United Nations Peacekeeping Op-
erations (UNPKO), international disaster relief opera-
tions, regional security cooperation, and nonwar mili-
tary operations were not all missions freshly minted by 
Hu Jintao. China’s contributions to UNPKO had been 
increasing in the years before 2004, as had regional 
security cooperation through such organizations as 
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the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
Regional Forum (ARF), the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization (SCO). Counterterrorism had also formally 
entered the PLA portfolio in the post-September 11, 
2001 (9/11) era after many years of such operations in 
Tibet and Xinjiang. 
 Hu Jintao’s speech evidently sought to extend and 
integrate these components into a cohesive image of 
how PLA missions could be revised to contribute to 
a national security strategy reflecting China’s increas-
ing involvement in world affairs. Moreover, under Hu 
Jintao’s direction, nontraditional and nonwar missions 
were becoming of growing importance. Certainly the 
most noticed of China’s nonwar missions is the late 
2008 decision dispatching a small PLA Navy (PLAN) 
flotilla to  contribute to counterpiracy operations in the 
Gulf of Aden. This is the furthest from China’s shores 
the PLAN has ever conducted a sustained operation. 
 Even as articles dissecting the demands placed 
on the armed forces by the requirement to effective-
ly conduct diversified military tasks were spun out, 
there was also a call from military publications for the 
PLA to remain focused on its “core” military capabil-
ity—warfighting. The PLA’s core military role is seen 
as “the capacity to win local wars under informatized 
conditions.”6 The concern expressed was straightfor-
ward. As the PLA prepared for an increasing number 
of diverse military tasks, it was too easy to “relax core 
military capacity building and misread the relation-
ship between core military capacity and other capa-
bilities.”7 Whereas the PLA does have to participate 
in international and regional security cooperation, 
UNPKO, international counterterrorism, international 
humanitarian aid, disaster relief, and make other con-
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tributions to secure and maintain world peace, “we 
must never depart from the main line of ‘fighting a 
war.’”8 An article in China’s	Defense stated that even 
though “diversified military tasks” include war and 
nonwar operations, it was possible that improving 
nonwar capabilities might diminish “core military ca-
pability.” The author pointedly noted an unspecified 
U.S. Army training and evaluation center’s conclusion 
that “nonwar military actions, particularly peacekeep-
ing operations, can lower the performance of crucial 
skills for war fighting.”9

 A pattern emerged over the years following Hu 
Jintao’s “historic missions” speech where military au-
thors and authors in military publications while sup-
porting the CMC Chairman’s directive on the PLA’s 
“diversified tasks” ultimately stressed that defending 
national sovereignty, security, integrity, national in-
terests, deterring war, defusing crisis, and containing 
wars that do erupt depend on the PLA’s military ca-
pabilities—capabilities that of necessity had to be im-
proved. As a February 2009 PLA	Daily author wrote:

At present, on the foundation of the traditional supe-
riority in people’s war, our nation has formed power-
ful domestic defense capabilities, and we are set free 
from the threat of large scale invasion. However, there 
is still a relatively wide gap between our overall mili-
tary capability and the needs of national security and 
development; the function scope of military capabil-
ity cannot keep up with the steps of national interests’ 
development, and there is the prominent issue that its 
functional strength could not eliminate various kinds of 
security threats.10

A lengthy article in China’s	Military	Science published 
by the PLA’s premier research institution, the Acade-
my of Military Science (AMS), stressed the same point 
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2 years earlier. After tracking in detail the develop-
ment of the CCP’s national security “theory” from 
Mao Zedong through Hu Jintao’s revised “historical 
mission,” the director of the AMS War Theory and 
Strategic Research Department, Major General Shou 
Xiaosong, writes of the PLA’s needs in “entering the 
new century”:

For instance, by adjusting to the trend of national inter-
est expansion and modern war development and under 
the precondition of sticking to the defensive nature of 
military strategy, we need to appropriately develop 
strategic offensive force and strategic projection force, 
increase the depth of our strategic defense, expand from 
defending territory toward defending national strategic 
space, and plan as a whole the security of territorial 
land, territorial seas, and territorial air space as well as 
the security of oceans, outer space, and electromagnetic 
space; …11

General Shou later repeats the common “two incom-
patibles” assessment found among PLA authors:

Compared with safeguarding the strategic needs of 
national security and the military development trends 
around the world, there is obvious inadequacy in Chi-
na’s military strategic capability and incompatibility 
between the level of military modernization and the re-
quirements for winning wars under informatized condi-
tions, effectively dealing with various kinds of security 
threats, and accomplishing diversified military tasks.12

 For General Shou and the vast majority of military 
assessments, Hu’s adjustment of the PLA’s historic 
missions in support of China’s changing national se-
curity environment and strategy, and the diversified 
tasks this adjustment required, demanded a more 
capable and modernized armed forces than existed, 
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including the need to enhance the PLA’s ability to de-
ter war. General Shou identifies three key areas as pri-
orities for enhancement: space systems, naval forces, 
and strategic nuclear deterrence and counterattack 
capabilities. He viewed deterrence, both strategic and 
conventional, as demanding a higher military require-
ment than winning wars, for it is based on the poten-
tial adversary recognizing China’s military strength.13 

THE PLA AND CHINA’S GLOBAL SECURITY  
ENVIRONMENT

 China’s 2008 Defense	 White	 Paper14 laid out the 
themes that had received emphasis since Hu’s speech. 
The most pressing difficulties confronting China’s 
defense forces were seen as consequences of the in-
creasing influence of military power on international 
relations.15 International military competition was 
seen as intensifying as science and technological ad-
vances were driving the revolution in military affairs 
(RMA) to new and higher levels. “Some major pow-
ers” (read as the United States) were building up their 
alliances, accelerating the “transformation” of their 
armed forces with advanced technology weapons and 
equipment. Strategic nuclear forces, astronautics, bal-
listic missile defense systems, and global and tactical 
reconnaissance and surveillance are among the top 
priorities of these powers. Moreover, “some develop-
ing countries” (India?) were seen as seeking and ac-
quiring advanced technology capabilities to increase 
the strength of their armed forces. Moreover, support-
ing diplomatic strategy with military power had be-
come the accepted policy of essentially all countries, 
leading to regional arms races and severe challenges 
to the international arms control and nonproliferation 
regimes.
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 Even though the security situation in China’s im-
mediate neighborhood, the Asia-Pacific region, was 
viewed as stable, this stability was threatened by 
several factors. The global economic crisis was creat-
ing political instability in some countries, ethnic and 
religious discontent was intense, and competing ter-
ritorial and maritime rights and interests remained 
severe. The United States had sharpened its focus on 
the region, was strengthening its military alliances, 
and enhancing its regional military capabilities. Non-
traditional threats generated by terrorists and “sepa-
ratist” forces, and the consequences of serious natural 
disasters were troubling the region. These threats to 
regional stability were made even more serious by the 
lack of an effective mechanism for regional security 
cooperation and coordination.
 China’s security environment was perceived as 
improving, but continued to confront long-term and 
complex security challenges. These stemmed from de-
veloped countries’ economic, science, technology and 
military superiority, and from strategic maneuvering 
designed to contain China even as it suffers internally 
from separatist and hostile forces, including the East 
Turkistan, Tibet and Taiwan independence move-
ments. The latter exacerbated by continuing U.S. sale 
of arms to Taiwan in what Beijing views as violation 
of the three Sino-American joint communiqués.

CHINA’S DEFENSE POLICY16

 China’s primary strategic objective is to foster a se-
curity situation essential for China’s “peaceful devel-
opment.” This is no doubt Beijing’s highest priority, 
for nothing would have graver political consequences 
and undermine China’s national development goals 
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more than a major war. Thus, the second component 
of Beijing’s defense policy, which is to “take the initia-
tive” in defusing crises and deterring war, is seen as 
essential to achieve China’s highest strategic priority. 
Deterrence includes nuclear and conventional deter-
rence, with strategic nuclear deterrence requiring a 
“lean” but credible deterrent force. In addition to its 
deterrence and crisis defusing functions, this military 
strength must be enhanced to ensure the PLA can:
 •  Win local wars under informatized conditions.
 •  Maintain China’s maritime, space, and electro-

magnetic space security.
 •  Carry out tasks of counterterrorism, inter-

nal stability, emergency rescue, international 
peacekeeping, and military operations other 
than war.

 •  Provide the military strength supporting the 
diplomatic, economic, cultural, and legal in-
struments Beijing will employ to achieve its 
security objectives.

To ensure the security environment remains advanta-
geous to the primary strategic objective of sustaining 
the development so crucial to China’s future, Beijing 
declares it will continue participation in international 
security cooperation, promote the establishment of 
confidence and security building measures, and that 
the PLA will persist in conducting a variety of interna-
tional military exchanges. 
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THE PLA AND CHINA’S FOREIGN POLICY:  
AN OMNIDIRECTIONAL FOREIGN MILITARY 
DIPLOMACY

 A major focus of Hu Jintao’s 2004 speech had been 
to outline how the PLA was to enlarge its role sup-
porting China’s foreign policy. He gave particular em-
phasis to the armed forces’ nonwarfighting missions 
in supporting this foreign policy. In December 2008, 
General Liang Guanglie, a CMC member and China’s 
Minister of Defense, published a PLA	Daily article17 
of some length surveying PLA military diplomacy 
since “reform and opening up” began in late 1978, 
and outlining future directions as the PLA pursued 
its “omnidirectional” foreign military diplomacy. 
This diplomacy, he stated, was designed to support 
China’s foreign policy through relations with foreign 
defense establishments, regional security cooperation 
and multilateral dialogues, military transparency, and 
what is referred to as “contributing to world peace 
and development.” General Liang sees the PLA’s 
omnidirectional military diplomacy as a success. The 
PLA now has military relations with more than 150 
countries, has military attaches in 109 countries, hosts 
98 countries’ attaches, sends 200 military delegations 
abroad annually, and receives at least 200 delegations 
annually. 
 Most of his article is devoted to the progress in 
expanding and developing relations with foreign de-
fense establishments. Perhaps because on becoming 
Director of the PLA General Staff Department in 2002 
General Liang supervised the development of foreign 
military relations strategy for the PLA when relations 
with the United States and Japan were in the “midst of 
setbacks,” this article is a self-assessment of his strat-
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egy’s success and deficiencies. Certainly throughout 
the article, General Liang makes no attempt to con-
ceal that rebuilding military relations with the United 
States and Japan was and remains difficult. Nor does he 
conceal that the PLA has gained from foreign military 
contacts. General Liang refers to the RMA as creating 
the most profound changes in military development in 
the history of man. By establishing “professional tech-
nical communications” with foreign militaries at mul-
tiple levels including military research universities, 
“work units” and headquarters, General Liang states 
that the PLA has expanded its understanding of the 
RMA and its implications. This has not only helped in 
the development of weapons and equipment, but has 
given the PLA a greater understanding of the military 
environment in which China’s armed forces exist.
 Although declaring that the PLA’s “military foreign 
relations” were undertaken with individual countries 
regardless of their size and whether their military was 
advanced or backward, General Liang’s article estab-
lished priorities. Of first importance were relations 
with the United States’ defense establishment. Links 
with the Russian military were given second priority. 
General Liang then proceeds to systematically lay out 
both the problems and progress the PLA has made 
in developing its relationships with foreign military 
establishments. His longest discussion is of the prob-
lems effecting relations with the U.S. military, which 
he defines as of great importance because of their sig-
nificance to world peace and stability. Beginning with 
the deterioration of relations created by the PLA Na-
vy’s F-8 fighter collision with the U.S. Navy’s (USN) 
EP-3 reconnaissance aircraft in April 2001, he tracks 
the gradual restoration of Sino-American military re-
lations with the visit of General Guo Boxiong, a CMC 
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Vice-Chairman and Politburo member in July 2006. 
General Liang concludes his assessment lamenting 
the factors that yet restrain relations, primarily arms 
sales to Taiwan, with the arms package announced in 
October 2008 being the most recent sale to “seriously 
disrupt” military relations.
 Military relations with Japan receive similar treat-
ment. Relations gradually improved following Prime 
Minister Abe’s October 2006 visit to China with the 
military exchanges and reciprocal ship visits of 2007 
and 2008. General Liang placed special emphasis on 
the aid for victims of the Sichuan earthquake provided 
by Japan’s defense ministry and brought to China by 
the Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) de-
stroyer Sazanami’s Guangzhou port call in June 2008. 
General Liang was quite open in his assessment that 
reaching even this minimal level of military relations 
with Japan was extremely difficult and that consider-
able patience will be required to more fully develop 
military relations between the two countries. 
 Despite the overall maturity of military relations 
with individual European countries, such as the Unit-
ed Kingdom (UK) and France, General Liang notes 
there is no direct military contact with the European 
Union (EU). Presumably, he is referring to the Military 
Committee of the European Union (EUMC), chaired 
by a four-star flag officer and staffed by EU members’ 
chiefs of defense or their military representatives. In 
assessing why this is the case, General Liang lays out 
a litany of recent tensions between China and the EU 
that have delayed military relations and the develop-
ment of any sense of strategic partnership and trust. 
They are, not surprisingly, EU criticism and pressure 
on such issues as Tibet and the Dalai Lama, Taiwan, 
human rights, climate change, energy resources, and 
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even the interference with Beijing’s Olympic Torch 
Relay. Future progress, General Liang states, depends 
on eliminating the misunderstanding and suspicion 
that now pervades China’s relations with the EU.
 Military diplomacy with China’s neighbors is seen 
as successful. With Russia, “mutual trust” is deepen-
ing as cooperation in international and regional af-
fairs continues to be strengthened—mutual trust is 
not a term used in assessing military relations with 
the United States. With other neighboring countries, 
cooperative ties with their armed forces have been 
enhanced together with consultations over coastal de-
fense and disputes over land and maritime territories. 
Since 2002, security mechanisms and consultations 
have been established with Mongolia, Vietnam, Indo-
nesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Pakistan, 
and India, all of which contribute to the building of 
trust in military affairs with China’s major neighbors.
 These bilateral relations with neighbors are com-
plemented by PLA involvement in regional security 
dialogues and mechanisms. General Liang points to 
PLA participation in the ARF, SCO, the Western Pa-
cific Naval Symposium (WPNS), and the annual Shan-
gri-La Dialogue. 
 As progress has been made in the PLA’s military 
diplomacy efforts, General Liang asserts China’s mili-
tary establishment has grown more confident and that 
this is reflected in the PLA’s increasing transparency. 
Not the least of this increasing transparency is the 
steady opening of PLA exercises to foreign military 
observers and the PLA’s now frequent participation in 
combined exercises with foreign armed forces. These 
are not only regional bilateral exercises but also mul-
tilateral exercises with armed forces from outside the 
Asia-Pacific Region.
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PLA NEAR-TERM CONCERNS

 With cross-Strait tensions eased by the policies pur-
sued by Ma Ying-jeou following his election to Tai-
wan’s presidency, Beijing’s concern over the outbreak 
of a cross-Strait military confrontation has declined. 
Hu Jintao’s speech marking the 30th anniversary of 
Jiang Zemin’s “Message to Compatriots in Taiwan” 
reflected this reduced concern by raising the need 
for cross-Strait confidence-building measures (CBM). 
Point VI of his text stressed that there was a need to 
“mitigate military security apprehensions” and that 
“in due course” the two sides should explore how to 
create “a mechanism of mutual trust for military se-
curity.”18 In May 2009, Yang Yi, spokesperson for the 
Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) of China’s State Council 
repeated this recommendation stating that in “good 
time” the two sides can conduct military exchanges 
and explore ways to construct a “mechanism of mu-
tual trust.”19 This is not to suggest the PLA no longer 
prepares for a possible military confrontation over 
Taiwan with potential, if not probable, U.S. military 
intervention. It does suggest, however, that a cross-
Strait war is not a near-term concern. This is particu-
larly so when the political and economic relations be-
tween Taiwan and China are quickly expanding.

The Korean Peninsula. 

 Of more immediate concern to the PLA is the tense 
situation on the Korean peninsula. It is evident Bei-
jing found the political and security consequences of 
DPRK’s satellite launch in April 2009 and the second 
nuclear test in May extremely unsettling. In response 
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to the United Nations Security Council’s (UNSC) con-
demnation of the satellite launch, Pyongyang declared 
it would withdraw from the Six-Party Talks, would 
not be bound by any agreements it had made during 
the Six-Party Talks and would restore its nuclear fa-
cilities to ensure the DPRK could sustain its nuclear 
deterrent posture. Pyongyang then ended its coopera-
tion with the International Atomic Energy Adminis-
tration (IAEA), dismantled the monitoring equipment, 
removed the seals at its Yongbyon nuclear plant, and 
expelled IAEA inspectors and the U.S. nuclear disable-
ment inspection group. On April 25, Pyongyang stated 
it had begun reprocessing the Yongbyon reactor’s fuel 
rods. April 29 saw Pyongyang declare the Six-Party 
Talks dead, and that a second nuclear test and a bal-
listic missile launch were in the offing. A second nu-
clear test was conducted on May 25, together with the 
firing of short-range missiles. Moreover, Pyongyang 
announced it would no longer abide by the Korean 
Armistice Agreement of 1953. In effect, Pyongyang 
had totally rejected Beijing’s position that peace and 
stability of the Korean peninsula can only be restored 
with the resumption of the Six-Party Talks and the de-
nuclearization of the Korean peninsula through these 
negotiations. 
 Initial PLA opinions were expressed in no uncer-
tain terms. General Chen Bingde, the PLA Chief of 
Staff, expressed his opposition to the nuclear test and 
missile launches saying they complicated the Korean 
peninsula situation, could prompt the Republic of Ko-
rea (ROK) to develop its own nuclear weapons, and 
would grant the U.S. additional grounds to intervene 
in regional affairs.20 Rear Admiral Yang Yi, formerly 
Director of the PLA-NDU’s [National Defense Uniti-
versity’s] Institute for Strategic Studies, summed up 
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the entire period with: “The whole world is astounded 
and shocked by these actions of the DPRK.” He de-
scribed China’s opposition to the nuclear test as vio-
lating UNSC resolutions, degrading the effectiveness 
of the international nuclear non-proliferation regime, 
and disturbing the peace and stability of northeast 
Asia.21 Retired Major General Peng Guangqian, for-
merly of the PLA Academy of Military Science, was 
equally, if not more, critical of the DPRK in a Huanqiu	
Shibao commentary. Major General Peng criticized the 
view perhaps held in Pyongyang that nuclear arms 
will improve its international standing and strength-
en the DPRK’s national security. Rather than achieve 
these objectives, he asserts that nuclear weapons 
will put the DPRK in a “more precarious position.” 
DPRK nuclear weapons, Peng declared, will provide 
increased incentive for preemptive attacks on itself. 
Indeed, the DPRK’s nuclear arms do not provide ei-
ther a first-strike capability or second-strike capability 
They provide only “greater instability and uncertainty 
for the DPRK’s own security.” Reflecting a view likely 
held widely in Beijing, Major General Peng argues 
Pyongyang’s efforts should be devoted to building 
the DPRK’s crumbling economy. This would not only 
improve the people’s quality of life, but would lay 
the groundwork for enhancing the country’s national 
power. Developing nuclear weapons, he said, can 
only detract from the DPRK’s ability to strengthen its 
national power.22

 PLA views of the situation on the Korean penin-
sula were clear enough. What was not evident is how 
Beijing would ultimately respond to a DPRK that 
consistently pursues policies that not only serve to 
destabilize the Korean peninsula, but which threaten 
the peace and security of Northeast Asia. A nuclear-
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armed DPRK does not serve China’s interests any 
more than it serves the interests of the region. This 
is especially so when Pyongyang confronts a possi-
bly destabilizing succession crisis. There are indica-
tions that China’s future policy toward the DPRK is 
in flux.23 First, there is a more open debate on China’s 
future policies toward the DPRK than has occurred in 
past years. Some express the view that Beijing’s poli-
cies should not change because the DPRK remains a 
strategic asset. Other views propose that the DPRK 
has become a strategic liability; therefore Beijing must 
become much tougher on Pyongyang to make it more 
accommodating to Chinese interests. 
 What must be of most concern to the PLA, how-
ever, is what missions it could be required to perform 
should a succession crisis generate severe instability 
in the DPRK.24 China would prefer any intervention to 
come under the auspices of the UN. If the UN cannot 
act quickly enough, then China could take unilateral 
action with the PLA assigned the missions of restoring 
stability and providing humanitarian relief for what 
would likely be a flood of refugees. The PLA is also 
reportedly concerned about the possibility that fissile 
materials and nuclear weapons could end up in the 
wrong hands, and that damage to nuclear facilities 
could result in nuclear contamination. An additional 
mission therefore would be to respond to any nuclear 
contamination problem and prevent fissile material 
and nuclear weapons from falling into unauthorized 
and potentially criminal control.
 Such instability and potential chaos, however, 
could lead to more than the massive flow of refugees 
into China and the nuclear weapons and fissile ma-
terials danger Beijing fears. It could well result in the 
intervention of ROK forces and quite possibly forces 
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of the United States deployed in the ROK. Even if not 
an effort to reunify the peninsula but a stabilizing and 
policing mission, Beijing would fear the intent was re-
unification. Indeed it would be difficult for the ROK 
government to explain that its forces had undertaken 
the intervention to help put the DPRK together again.25 
Given what is a most probable concern in Beijing, PLA 
intervention beyond restoring and sustaining order 
could be seen as countering a ROK and U.S. presence. 
 Despite what could well become a perilous situ-
ation, Rear Admiral Yang Yi was reflecting Beijing’s 
risk-averse view on how to most effectively respond 
to the delicate situation Pyongyang has created when 
he recommended that all the countries involved in 
the current crisis remain calm and avoid any actions 
that might worsen the situation. Political and diplo-
matic means are declared the only way to resolve the 
dilemma created. Moreover, the DPRK’s sovereignty 
must be respected, as must Pyongyang’s security con-
cerns. When Pyongyang has returned to the Treaty 
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), 
the DPRK’s right to the peaceful use of nuclear energy 
must be assured.26 Put another way, Beijing’s view 
seems to be that more forceful responses to Pyong-
yang’s actions will make an extremely volatile situa-
tion even worse. Such an assessment was evident dur-
ing General Liang’s visit to the DPRK in November 
2009. Despite earlier harsh words by senior and retired 
PLA officers, China	Daily	 reported the Defense Min-
ister’s speech at the welcoming banquet as including 
“No force on Earth can break the unity of the armies 
and peoples of the two countries, and it will last for-
ever.”27 
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PLA LONG-TERM STRATEGIC CONCERNS

 Once one moves beyond the situations across the 
Taiwan Strait and the Korean Peninsula, PLA con-
cerns become more long-term and strategic in their 
focus. Whether these concerns originate in South and 
Central Asia, a potentially militarily powerful Russia 
in Asia, conflicting maritime and territorial claims in 
the East and South China Seas, a militarily assertive 
Japan, issues with the United States over what is le-
gally permissible in terms of foreign military activities 
in China’s maritime Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) 
and air space beyond the accepted 12-mile limit of 
sovereignty, the effectiveness of China’s nuclear de-
terrent or United States’ long-term intentions toward 
China, these are not issues where the PLA anticipates 
a near-term major military confrontation. Certainly, 
the PLA must be prepared for a show of force when 
Beijing believes it is necessary to demonstrate China’s 
position on any particular issue, but not a war. These, 
however, are the strategic issues that appear to be of 
most concern to the PLA. It is these long-term strate-
gic concerns that now drive China’s military modern-
ization programs and have driven much of the PLA’s 
regional military diplomacy.
 What China confronts is a classic “security dilem-
ma” where what Beijing views as security policies and 
military modernization programs designed to equip 
and train the PLA to perform defensive missions are 
viewed by other governments as potentially if not 
probably offensive in their purpose. Beijing is fully 
aware of this dilemma and has been for a number of 
years as its constant battle against the “China threat” 
thesis demonstrates. Most recently, for example, in an 
assessment of Japan’s 2009 Defense	White	Paper, a PLA	
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Daily article criticized the document’s judgment that 
PLA modernization programs may threaten regional 
and Japanese security.28 
 Nonetheless, Beijing and the PLA must accept 
some responsibility for this condition. Senior PLA 
officers such as Major General Shou Xiaosong cited 
earlier29 have been quite outspoken about China’s 
need to strengthen its strategic offensive forces and 
force projection capabilities and to increase the depth 
of China’s strategic defense, including outer space. 
Among the more worrisome concepts to emerge from 
Hu Jintao’s revision of the PLA’s “historic missions” 
is the commitment to “safeguard national develop-
ment interest.”30 It is quite unclear where this mis-
sion takes the PLA. It certainly does not appear to be 
limited to defense of China’s sovereignty. When these 
assessments are combined with PLA modernization 
programs, a potentially more aggressive China seems 
quite plausible. General Shou, however, was most 
likely not thinking in expansionist terms. His view 
would be driven by what he saw as the requirements 
for a more effective defense of China. That is, China’s 
strategic nuclear force is being strengthened to retain 
its deterrent value in a more complex environment 
that includes not only ballistic missile defenses but 
also more nuclear powers. The need to increase the 
depth of China’s defense perimeter will be seen as 
stemming from the increasing range and accuracy of 
advanced precision guided munitions. Strengthening 
PLA force projection capability will be driven by the 
simple fact that this capability is currently so limited, 
and space defense is needed to offset the capabilities 
of China’s most powerful potential adversary—the 
United States whose capabilities are seen as currently 
dominating space. This dilemma will not be easily re-
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solved. Most likely, China’s long-term strategic con-
cerns will heighten the consequences of the security 
dilemma. 

South and Central Asia: India.

 The suspicions infecting Sino-Indian relations are 
impossible to avoid. They are perhaps best illustrated 
by a reported March 2009 Indian military exercise at 
a time Sino-Indian relations were at a high point. The 
Hindustan	Times31 reported that India had conducted a 
secret 3-day exercise called “Divine Matrix” designed 
on the assumption that a “nuclear-armed China would 
attack India by 2017.” Following a 6-month study of 
various potential scenarios, the scenario selected had 
China employing information warfare to disrupt India 
prior to launching a military offensive. It would not be 
a nuclear war but a short, quick conventional opera-
tion designed to grant China dominant position in the 
region. A week later, China	Daily reported the Foreign 
Ministry spokesman, Qin Gang, at a press conference 
expressed surprise at the report because the leaders 
of China and India had already agreed that the two 
countries did not pose a threat to each other but would 
“treat each other as partners.”32 Even so, in an August 
2009 lecture to the National Maritime Foundation in 
New Delhi, India’s senior military officer, Chairman 
of the Chiefs of Staff Committee (COSC) and Chief of 
the Naval Staff (CNS) Admiral Sureesh Mehta, would 
state that “coping with China will certainly be one of 
our primary challenges in the years ahead.” He spe-
cifically referred to China’s growing footprint in the 
Indian Ocean region. Yet, in the same lecture he also 
recommends that cooperation with China rather than 
competition or conflict was the better policy because 
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India does not match China in economic strength, 
national infrastructure, or military spending. Nor, he 
declared, does India plan to match China’s military 
capabilities in either conventional or nonconventional 
arms.33

 The suspicions contaminating Sino-Indian rela-
tions derive from the competing territorial claims that 
led to a brief war in 1962. That war created the ten-
sions that continue despite a steady improvement of 
relations set in motion in the 1980s, particularly with 
Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi’s visit to Beijing 
in 1988. Sino-Indian border disputes show no sign of 
resolution today despite the confidence-building mea-
sures agreed to in 1996 and ratified in 1997 together 
with high-level meetings on border questions that 
have served to keep the frontier quiet despite frequent 
charges from New Delhi that Chinese forces violate 
Indian territory by crossing the Line of Actual Con-
trol (LAC). Relations suffered a setback in 1998 when 
India’s nuclear weapons programs were defined as a 
deterrent against China following the tests of nuclear 
devices. PLA	Daily responded by declaring that the 
nuclear tests exposed India’s ambition to become the 
region’s hegemon.34 No doubt India’s nuclear weap-
ons programs continue as a source of concern for 
China as China’s do for India, thereby adding to their 
mutual suspicions. 
 Pakistan has been India’s bête noir since the day 
of its founding and the brutal transition period sep-
arating the two sovereignties, and China has been 
Pakistan’s steadfast supporter for decades. Until the 
early 1990s, Beijing’s strategic objective was to keep 
India occupied with a threat that would distract In-
dia’s military from the northern border with China. 
China was crucial to Pakistan’s nuclear weapons35 and 
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missile programs and a provider of Islamabad’s con-
ventional arms. Despite the more neutral stand Beijing 
has taken for more than a decade and more on such 
issues as Pakistan’s claims to Kashmir, New Delhi re-
mains concerned that China’s relationship with Paki-
stan could once more change. This would depend on 
Beijing’s view of India, which in turn depends upon 
China’s political objectives in South Asia and the In-
dian Ocean.
 India has the most powerful Asian naval pres-
ence in the Indian Ocean and clearly does not wish 
to see this change. Despite Beijing’s participation as 
a “dialogue partner” in the Indian Ocean Rim Asso-
ciation for Regional Cooperation (IORARC),36 China’s 
naval focus has been and likely remains on the West 
Pacific. Beyond the possibility of a military confron-
tation across the Taiwan Strait where U.S. military 
intervention is possible, no matter how remote this 
may currently be, there is good reason for China‘s na-
val programs to remain focused on the West Pacific. 
There are maritime and territorial disputes in the East 
and South China Seas, and the U.S. forward posture 
in Asia largely depends on its naval presence and ac-
cess to bases and facilities in the Western Pacific. But, 
from India’s particular strategic perspective, China’s 
energy flow from the Middle East and Africa, together 
with its commercial and trade developments with Af-
rica, make the Indian Ocean of growing strategic in-
terest to China.37 Hence, New Delhi’s worry that these 
interests and the consequent concern over China’s 
sea lines of communication (SLOC) from East Africa 
to China’s east coast ports will divert Beijing’s stra-
tegic focus from the West Pacific to the Indian Ocean 
regions. Indeed, there is a segment of Chinese SLOC 
vulnerability analyses that does focus on India’s po-
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tential threat to China’s most important oil shipping 
lane.38 For this reason, India pays close attention to 
any Chinese activities that would grant Beijing intel-
ligence collection facilities and access to ports in the 
Indian Ocean region. Particular attention has been 
focused on reported naval facilities, radars, and sig-
nal-intelligence collection posts constructed by China 
along Myanmar’s coast, on the Cocos Islands, and the 
new port of Gwadar on Pakistan’s coast.
 Beijing’s strategic goals in South Asia writ large are 
difficult to discern. On the one hand, cooperating with 
India serves China’s interests well. Beijing nonethe-
less obviously views India’s deepening defense-relat-
ed links with the United States with concern. China’s 
response to these expanding defense ties has been one 
of making Beijing’s unease clear while simultaneously 
avoiding the charge that India has become a U.S. ally. 
For example, on June 28, 2005, the U.S. Secretary of 
Defense and India’s Minister of Defense signed the 
“New Framework for the U.S.-India Defense Rela-
tionship.”39 The English language edition of People’s	
Daily on July 7 published an unsigned commentary 
on this development that had appeared a week earlier 
in the Global	Times,	a subsidiary of	People’s	Daily, en-
titled “Washington Draws India in Against China.”40 
The commentary asserts that the agreement is “partly 
intended to diminish China’s influence in the region 
and to safeguard and expand U.S. strategic interest in 
Asia.” Nevertheless, citing India’s Defense Minister 
Pranab Mukherjee, the commentary continues by stat-
ing that India is suspicious of U.S. intentions and has 
no intention of joining an India-U.S. strategic alliance 
against China.
 Beijing, perhaps partially in response to the U.S. 
initiative upgrading American defense links with In-
dia, signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) 
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with New Delhi in 2006 committing the two coun-
tries’ military institutions to a program of combined 
exercises; an annual defense dialogue between the 
two defense establishments; and collaboration in anti-
piracy and counterterrorism operations, search-and 
rescue exercises, and recurring military exchanges.41 
This MOU built on an already expanding pattern of 
Sino-Indian military contacts.42 The two navies had 
conducted their first combined exercise off Shanghai 
in November 2003—a search and rescue exercise. This 
was followed by another search and rescue exercise 
in the Arabian Sea off the Malabar coast in 2005, and 
Chinese observers were invited to the Indian Army’s 
exercises that year. At China’s invitation, India sent 
observers to the SCO’s combined exercise “Peace Mis-
sion 2005,” where Russian and Chinese units formed 
the largest contingents. 2007 saw yet another Sino-
Indian combined naval exercise off Qingdao. Follow-
ing the MOU, the first Sino-Indian defense dialogue 
was held in Beijing in November 2007, and their first 
ground force combined exercise, “Hand-in-Hand 
2007,” was held in Yunnan Province during Decem-
ber. Combined exercises and dialogue between senior 
military officers continue. These exercises parallel In-
dia’s exercises with U.S. forces, suggesting that New 
Delhi has crafted a course of military diplomacy de-
signed to enhance India’s gains without offending ei-
ther China or the United States.
 It seems evident that both China and India see their 
mutual suspicions and potential strategic competition 
as best managed by close military and political ties. 
As New Delhi and Beijing know full well, military 
confrontation would serve neither country’s interests. 
Close military and political linkages that encourage 
frequent dialogue allows both to keep a finger on the 
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pulse of the other, even as suspicion of each other’s 
long-term strategic intent remains. This is reflected 
in the recent decision by Beijing and New Delhi to 
raise the status of their long-standing border talks to a 
“strategic dialogue.”43 This agreement emerged from 
the 13th round of boundary talks held in August 2009 
headed by India’ National Security Adviser M. K. Na-
rayanan and Chinese State Counselor Dai Bingguo. 
In these talks, boundary issues did not dominate the 
discussion but broadened to include the Afghanistan-
Pakistan situation, global issues, trade, counterterror-
ism, and an agreement to establish a hotline between 
New Delhi and Beijing. With Dai Bingguo also head-
ing the Chinese delegation to the U.S.-China Strategic-
Economic Dialogue (SED), New Delhi is undoubtedly 
pleased that Beijing holds India in such high esteem. 
Moreover, closer Indian defense links with the United 
States did not trigger increased Sino-Indian tensions 
but contributed to improved relations.

Central Asia: The Shanghai Cooperation  
Organization.

 China’s contemporary security concerns with Cen-
tral Asia emerged with the 1991 dissolution of the So-
viet Union.44 The disintegration of the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics (USSR) created both new states on 
China’s inner Asian frontier and a weakening of Mos-
cow’s influence in the region. China sought and gained 
mutually agreed upon and demilitarized borders with 
Russia and the newly independent states of Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. The instrument cre-
ated to implement China’s strategy was the Shanghai 
Five formed in 1996 by China, Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. Uzbekistan joined the five 
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when they renamed themselves the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization (SCO) in 2001.45 In following 
years, Mongolia, Iran, Turkmenistan, Pakistan, and 
India received observer status in the SCO. In 2009, Sri 
Lanka and Belarus became the SCO’s first “dialogue 
partners.” With these peripheral partners, the SCO’s 
range of associated members ranges from Central 
Asia to Eastern Europe and the Indian Ocean.
 Although far from a cohesive organization due to 
differences among the members, the SCO has devel-
oped security programs focused on defeating terrorist 
action or a mass uprising. All member states fear such 
crises to some extent, and combined military exercises 
to counter these emergencies have been held with Chi-
na and Russia in the lead. The first combined exercise, 
“Peace Mission 2005,” was held in China’s Shandong 
Province. “Peace Mission 2007” was held on Russia’s 
Chelyabinsk military exercise area in southern Russia. 
“Peace Mission 2009” was conducted on the PLA’s 
Taonan exercise area in Jilin Province. These exer-
cises also demonstrated that China’s relationship with 
at least one of the four Central Asian SCO members 
shows signs of being stressed. Chinese units from the 
Lanzhou Military Region (MR) assigned to the SCO 
military exercise “Peace Mission 2007” were denied 
passage across Kazakhstan to reach the Chelyabinsk 
exercise area on Kazakhstan’s northern border—the 
most direct route. With this denial, these PLA units 
had to detour through China’s northeast and Russia’s 
Trans-Baykal region to reach the exercise area.46

 The war in Afghanistan adds to the SCO’s troubles 
through its combination of terrorism, drug trafficking, 
and religious extremism that threaten the region’s sta-
bility. While SCO member states do have an interest 
in restoring Afghanistan’s stability, their participation 
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in rebuilding the country has been limited despite Af-
ghanistan President Karzai’s call for their assistance. 
China is the largest investor along with Kazakhstan, 
which has also made some significant investment. 
China’s largest venture is the U.S. $4 billion invested 
to develop the Aynak copper mines south of Kabul. 
Beijing’s single military contribution to Afghanistan 
began only this year with the mine clearing training 
provided the Afghan National Army at the PLA Uni-
versity of Science and Technology in Nanjing.47 
 Notwithstanding their interest in a stable Afghani-
stan, both Russia and China view the U.S. presence in 
Central Asia with distrust.48 It is not only a U.S. mili-
tary presence that leads to Russian and Chinese sus-
picion. American support for democratizing regional 
political institutions is unwelcome by all SCO mem-
bers. These suspicions and concerns led to the SCO’s 
call at its June 2005 Astana, Kazakhstan, summit for 
a Washington timeline specifying when the United 
States would withdraw from Central Asia. This de-
mand was followed almost immediately by Uzbeki-
stan’s ejection of U.S. forces from its Karshi-Kanabad 
air base.49 
 Base issues were to be a continuing U.S. problem. 
In February, 2009, after receiving $2 billion in aid 
from Russia, Kyrgyzstan informed the United States 
it was ending American access to Manas air base—the 
most important base facility the United States has in 
Central Asia for sustaining Afghanistan operations. 
The United States then paid $180 million to keep the 
base open. Moscow responded by successfully pres-
suring Bishkek for a second Russian base near Osh in 
southern Kyrgyzstan. Demonstrating the lack of com-
mon security views among the Central Asia states, 
Uzbekistan raised objections to a new Russia base, 
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even though it is a member together with Tajikistan, 
Kazakhstan, Belarus, and Armenia in the Russian-
dominated Collective Security Treaty Organization. 
Views in Tashkent were not only that a second Rus-
sian base was unnecessary, but the new base would 
be justification for closer U.S.-Uzbek cooperation.50 
Given that Uzbekistan had ejected the United States 
from the Karshi-Kanabad air base in 2005, opposition 
to a new Russian base in the region and suggestions 
of greater cooperation with the United States imply 
as much concern with a dominant Russian presence 
as American influence. Furthermore, all five Central 
Asia States are members of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization’s (NATO) Partnership for Peace (PfP), 
with NATO providing security assistance to all of 
them, including the four SCO members. 
 China’s security interests in Central Asia and the 
SCO’s role in these interests seem clear enough, al-
though Beijing’s particular priorities within these in-
terests are not so clear.51 Beijing has made it evident 
that Russia cannot treat China as a junior partner in 
this arrangement. Moreover, the SCO provides Bei-
jing an instrument by which China and Russia can 
coexist in Central Asia. Beijing has also demonstrated 
that it can form an international security mechanism 
not based on Western principles. China’s perhaps 
overriding security interest served by the SCO is in 
preventing transnational terrorism taking root in the 
region and infecting Xinjiang, where Beijing faces seri-
ous potential unrest from Uighur separatists. Beyond 
the security interests, China’s economic penetration 
into Central Asia through trade, investments, and 
especially its growing need for energy grants Beijing 
influence Moscow cannot match. In this sense, China 
now has a significant role in Russia’s “near abroad.” 
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The SCO nonetheless allows both to pursue their in-
dividual interest and concerns within a framework of 
cooperation.

Maritime Asia: Territorial and Resource Disputes.52

 China is involved in a number of East Asian mari-
time territorial and resource disputes, with Taiwan 
joining China in Beijing’s claims. In the South China 
Sea, China claims all the Paracel and Spratly Islands, 
as does Vietnam. The Philippines and Malaysia also 
claim some islands and reefs in the Spratlys. Brunei 
has claimed an “exclusive fishing zone” that includes 
a reef in the southern Spratlys but has made no claim 
to the reef itself. Indonesia does not claim any of the 
Spratly Islands, but the oil and gas fields surrounding 
its Natuna Islands extend into South China Sea wa-
ters claimed by China. Taiwan occupies and has built 
a paved 3,773-foot runway on the largest island in the 
Spratlys known as Taiping Dao by Chinese and other-
wise as Itu Aba. This one-half mile square island has 
the only natural water supply in the Spratlys. China, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, and Vietnam occupy some 
50 other South China Sea islets and reefs. Addition-
ally, China and Vietnam have unresolved border dis-
putes in the Gulf of Tonkin known as the Beibu Gulf to 
China. In the East China Sea, China’s most serious dis-
pute is with Japan over territorial and seabed resource 
claims that include the Diaoyu/Senkakus Islands and 
the Chunxiao oil and gas field.
 Beyond the territorial claims and the important 
oil, natural gas, and fisheries resources they encom-
pass, the South China Sea is a maritime crossroads for 
critical regional SLOCs serving the Koreas, Japan, and 
China as much as they do Southeast Asia’s trading na-
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tions. More than half of the world’s merchant ships 
cross the South China Sea transiting the Malacca, Sun-
da, and Lombok Straights. The cargo carried by this 
shipping is dominated by oil and liquid natural gas. 
  China’s strategic interest in the South China Sea is 
reflected in the construction of a new naval base near 
Sanya on Hainan Island complementing the South 
China Sea air base on Woody Island. In addition to 
supporting surface combatants, the Sanya naval base 
has underground facilities for submarines, making the 
South China Sea a transit route for both nuclear-pow-
ered attack (SSN) and ballistic missile (SSBN) subma-
rines. 53 Thus, although the South China Sea SLOC is 
critically important to all of maritime East Asia, and 
the resources it contains serve Southeast Asia as much 
they do China, Beijing has taken a course of action de-
signed to affirm its military superiority in this regional 
sea. 
 China has entered into various bilateral agreements 
on joint development of South China Sea resources 
and to peaceful resolution of disputes, including an 
ASEAN-wide “Code of Conduct” where all 10 signa-
tories agreed to pursue diplomatic solutions to terri-
torial disputes. Nonetheless, in all these agreements 
Beijing’s position has remained constant: China’s 
sovereignty over the Paracel and Spratly Islands and 
their adjacent waters is indisputable.54 Beijing thus 
agrees to negotiate while insisting that on sovereignty 
questions there is nothing to negotiate. What can be 
negotiated is joint development of South China Sea 
resources and scientific explorations. It seems that as 
the most powerful military force in the South China 
Sea, Beijing believes it can dictate terms because no 
regional state can or is willing to confront China mili-
tarily. Even so, Chinese press reports have bitterly 
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warned against Vietnam’s planned acquisition of 12 
Su-30 MK2 aircraft and six Kilo-class submarines from 
Russia, complaining they threaten the Malacca Strait 
SLOC.55 Thus no resolution to South China Sea dis-
putes appears probable in the near-term. No doubt the 
Southeast Asian states welcome China’s participation 
in the various ASEAN forums, the several bilateral 
“Defense and Security Conferences” it has arranged 
with Southeast Asian countries, and the professional 
exchanges generated by the PLA’s military diplomacy. 
Thus far, however, these have made little or no contri-
bution to resolving the South China Sea territorial and 
resource disputes that disturb the region.
 Beijing’s most contentious issues in the East China 
Sea are with Tokyo over seabed resources and com-
peting claims to some small uninhabited islands and 
reefs known to China as the Diaoyu Islands but ad-
ministered by Japan as the Senkaku Islands. The con-
nection between these issues is the delimitation of Ex-
clusive Economic Zones (EEZ) and continental shelf 
declarations by China and Japan.
 Chinese and Japanese claims56 to the Diaoyu/Sen-
kakus are indicated by their inclusion in their respec-
tive 1996 EEZ and continental shelf declarations. China 
claims a continental shelf that extends to the Okinawa 
trough based on the prolongation of its land territory, 
thereby encompassing the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. 
Japan claims an EEZ that extends to the median line 
dissecting the East China Sea, thus encompassing the 
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. China does not recognize 
the Japanese median line. Because both delimitation 
methods are recognized under the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), it does not provide any 
resolution to this disagreement. 
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 The Chunxiao gas field dispute emerges from this 
disagreement. Beijing argues that the Chunxiao gas 
field is five km west of even Japan’s claimed EEZ, so 
it must be in the Chinese EEZ. Tokyo argues that the 
Chunxiao gas field and other related East China Sea 
gas fields extend to the east of the median line into 
its EEZ; therefore Japan is entitled to a share of the 
Chunxiao field’s resources. Four years of negotiations 
led to a June 2008 agreement providing for a 2,700 km 
joint development zone (JDZ) that essentially bisects 
the median line used by Japan to establish its East 
China Sea EEZ. Joint exploration of this zone is to be 
conducted on the principle of “mutual benefit.” As 
of November 2009, however, there has been no prog-
ress in either the conclusion of the treaty that would 
formalize the agreement or Japanese participation in 
exploiting the Chunxiao gas field.57 
 Despite the significantly improved relations be-
tween Tokyo and Beijing, including military relations 
to be discussed below, as with the South China Sea 
disputes it is highly unlikely that Japan and China will 
resolve the issues dividing them any time soon. What 
does seem evident is that China’s naval programs are 
designed in part to ensure that Beijing’s ability to de-
fend its maritime interests in both the South and East 
China Seas is clearly recognized.

Maritime Asia: The United States.

 While South and Central Asia present China and 
the PLA with long-term strategic concerns they cannot 
ignore, it is in maritime Asia they confront their most 
serious apprehensions. Here the primary concern 
is not the maritime territorial and resource disputes 
China has with various competing claims in the East 
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and South China Seas, although these are important in 
terms of the PLA protecting China’s sovereignty and 
resources. The PLA’s primary apprehensions focus 
directly on U.S. strategic intentions toward the region 
and China’s place in the region. As China’s 2008 De-
fense	White	Paper stated the problem with an obvious 
but unstated reference to the United States:

China is faced with the superiority of the developed 
countries in economy, science and technology, as well 
as military affairs. It also faces strategic maneuvers and 
containment from the outside while having to face dis-
ruption and sabotage by separatist and hostile forces 
from the inside.58

This statement reflects a perception widely held among 
Chinese policymakers and the PLA that the strategic 
objective of the United States is to restrain the devel-
opment of China’s economic, diplomatic, and military 
capabilities, particularly in Asia.59 
 In Beijing’s eyes, there is good reason to have such 
apprehensions. PLA researchers read official U.S. 
documents where U.S. “hedging” against China’s 
growing military capabilities are evident. Fan Gaoyue 
of the PLA-AMS [Academy of Military Science] and 
Rear Admiral Yang Yi of the PLA-NDU, reporting 
on the latest U.S.	National	Defense	Strategy	published 
in June 2008, saw the strategy as treating China as a 
potential threat. Rear Admiral Yang Yi was quoted as 
stating: “From US perspective, China’s development 
is a threat to its hegemony.”60 Nor do the annual re-
ports on China’s military capabilities released by the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense provide any less of a 
menace. The “Executive Summary” of the 2009 report 
states:
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China’s ability to sustain military power at a distance 
remains limited, but its armed forces continue to devel-
op and field disruptive military technologies, including 
those for anti-access/area-denial, as well as for nuclear, 
space, and cyber warfare, that are changing regional 
military balances and that have implications beyond the 
Asia-Pacific region.61

There is no question that those who drafted this report 
have reason to make such a judgment. But, from the 
PLA’s point of view, they overstate its capabilities and 
demonstrate little recognition of the security environ-
ment perceived by Beijing. From the PLA’s vantage 
point, the U.S. armed forces are not only vastly su-
perior in all realms of military operations from space 
to ground warfare, but the technological distance be-
tween them and the PLA is increasing. Moreover, the 
U.S. build-up of its forces in the West Pacific has a hos-
tile purpose, with one Chinese report noting that the 
United States now deploys more than half of its nu-
clear-powered aircraft carriers and submarines, Aegis 
destroyers, and strategic bombers in the Asia-Pacific 
region.62 Such hostile intent, the PLA insists, can be 
seen in the constant aerial and ship-based surveillance 
conducted by the United States on China’s maritime 
perimeter with particular focus on military facilities. 
China demonstrates its opposition to these reconnais-
sance missions conducted within its 200 mile EEZ by 
harassing them, often aggressively. In part this harass-
ment reflects the PLA’s frustration that when the issue 
is raised at meetings of the Sino-American Military 
Maritime Consultative Agreement (MMCA) the Unit-
ed States insists the missions are legal as the United 
States is exercising its freedom of navigation.63 Most 
recently, Lieutenant General Ma Xiaotian, a Deputy 
Chief of the PLA General Staff, raised the issue at an 
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August 2009 meeting of the MMCA and received the 
U.S. response he no doubt anticipated, based on past 
experience.64 
 PLA perception that defending China from sea at-
tack is difficult should not be overlooked. As The	Sci-
ence	of	Military	Strategy states:

Although China is a country with large territorial 
waters, our sea area is closed or half-closed. It is sur-
rounded by the longest chain of islands in the world, 
including the Aleutian Islands, the Islands of Japan and 
Islands of the Philippines. And it is connected with the 
outside world through the Korean Strait, water chan-
nels of the Ryuku, Taiwan Strait, Bashi Channel, Strait 
of Malacca and Sunda Straits.65

China’s strategic analysts view this island chain as 
blocking PLA Navy access to the open ocean, and 
the United States as the most probable naval power 
to invoke this blocking strategy. The deployment of 
more than 50 percent of U.S. Naval aircraft carriers, 
submarines, and destroyers to the Pacific Ocean area 
would be viewed by Chinese analysts as supporting 
this assumption.
 Yet another important PLA apprehension is the 
consequence of advances in U.S. ballistic missile de-
fenses for China’s strategic deterrent66 The appre-
hension expressed, for example by Professor Wang 
Zhongchun of the PLA-NDU and just about all other 
Chinese analysts, is that when the BMD system has 
been fully developed, the United States will have both 
a strategic offense and strategic defense capability that 
will undermine China’s strategic deterrent, based as 
it is upon a small number of nuclear weapons. This, 
of course, is read by China as requiring mobile land-
based and submarine-based weapons to ensure the 
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credibility of its strategic nuclear deterrent. For the 
PLA, whether measured by conventional military 
arms or strategic nuclear weapons, the United States 
has far the most powerful and capable armed forces 
accessible to the Asia-Pacific region. Accordingly, 
whereas there is a renewed and lively debate among 
Chinese scholars as to whether U.S. power is declin-
ing because of its economic crisis and the invasions of 
Iraq and Afghanistan,67 for the PLA American military 
superiority remains a continuing concern.

Maritime Asia: Japan.

 The U.S. military posture in the Asia-Pacific region 
is significantly enhanced by its security link with Ja-
pan. The base facilities provided by Japan are essential 
for the United States to sustain its forward deployed 
forces. Japan thus presents a complex issue for China 
and the PLA. On one hand, the U.S.-Japan security alli-
ance diminishes the possibility that Japan will emerge 
as a powerful independent and potentially nuclear-
armed military force. On the other, there is the expe-
rience of Japan’s wars with China going back to the 
late 19th century and the brutal behavior of Japan’s 
occupying forces in World War II. This experience is 
exacerbated by what Beijing views as Tokyo’s failure 
to fully apologize for its past invasions and vicious 
treatment of the Chinese people joined with Japanese 
school textbooks that tend to whitewash this behav-
ior. Visits of Japanese officials to the Yasukuni shrine 
honoring Japan’s war dead, but which also contains 
the remains of 14 Class A war criminals from World 
War II, serve to remind China of all its historical griev-
ances. Ongoing territorial and resource conflicts in the 
East China Sea serve only to enhance China’s wari-



83

ness of Japan. Moreover, the PLA knows full well that 
Japan’s defense forces remain the best equipped and 
best trained of Asia’s armed forces. As a U.S. ally, 
Japan comes under the protection of U.S. strategic 
nuclear weapons, which nullifies whatever advantage 
the PLA’s strategic forces may have had in countering 
Japan’s conventional superiority. 
 Given the apprehension with which each eye the 
other, Beijing’s increasing influence in Asia begin-
ning in the 1990s, together with advances in China’s 
military capabilities, were bound to create difficulties 
in Sino-Japanese relations. These developments were 
paralleled by Tokyo’s closer security arrangements 
with the United States in the administrations of both 
Presidents Clinton and Bush, which would appear to 
expand Japan’s strategic role in Asia. Japan’s support 
for the United States by providing MSDF refueling 
capabilities in the Indian Ocean for U.S. Naval forces 
conducting Afghanistan operations and the 2004 de-
ployment of Ground Self-Defense Forces (GSDF) to 
Iraq, even in a noncombat role, suggested a much 
more active Japanese security role outside its home 
waters. 
 The dilemma faced by Beijing, however, is that in-
creased tensions with Japan do not serve China’s inter-
ests. Beijing’s national security strategy is grounded 
on the strategic objective of maintaining an interna-
tional environment conducive to sustaining China’s 
national development. In the Asia-Pacific region this 
is essentially a “good neighbor” policy. Tensions and 
competition with Japan do not serve this policy well. 
As Robert Sutter’s assessment has observed, the de-
terioration in Sino-Japanese relations over the years 
2001-06 can in part be attributed to the status given Ja-
pan in China’s defense policies outlined in the Defense	
White	Papers of 2004 and 2006.68
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 The contrast between the treatment of Japan in the 
2006 and 2008 Defense	White	 Papers on this point is 
notable. The 2006 Defense	White	Paper states that the 
United States and Japan are strengthening their alli-
ance to achieve operational integration while Tokyo 
seeks to revise Japan’s constitution to permit collec-
tive self-defense as it builds a more externally-orient-
ed defense posture.69 The 2008 Defense	White	 Paper’s 
assessment of China’s security situation does not even 
mention Japan. The United States is charged with 
“further consolidating its military alliance” without 
any reference to Japan.70 It is unlikely that Beijing had 
a change of heart about Japan or the importance of the 
U.S.-Japanese security alliance. Nonetheless, the years 
2006-09 demonstrate that Beijing took considerable ef-
fort to transform Sino-Japanese defense links and the 
PLA placed great emphasis on its military diplomacy 
with Japan’s Self-Defense Forces (JSDF).
 A clear indication of the new direction in the PLA’s 
military diplomacy 71 was to occur in September 2006, 
when Japan’s Defense Minister Shigeru Ishiba visited 
China, and in August 2007, when China’s Defense 
Minister General Cao Gangchuan returned his cour-
tesy—the first time in 10 years a Chinese Defense 
Minister had visited Japan. During his visit, General 
Cao invited Japanese officers to observe a PLA exer-
cise that September—the first time Japanese officers 
ever observed a Chinese military exercise. The follow-
ing November, the destroyer Shenzhen made the first 
port call any PLAN vessel had ever made in Japan. In 
March 2008, Japan’s Vice-Minister of Defense, Kohei 
Masuda met with Deputy Chief of Staff Lieutenant 
General Ma Xiaotian in Beijing for the eighth Sino-
Japanese defense security consultations that had been 
initiated in 1997. They reached an accord on the Tai-
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wan issue and agreed to expand military exchanges 
and enhance high-level contacts between the two de-
fense departments. In June, the first Japanese combat 
vessel since World War II made a port call in China 
when the destroyer Sazanami visited Guangzhou. The 
Sazanami brought with it relief supplies for the sur-
vivors of Szechuan’s Wenchuan earthquake even as 
Japanese relief workers were seen on China’s televi-
sion pulling the living and the dead from collapsed 
buildings. In 2009, the two defense ministers agreed 
to restart the defense dialogues that had ceased after 
2006. These developments complemented existing 
agreements whereby Chinese and Japanese military 
officers would attend their opposite number’s highest 
level professional military education (PME) centers.
 These military exchanges were paralleled by Sino-
Japanese summitry expressing goodwill and coopera-
tion between the two countries. Prime Minister Yasuo 
Fukuda visited China in December 2007 and President 
Hu Jintao made a return visit to Japan in May 2008. 
Notably, this was the first visit by a Chinese president 
to Japan since 1998, and Hu’s longest visit to a foreign 
country since selection as president in 2003. At the 
summit’s conclusion, the two political leaders signed 
a six-point joint statement committing China and Ja-
pan to strategic cooperation.72

 Even as these positive elements in Sino-Japanese 
relations were emerging, long-standing territorial 
disputes continued to produce friction. In September 
2007, Chinese air force bombers made some 40 sor-
ties over 2 days into the airspace around the disputed 
Chunxiao gas field in the East China Sea. Japan scram-
bled fighters from an Air Self Defense Forces (ASDF) 
base on Okinawa in response.73 Somewhat more than 
a year later in December 2008, two patrol boats from 
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the Chinese Maritime Monitoring Corps entered the 
12-mile limit of the disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands 
in the East China Sea. This was the first time any ves-
sels from a Chinese government agency had violated 
Japan’s territorial waters around these islands despite 
Beijing’s competing claim. Japan lodged a diplomatic 
protest with the Chinese government. A spokesman 
from China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, of course 
denied the vessels’ actions were provocative because 
they were in Chinese territorial waters.74 Moreover, 
and as anticipated, the PLA’s response to the critical 
assessment of the strategic intent behind PLA mod-
ernization across a wide range of capabilities from 
space to naval programs expressed in Tokyo’s 2009 
Defense	White	Paper was sharp. A Liberation	Army	Daily 
article concluded that Japan paid no attention to the 
PLA’s increasing transparency, continued assessing 
the PLA through “colored glasses,” and maintained its 
suspicions about China’s armed forces, especially the 
navy.75 It seems evident that improving Sino-Japanese 
relations, including military relations, are a function 
of pragmatic mutual interest and far from a reflection 
of mutual trust and confidence.

CONCLUSIONS, SPECULATIONS, AND POLICY 
IMPLICATIONS

 The strategic objective of Beijing’s security policy 
remains sustaining a security environment conducive 
to China’s national development. Achieving this ob-
jective is crucial if China is to become a true global 
rather than regional power. Within this strategic ob-
jective, PLA perceptions of China’s global security 
environment are marked by two underlying assess-
ments. First, no major war involving the large-scale 
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invasion of China is anticipated. Second, with the 
possible exception of the Korean peninsula and now 
only remotely Taiwan, there are no immediate threats 
to China’s security that will require major PLA op-
erations. PLA evaluations of China’s security environ-
ment focus primarily on long-term strategic concerns. 
Given these perceptions, PLA priorities are to preserve 
China’s current favorable security environment by de-
terring war and defusing military crises before they 
can evolve into major military confrontations. Noth-
ing would more severely damage China’s economic 
expansion and ever-increasing political influence than 
a major war. Nevertheless, despite China’s efforts to 
deter war, they can erupt and the PLA must therefore 
be capable of conducting effective military operations 
under any circumstances. 
 With borders stretching across Asia from the Ko-
rean Peninsula in the northeast through Central and 
South Asia to Southeast Asia and from there north-
ward in maritime Asia through the South and East 
China Seas to Japan, China has a complicated security 
environment embracing both continental and mari-
time requirements. This extensive security environ-
ment contains potential adversaries, both state and 
nonstate, with a wide range of capabilities and pre-
senting variety of potential threats to China’s security 
interests. Among these, the United States is the most 
militarily capable and the source of the PLA’s primary 
strategic concern. This apprehension of U.S. strategic 
intent is the driver of much of the PLA’s moderniza-
tion programs and doctrinal evolution encompassing 
all realms of military operations from space to subma-
rine warfare. China is therefore confronted with a secu-
rity dilemma. Beijing seeks to have its security policy 
accepted as defensive—that Beijing has no other se-
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curity objective than defending China’s legitimate in-
terests. Outside China, however, PLA modernization 
programs create uneasiness among China’s neighbors 
over the strategic objective behind them. It is not only 
the increasing sophistication of the platforms and 
weapons being acquired that create concern, but the 
all-encompassing array of capabilities they include. 
The PLA is acquiring space capabilities, sophisticated 
strategic nuclear weapons, conventionally-armed bal-
listic and cruise missiles, nuclear-powered attack and 
ballistic missile submarines, advanced diesel-pow-
ered submarines, advanced surface combatants, large 
amphibious warfare ships, and air power composed 
of increasingly capable combat aircraft supported by 
a growing aerial tanker fleet and supporting aircraft. 
PLA ground forces are undergoing comparable mod-
ernization programs. Among those looking askance at 
these programs is the United States.
 Hu Jintao’s December 2004 revising the roles and 
missions of the PLA was, in part, a response to this di-
lemma. It seems evident that at the core of Hu Jintao’s 
revision was concern that the PLA’s increasing opera-
tional capabilities were becoming so disconcerting to 
China’s neighbors that they threatened to undermine 
the strategic objective of China’s foreign policy. Chi-
na’s security does require armed forces capable of ef-
fectively defending China’s sovereignty and national 
interests, which requires a PLA capable of deterring 
war with China’s potential adversaries, defusing cri-
ses should they erupt, and winning wars should they 
occur. To the extent developing these capabilities 
raised apprehensions among China’s neighbors and 
further abroad, however, they jeopardized Beijing’s 
primary strategic objective by creating the perception 
of China as a threat. Hu Jintao’s emphasis on nonwar 



89

operations was clearly designed to direct the PLA to 
place greater emphasis on essentially all regional and 
international roles that could ease the image of Chi-
na’s military power as a potential threat. This same 
emphasis also served Beijing’s interest in that nonwar 
operations assisted in projecting the image of China as 
a responsible member of the international community 
committed to ensuring global peace and stability.
 Whether Hu Jintao’s redirection of the PLA will 
have the results he seeks is questionable. China’s 
military modernization programs are not designed to 
create a military capability limited to the defense of 
continental China and its territorial waters. They are 
programs designed to create a military capability that, 
although not global in reach, is certainly capable of 
defending China’s interests against any challenge by 
any military power, including the United States. As-
suming this assessment is correct, it raises quite com-
plex policy issues for the United States and its allies 
and friends in the Asia-Pacific region. It also raises 
questions Russia has to contemplate, but which this 
chapter will not address.
 Beijing has been quite unambiguous in its Defense	
White	Papers that China has strategic concerns directly 
involving the United States, and that these concerns 
go beyond Taiwan. Beijing’s underlying apprehension 
is that the United States perceives China’s emergent 
political, economic, and military strength as prepara-
tion to supplant the United States in the Asia-Pacific 
region and therefore seeks to restrain China’s growth. 
The U.S. dilemma is that although the “United States 
welcomes the rise of a stable, peaceful, and prosperous 
China” that contributes to strengthening the “global 
security architecture…,”76 it so lacks confidence in un-
derstanding Beijing’s strategic objectives in the Asia-



90

Pacific region that it “hedges” against a Beijing that 
may in the future challenge U.S. regional preeminence. 
This uncertainty is also found in the U.S. academic 
community, as the recent debate between Professors 
Robert S. Ross of Boston College and Aaron Friedberg 
of Princeton University demonstrates.77 
 Resolving this mutual apprehension is important, 
for it involves more than the bilateral relationship ex-
tant between the United States and China. In essence, 
all of Asia is watching the dynamics of the Sino-Amer-
ican relationship. Thus far, U.S. economic, political, 
and military power has more than offset China’s 
growing strengths, allowing all of Asia to gain from 
the economic opportunities China provides. In short, 
the United States has provided the security umbrella 
under which Asia can engage China without undue 
concern. As China’s military capabilities increase, 
however, will Asia’s confidence in the American se-
curity umbrella diminish? If it does, how should the 
United States respond?
 The United States should take advantage of the 
realities recognized by Hu Jintao some 5 years ago. 
First, as Hu Jintao’s speech demonstrates, Beijing fully 
understands that to achieve its domestic development 
goals, it must stay engaged with global affairs. Sec-
ond, Beijing fully understands that its military mod-
ernization programs disturb all of Asia—not just the 
United States. Third, Beijing recognizes that greater 
military transparency is necessary to counteract Asia’s 
concerns over what is emerging as a major change in 
the regional balance of power. Fourth, Beijing needs 
a stable security environment and has committed it-
self to regional security cooperation and confidence-
building measures. The United States should therefore 
systematically and deliberately build upon the com-
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mitments Beijing has already made and to some ex-
tent implemented. It should do so by building on the 
progress already made in the relationship between the 
two defense establishments. Despite all the problems 
that have occurred over the past 30 years, the ground-
work has been laid. It may not be too stable, but the 
foundation exists and there has been recent promising 
progress.78 The telephone link established in March 
2008 has been used three times, the first round of a 
nuclear dialogue took place in April 2008, Defense 
Policy Coordination Talks (DPCT) have been restored, 
with the February 2009 meetings focused on regional 
and global security issues and possible areas of coop-
eration between the two militaries. This revitalized 
engagement strategy must build on the ground work 
completed and the elements of cooperation already 
recognized by Beijing as necessary to defuse the wide-
spread apprehension over the strategic objectives of 
China’s defense modernization programs. 
 Most importantly, the United States should make 
eminently clear that it has no intention of restrain-
ing the expansion of China’s influence regionally or 
globally. Rather, that the United States will willingly 
accept and cooperate with a China dedicated to rein-
forcing and building regional and global architectures 
ensuring the peaceful settlements of international dis-
putes. The United States must emphasize, however, 
that cooperation between Chinese and American de-
fense establishments is not the ultimate purpose of 
U.S. policy. The United States should make quite clear 
it is not the objective of U.S. strategy to have China 
and the United States jointly dominate the Asia-Pa-
cific region. The United States objective should be to 
join with China in constructing a multilateral security 
architecture where any government desiring to par-
ticipate will be accepted. 
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CHAPTER 3

DISCOURSE IN 3-D:
THE PLA’S EVOLVING DOCTRINE, CIRCA 2009

Andrew Scobell*

 The release of the 2008 Defense	White	 Paper pro-
vides an opportunity to assess current thinking in the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and its future trajec-
tory. Of course, the white paper is a consensus docu-
ment issued by the State Council, not the Central Mili-
tary Commission (CMC) or any other military entity. 
Nevertheless, we know the PLA has substantial input.1 
This chapter considers PLA discourse on evolving 
doctrine circa 2009 in light of the 2008 White Paper. As 
important as the white paper is—providing valuable 
insights and useful nuggets of information—it is not 
the bible of Chinese defense policy and military mod-
ernization. One needs to look further afield and back 
in time before the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
began to publish white papers.

WHERE DOES PLA DOCTRINE COME FROM?

 Doctrine is important because “it consists of the 
fundamental principles by which those planning the 
application of military force guide their actions.”2 So 
where does the PLA’s doctrine come from? It does not 
come straight from Defense	White	Papers. Rather, doc-
trine comes from authoritative doctrinal pronounce-
ments issued by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
Central Military Commission (CMC), usually coming 
____________
*The author thanks Daniel Alderman of the National Bureau of 
Asian Research for his expert research assistance.
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from the lips of the paramount political ruler who, by 
tradition, serves as chair of the Party CMC (and since 
1982 simultaneously as chair of the State CMC).3 The 
highest level directives are known as the “Military 
Strategic Guidelines” (军事战略方针— MSG) and out-
line the general direction for defense policy and mili-
tary modernization. They tend to remain in effect for 
approximately 10-15 years until they are replaced by 
a new set of guidelines. During the period, modifica-
tions are invariably issued. While these modifications 
are significant and authoritative, they do not funda-
mentally change or negate the guidelines in effect. 
The MSG are “the highest level of national guidance 
and direction to the armed forces of China” and are 
roughly equivalent to the “National Military Strat-
egy” issued by the U.S. military, although the Chinese 
version is better understood as a “rolling [or evolving] 
national military strategy” because of the number of 
periodic modifications.4

 Since 1949, only five sets of MSG have been is-
sued.5 The most recent set was issued in 1993 in the 
name of the then paramount ruler, Jiang Zemin. The 
guidelines maintained the overall thrust of the 1985 
guidelines issued in the name of the former para-
mount ruler, Deng Xiaoping, and restated that peace 
and development were the main trends in world and 
that a world war or similar type of all-out war was 
unlikely. Consistent with the 1985 MSG, the 1993 MSG 
stipulated that China’s military should be prepared to 
fight a “local, limited war” (局部有限战争) on China’s 
periphery; however, waging mechanized warfare was 
no longer enough. The performance of the U.S. mili-
tary in Operation DESERT STORM (1991) convinced 
China’s leaders that a sweeping revolution in military 
affairs (RMA) demanded a PLA that could wage war 
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“under high technology conditions (在高科技条件下).” 
There have been at least three modifications to these 
guidelines since 1993. The first modification, issued in 
late 2002 during a major defense speech by Jiang Ze-
min, stipulated that the RMA had accelerated and in-
formation technology was now the defining character 
of modern warfare. Thus local limited warfare would 
henceforth be waged “under conditions of informati-
zation (在信息化条件下).” A second modification was 
reportedly announced by the new paramount ruler, 
CCP General Secretary and PRC President Hu Jintao, 
at an enlarged CMC meeting in December 2004. Hu 
expounded a set of four “New Historic Missions.” The 
third and most recent public modification to the 1993 
MSG occurred in January 2009 with the official release 
of China’s 2008 Defense	White	Paper. 

 This chapter looks at PLA discourse unleashed by 
the most recent modifications to the 1993 guidelines. 
The discourse has unfolded in three dimensions each 
with its own distinct arena and audience. The first di-
mension is a vertical one, the second is a horizontal 
plane, and the third extends outward, perpendicular 
to the other two dimensions. It is useful to think of the 
PLA as a pyramid-shaped organization consisting of 
three distinct echelons (see Figure 1). The majority of 
the PLA can be found at the base of the pyramid: this is 
the Lower Echelon consisting of the officers and men 
at the level of Group Army and below. This level can 
be dubbed the ‘war-fighting PLA.’ Above this layer 
is the Middle Echelon which consists of the staffs of 
the four General Departments (general staff, general 
political, general logistics, general armaments), and 
four services (ground forces, navy, air force and stra-
tegic rocket forces). This level can be dubbed the ‘ad-
ministration PLA.’ The smallest layer is at the Higher 
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Echelon which consists of the Central Military Com-
mission and associated offices and entities. This upper 
level can be dubbed the ‘command PLA.’

Figure 1. The PLA Pyramid and Doctrinal 
Discourse.

 Discourse in the vertical dimension involves in-
teraction between these three echelons; discourse in 
the horizontal dimension entails interaction within 
any one of these echelons; discourse in the outward 
projecting dimension consists of intercourse with au-
diences and actors external to the pyramid. While the 
PLA is clearly a military organization that has become 
increasingly distinct and differentiated from other en-
tities and groups in China, fundamentally it remains a 
politico-military organism intertwined with the ruling 
political elite of the PRC. This key aspect of civil-mili-
tary relations is especially important to understanding 
the configuration of the Higher Echelon. At the apex 
of the pyramid is the CMC, which is where the upper-
most link in the politico-military chain of command 
is located. While the Communist Party is supposed 
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to command the gun (as Mao famously insisted), the 
CMC has been dominated by men in uniform. In late 
2009, membership of the commission was overwhelm-
ingly military with only ONE of the 11 seats being 
occupied by a civilian. Of course, the civilian is none 
other than Hu Jintao, who chairs the CMC and con-
currently serves as President of the PRC and General 
Secretary of the CCP. Hu is certainly the commander 
in chief, but he essentially depends on his colleagues 
in uniform for their military advice and counsel. So 
this key mechanism of civilian/party control of the 
military is very much a military entity. Nevertheless, 
all these soldiers are also senior members of the Com-
munist Party. Thus, perhaps the most accurate word 
to characterize the relationship between the CCP and 
PLA is “interpenetration.”6 

 Examination of this discourse in three dimen-
sions will provide insight into key aspects of Chinese 
doctrinal development. An analysis of vertical and 
horizontal discourse will underscore both frustration 
among and maneuvering by uniformed personnel as 
they make sense of all these modifications, what these 
mean in concrete terms to the various constituent 
parts of the PLA and how to implement them effec-
tively. An analysis of outward-directed discourse will 
highlight the PLA’s effort to counter concerns abroad 
that China constitutes a military threat to any other 
country. I use the term “discourse” rather than “de-
bate” because the former term seems to characterize 
more accurately what has been happening. The PLA 
is not debating the pros and cons of the New Historic 
Missions or whether to revise or junk them. Instead, 
Chinese soldiers are trying to make sense of the New 
Historic Missions and implement them in ways that 
will enhance rather than hamper PLA capabilities and 
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operational effectiveness. Soldiers in various services 
and levels are attempting to leverage these modifica-
tions to further the interests of their own particular 
entity. Moreover, the PLA is working to package these 
changes to external audiences in advantageous ways. 
This multidimensional discourse involves reconciling 
contradictions and confronting challenges.

 In the first part of this chapter I review what is 
new or significant in the 2008 Defense	White	Paper and 
then what roles and operational capabilities are speci-
fied. In the second part of the chapter, I examine the 
on-going three dimensional discourses on the PLA’s 
evolving doctrine. In the third part of the chapter, I 
will identify the challenges faced by China’s military 
before drawing conclusions and exploring some poli-
cy implications.

WHAT IS SIGNIFICANT OR NEW IN THE 2008 
DEFENSE WHITE PAPER?

 There are a number of significant or new features 
in the 2008 Defense	White	Paper. First, it is the latest au-
thoritative restatement of the New Historic Missions 
first expounded by Hu Jintao in December 2004.7 To 
recapitulate, the PLA is charged with four historic 
missions: The first is to guarantee Communist Party 
rule; the second is to safeguard national development; 
the third is to defend national interests; and the fourth 
is to protect world peace and common development. 
These are also referred to as the “three provides and 
one bring into play (三个提供, 一个发挥).”8

 Second, the latest Defense	White	Paper reiterates the 
importance of “Diversified Military Tasks”—a term 
first used in 2006. Diversified military tasks was first 
introduced at the National People’s Congress in March 
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of that year and then first cited in a defense white pa-
per in December 2006.9 This laundry list of military 
tasks came on the heels of the expanded definition of 
national interests and elaboration of the dimensions of 
national territory and sovereignty in the New Historic 
Missions. Diversified Military Tasks appears to be an 
effort to reconcile the broader and intangible new his-
toric missions with a narrower and more tangible con-
ception of PLA duties (see Figure 2). The term diversi-
fied military tasks seems to be an umbrella concept to 
cover both the new historic missions and local war in 
conditions of informatization.

Figure 2. Doctrinal Algebra.

 Third, the 2008 Defense	White	Paper is the first it-
eration of the biannual document to explicitly use 
the term “Military Operations Other Than War” 
(MOOTW). What is the real significance of MOOTW? 
Is it simply a new buzz word borrowed from the U.S. 
military lexicon, or is it something more significant? It 
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appears that MOOTW amounts to a recycled subset of 
peacetime PLA duties repackaged for emphasis.10 Use 
of the term may be an effort—like the introduction of 
the term “diversified military tasks” to make the new 
historic missions emphasis on peacetime responsibili-
ties more military-like and hence more palatable to the 
PLA. In any event, use of these terms indicates that the 
PLA is expected to pay greater attention to noncombat 
functions such as disaster relief and peacekeeping. In-
deed, the military’s role in disaster relief has received 
growing coverage in authoritative publications and 
appears with increasing frequency in Defense	 White	
Papers. The term “disaster relief” is mentioned only 
once in the 2002 Defense	White	Paper—and then as a re-
sponsibility for the People’s Armed Police (PAP). The 
term appears 14 times in the 2004 Defense	White	Paper, 
22 times in the 2006 version, and 25 times in the 2008 
Defense	White	Paper. 

WHAT PLA ROLES AND OPERATIONAL 
CAPABILITIES ARE SPECIFIED?

 There are three roles for the PLA identified in au-
thoritative doctrinal publications. The PLA is charged 
with fighting “local wars in conditions of informatiza-
tion,” providing deterrence, and performing a wide 
array of domestic and foreign “diversified military 
tasks.” The PLA’s foremost task is to perform “inte-
grated, joint operations” aimed at “winning local wars 
in conditions of informatization.”11 This mission re-
quires: 

Meeting the requirements of confrontation between war 
systems in modern warfare and taking integrated joint 
operations as the basic approach. It [MSG] is designed to 
bring the operational strengths of different services and 
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arms into full play, combine offensive operations with 
defensive operations . . . refine the command system for 
joint operations, the joint training system and the joint 
support system, optimize the structure and composition 
of forces and speed up the building of a combat force 
structure suitable for winning local wars in conditions 
of informatization.12

 Second, the PLA is charged with being effective 
in “deterring crises and wars.” This requires “close 
coordination between military struggle and political, 
diplomatic, economic, cultural, and legal endeavors.” 
Moreover, “[i]t [the MSG] strictly adheres to a position 
of self-defense, exercises prudence in the use of force, 
seeks to effectively control war situations, and strives 
to reduce the risks and costs of war. It [the MSG] calls 
for the building of a lean and effective deterrent force 
and the flexible use of different means of deterrence.”13 
The most prominent manifestation of deterrence is the 
no first use principle in Chinese nuclear policy. But 
Chinese conceptions of what constitutes deterrence 
appear to be very broad and diverse—ranging from 
Chinese activities in space, such as the anti-satellite 
test in January 2007, to more down-to-earth displays 
such as military parades.14

 These first two roles—warfare and deterrence—
are long- standing missions of the PLA. What is rela-
tively new to authoritative publications is the third 
role—performing a wide array of “diversified military 
tasks”—including peacetime tasks.15 According to the 
Academy of Military Sciences’ The	Science	of	Military	
Strategy, “War-fighting and deterrence are the two 
basic functions of the armed forces.”16 The third task 
does not appear in this landmark volume first pub-
lished in Chinese in 2001. How do diversified military 
tasks fit into the requirements stipulated for the PLA? 
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According to the 2008 Defense	White	Paper: 

This guideline [the MSG] focuses on enhancing the 
capabilities of the armed forces in countering various 
security threats and accomplishing diversified	 military	
tasks. With the focus of attention on performing the his-
torical missions of the armed forces for the new stage 
in the new century and with raising the capability to 
win local wars in conditions of informationization at the 
core, it [the MSG] works to increase the country’s capa-
bilities to maintain maritime, space, and electromagnet-
ic space security and to carry out the tasks of counter-
terrorism, stability maintenance, emergency rescue and 
international peacekeeping. It [the MSG] takes military 
operations other than war (MOOTW) as an important 
form of applying national military forces, and scientifi-
cally makes and executes plans for the development of 
MOOTW capabilities.17

And how does the PLA define MOOTW? There 
does not seem to be a doctrinal definition but accord-
ing to four officers from the Shenyang Military Region 
headquarters, writing in 2008, in Chinese	Military	Sci-
ence, MOOTW: 

 . . . refers to the direct or indirect use of the armed forc-
es in a non-violent manner . . . to achieve certain politi-
cal, economic and military purposes, safeguard national 
interests, maintain social stability, respond to natural 
disasters, and defend the people’s peaceful labor, lives 
and property, or in certain conditions, military actions 
enforced with the use of limited violence.18

MOOTW encompasses internal security and ex-
ternal security missions and the range of tasks are 
numerous and challenging. According to the officers 
from the Shenyang MR, these MOOTW operations in-
clude:
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 . . . military deterrence, military diplomacy, struggles 
for defense of land, maritime, and air frontiers, estab-
lishing restricted areas, soft battle strikes, military 
trade and aid, peacekeeping operations, counter-terror 
operations, crackdowns on organized crime and drug 
trafficking, controlling and managing refugees, armed 
escort, eliminating pollution from nuclear, biological, 
and chemical agents, military control, civil assistance, 
protecting and evacuating nationals in foreign trouble 
spots, and managing crises. National defense and army 
building are themselves forms of military operations 
other than war, whereas military struggle is a routine 
form of non-war military actions. The contents and 
modes of military operations other than war will con-
tinuously witness new changes which will develop out 
of practice.19

DISCOURSE IN 3-D: RECONCILING 
CONTRADICTIONS, CONFRONTING 
CHALLENGES

 PLA writers continue to grapple with the chal-
lenges confronting Chinese military modernization 
in the early 21st century. One particular challenge is 
trying to make sense of the latest modifications to the 
1993 MSG and what they mean to the PLA. A consis-
tent theme of Chinese authors is the identification of 
“contradictions” (矛盾). Here I outline a handful of 
contradictions identified in the discourse triggered by 
the New Historic Missions and 2008 white paper and 
explore what each tells us about the discourse going 
on within the PLA in 2009. The first and second con-
tradictions are largely discussed vertically between 
echelons; the third and fourth contradictions tend to 
be discussed horizontally within echelons; the fifth 
contradiction—is almost never explicitly stated—but 
is clearly implicit in the on-going externally directed 
discourse with other countries.
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The First Dimension: Vertical Discourse.

 Perhaps the most significant contradiction is be-
tween the costs of army building and the limited re-
sources made available to the PLA for the undertak-
ing. The New Historic Missions issued in late 2004 
outline an extremely wide array of responsibilities for 
the armed forces and the PLA in particular. Assuming 
Chinese soldiers are prepared to take on additional 
responsibilities despite the daunting challenges in-
volved (see below), the fundamental issue becomes 
one of receiving adequate funding. General Zhu Qi, 
Commander of the Beijing Military Region, address-
ing a wide audience at a higher echelon and outside 
the PLA pyramid, observed in mid-2005 in the pages 
of the CCP’s most prominent journal: “We must so-
berly recognize that there are still some problems in 
the scale, structure, efficiency and balance of army 
building; indeed, there is a contradiction between the 
increasingly fast pace of army building today and the 
comparatively limited investment available.”20

 In this context, a Chinese general’s wistful remark 
in 2007 takes on greater meaning. In front of a U.S. 
audience which included the author, the officer com-
mented that China’s extended period of largely unin-
terrupted sustained economic growth and peace has 
been a mixed blessing for the PLA. On one hand, he 
explained, this situation allowed for significant state 
funding for military modernization; but on the other, 
he lamented that this state of affairs provided no sense 
of urgency to drive the defense buildup anywhere fast 
enough as he would have liked.21 Certainly military 
dissatisfaction with the size of the defense budget 
is neither unique to China or a new phenomenon in 
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the post-Mao era. However, against the backdrop of 
a massive expansion of missions for the PLA this la-
ment is of particular note.

 In an effort to counter the frustration in the PLA 
with the New Historic Missions handed down by the 
CMC, Lieutenant General Wang Guosheng, Com-
mander of the Lanzhou Military Region, reminded 
soldiers that while the missions of the PLA evolved 
over time, these were always consistent with the Par-
ty’s historic tasks, the nation’s security interests, the 
level of economic development, and the RMA. Writ-
ing in 2008 in the pages of the flagship journal of the 
Academy of Military of Sciences, Wang dubbed these 
the “four consistents” (四个一致). Coincidentally, 
these consistents are ‘consistent’ with the new historic 
missions. In the article, Wang reviews the evolving 
nature of PLA missions in various historical periods.22

 Reading between the lines, Wang’s message from 
the Middle Echelon to his fellow uniformed colleagues 
in the Lower Echelon is clearly discernible: Warfight-
ers, you may be dissatisfied with the New Historic 
Missions and fear they are too much of a burden for 
the armed forces. Nevertheless, the PLA has always 
loyally shouldered the new missions it has been as-
signed by the CCP and its CMC whether soldiers liked 
them or not. “Missions are historically dynamic; they 
are always in flux. . . . New content has always been 
continuously added . . .”23

 1	Contradiction;	2	Incompatibles. According to a 2008 
New Year’s Day editorial in the Liberation	Army	Daily: 
“At present and for a comparatively long time to come, 
the main contradiction in our army building will still 
be that our level of modernization is incompatible 
with the demands of winning a local war under con-
ditions of informatization, and that our military capa-
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bilities are incompatible with the demands of carrying 
out the army’s historic missions.”24 This contradiction 
is broken down into what have been dubbed “the two 
incompatibles” (两个不相适应). 

 The first “incompatible” is between the process 
of mechanization and the process of informatiza-
tion.25 In other words, as the first decade of the 21st 
century draws to a close, the PLA remains primarily a 
mechanized force rather than an informatized military. 
The overall level of information technology employed 
across the PLA is low and rudimentary despite pock-
ets of high-tech information technology (IT) sophistry. 
Writing in 2009 in the pages of the Liberation	 Army	
Daily, Lieutenant General Wang Xixin, Commander 
of the 38th Group Army, contended: “The stove pipe 
issue (烟囱问题) is perhaps the greatest challenge we 
currently face in army capability building.” From his 
position in the Lower Echelon addressing an audience 
at the Higher and Middle Echelons, Wang defined the 
problem as not having “strong systemic combat capa-
bility.” The warfighter lamented that “. . . no matter 
how strong a single capability is, we will not be able 
to gain initiatives on a battlefield in which the funda-
mental feature is confrontation between systems.”26

 The second “incompatible” is one between the 
demands of war and nonwar missions. Indeed, the 
editors at the Liberation	 Army	 Daily have identified 
the existence of a contradiction between the demands 
placed on the PLA by “war and military operations 
other than war” (战争与非战争军事行动).27

 The disgruntlement within the PLA prompted 
a response directly from the top. Hu Jintao gave a 
speech to the PLA delegation at the 2nd Session of the 
11th National People’s Congress in March 2009. In the 
address, he reportedly “clarified” (明确) the “relation-
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ship between construction of core military capabilities 
and construction of capabilities for military operations 
other than war.” Hu apparently argued that “core 
military capabilities are the foundation for military 
operations other than war and MOOTW capabilities 
are an extension of core military capabilities; the two 
capabilities support each other and both are indis-
pensible.” Thus, a Liberation	Army	Daily editorial re-
porting on Hu’s speech to the PLA NPC delegates as-
serted, “In essence, the ‘two incompatibles’ boil down 
to the incompatibility of the core military capabilities 
[with the winning of local wars].”28 In other words, 
the “two incompatibles” are a misnomer, according to 
the Liberation	Army	Daily commentator. The Chinese 
military’s most authoritative high-level open source 
mouthpiece was directing its message at the middle 
and lower echelons.29

 The bottom line is that in the minds of many sol-
diers, the demands of modern warfare and MOOTW 
require very different capabilities. MOOTW generally 
call for lower tech and more manpower intensive ca-
pabilities than 21st century warfare. If the emphasis on 
MOOTW in the New Historic Missions remains, then 
additional significant manpower cuts seem unlikely.30 
This means that there will continue to be a “domestic 
drag” on China’s military whereby the sheer num-
ber of uniformed personnel—in the active duty PLA, 
the reserves, the PAP, and the militia—will remain 
a brake on the PLA’s ability to fight a “limited war 
under conditions of informatization (信息化条件下的
局部战争).”31 Personnel costs, which reportedly make 
up approximately two-thirds of the official defense 
budget is money not spent on equipment. Manpower 
matters will take money away from equipment and 
hardware purchases.32
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The Second Dimension: Horizontal Discourse.

 The PLA is grappling with MOOTW. Different 
services have different thinking about MOOTW. The 
PLA Navy (PLAN) and PLA Air Force (PLAAF), for 
example, see clear benefits for each service, while the 
ground forces appear more ambivalent. The discourse 
over MOOTW is primarily horizontal, although with 
clear vertical linkages. 

 The PLAN seems to be the most enthusiastic about 
MOOTW and best positioned and organized of all the 
services to exploit the concept for service interests. The 
PLAN has sought to highlight its value in MOOTW. 
Admiral Tian Zhong, concurrently commander of the 
Northern Fleet and deputy commander of the Jinan 
Military Region, began a major 2008 article in China	
Military	Science with the following lead-in: “The 17th 
Party Congress Report states: ‘Raise military capa-
bilities to deal with many different security threats, 
and accomplish diversified military tasks,’ [more-
over, the report] emphasizes in international relations 
managing ‘mutual trust, strengthening cooperation, 
strengthening peaceful means but not war methods 
to solve international disputes.’ The PLAN can con-
duct strategic, comprehensive, and international mili-
tary duties in vast maritime expanses to perform the 
New Historic Missions.” Admiral Tian, writing from 
his perch in the Middle Echelon both to his colleagues 
in the Administration PLA as well as for the Higher 
Echelon Command PLA, focused on the “special char-
acteristics” of the naval dimensions of MOOTW and 
capabilities required.33 

 The PLAAF also displays great interest in MOOTW 
and trumpets its advantages and contends it is poised 
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to spearhead efforts in this area. According to five 
researchers at the Air Force Command Academy in 
Beijing, the PLAAF has “three dimensional mobility 
(立体机动) and is clearly the “vanguard” [先锋] of 
MOOTW. The researchers, writing in the July 2008 is-
sue of the bimonthly journal of the PLAAF Political 
Department, assert that “the Wenchuan earthquake 
relief efforts demonstrate most clearly the meaning 
of modernized strategic air power (现代化战略空军), 
[and] revealed most intensely the demand for mod-
ernized strategic airpower to protect national security 
and development.”34 The PLAAF seems focused on 
actual air power capabilities relevant to specific as-
pects of nonwar operations. The researchers from the 
Air Force Command Academy, for example, focus on 
the role of air power in disaster relief operations in 
the aftermath of the May 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, 
including “air drops” (投送).35

 In contrast to their uniformed colleagues in the air 
and naval services, the ground forces seem ambiva-
lent about MOOTW. Indeed, the emerging doctrinal 
concept poses the greatest challenges and complica-
tions to the “muddy boots military.” Ground force 
leaders have mixed feelings—they cannot seem to 
make up their minds as to whether MOOTW consti-
tutes a boon or a boondoggle. For land power compo-
nents, MOOTW present a dilemma: on the one hand, 
MOOTW served to justify many boots on the ground; 
on the other, MOOTW may detract from warfighting 
capabilities and readiness.

 The members of the PLA’s most important think 
tank on doctrinal matters, the Academy of Military 
Sciences (AMS), tend to be dominated by ground 
force personnel. These researchers are grappling with 
the significant and direct impact that a more central 
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role for MOOTW will have on their land locked ser-
vice. Three authors at AMS have identified two con-
tradictions in MOOTW: The first is the contradiction 
between self and the enemy; and the second is contra-
dictions among the people. As Senior Colonel Zhou 
Peiqing and two colleagues at the AMS wrote in a 
2009 article on MOOTW in China	Military	Science: 

In particular, in performing the tasks of combating ter-
rorism, maintaining stability, preserving rights, and 
coping with emergencies, we are often faced with situ-
ations in which there are contradictions between the 
enemy and ourselves, and contradictions among the 
people, nationalities problems, and religious problems, 
and overt struggles intertwined with covert struggles. 
In such situations, our troops have to withstand ex-
tremely stern political tests.36

 The larger point is that such missions are very im-
portant but very complicated. As such, “[a]lthough 
military operations other than war are not combat op-
erations, because they occur abruptly, require arduous 
duties and involve perilous circumstances of fairly 
long duration, the demands they place on the fighting 
spirit of officers and men is no less than wartime op-
erations.”37 Moreover, these are often linked to larger 
political, economic, social, or international issues note 
the AMS researchers. Writing from their roost in the 
higher echelon as a CMC-affiliated research institute, 
the authors are addressing all three layers of the PLA 
pyramid: “Most military operations other than war, 
such as emergency rescue, disaster relief, anti-terror-
ism, and stability maintenance, are closely linked to 
the international and domestic situations, and have a 
bearing on the national image, the nation’s economy 
and the people’s livelihood, and social stability.”38

 MOOTW performed inside the country involve 
close coordination with CCP organs, including grass-
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roots party entities, government entities, and “the 
People.” “To win victories in war, the armed forces 
must rely on the support of the people.”39 According 
to Senior Colonel Zhou and his co-authors, 

This is so in war operations, and also in military op-
erations other than war. Without the ardent support 
of local governments and the masses, it is hard for the 
armed forces to accomplish anything whether the mili-
tary operations are war or non-war. An important part 
of the political work in non-war military actions is to 
do a good job in maintaining the unity and cooperation 
between the military and the government, and between 
soldiers and civilians. [Moreover,] in carrying out the 
tasks of combating terrorists and maintaining stability 
in areas inhabited by national minorities, it is necessary 
to do a good job of providing personnel support in such 
aspects as national minorities, religion, language, and 
offering psychological counseling for soldiers . . . .

Outside the country the PLA also would encoun-
ter challenges. Knowledge about “foreign languages, 
laws, culture, and folkways in specific regions” is vi-
tally important.40

Third Dimension: Discourse Beyond the PLA 
Pyramid.

 There is a fundamental contradiction between 
debunking the “China Threat Theory” and the 
continued “rapid rise of China’s national military 
power.”41 This contradiction is rarely, if even openly, 
acknowledged; however, the clearest indication that it 
exists is the ongoing efforts underway since the mid-
1990s to counter the rising “China threat.” Indeed, 
Chinese leaders are making considerable efforts to 
persuade other countries that China does not pose a 
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threat to them. The double digit growth in the official 
defense budget over the past 20 years, along with peri-
odic provocative acts by the PLA and some incendiary 
rhetoric by military men, combine to call into question 
whether there may be a “civil-military gap” in China’s 
peaceful rise.42 Beijing has become increasingly aware 
of perceptions of a China threat in other countries 
and adopted increasingly sophisticated approaches to 
countering this international concern. Promotion of a 
“New Security Concept” in the 1990s morphed into 
projection of the “peaceful rise” slogan in less than a 
decade. The latter term was quickly amended to the 
less ominous “peaceful development.”43 

 The PLA dimension to this public relations cam-
paign has slowly ramped up. One of the first indica-
tions was the appearance of biannual defense white 
papers (preceded by a white paper on arms control 
in 1995) starting in 1998. Squarely aimed at a foreign 
audience, the document has become gradually more 
sophisticated, detailed, and lengthy. The aim is to 
respond to demands that China become more trans-
parent in defense matters. The 2008 Defense	 White	
Paper highlights the efforts of China’s armed forces 
in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief activi-
ties, especially but not exclusively domestically. The 
latest iteration marks the emergence of the acronym 
“MOOTW.” The acronym also appears on the Min-
istry of National Defense’s website. Significantly, 
the term appears alongside a peace sign icon only 
on the English language version of the webpage and 
is absent from the Chinese language version.44 This 
strongly suggests that use of the acronym is directed 
externally toward foreign audiences. Perhaps the pri-
mary purpose of the visit of General Xu Caihou to the 
United States in October 2009 was to highlight the nu-
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merous nonwar activities and heavily domestic focus 
of China’s armed forces in recent years to American 
audiences. The Vice Chairman of the CMC gave con-
siderable prominence to internal security concerns, 
including the multiple challenges Beijing faced in 
western China.45 The message Xu sought to get across 
was: China does not pose a military threat to anyone, 
including the United States.

CHALLENGES

 There are a number of significant challenges that 
become evident from the above contradictions. The 
horizontal contradictions in MOOTW are real but do 
not seem to be at the forefront of controversy within 
the PLA. The vertical contradictions may become more 
acute in the future but for now they remain manage-
able (see Challenge #3 below). The main contradiction 
at the center of the ongoing discourse among mem-
bers of the PLA is encapsulated in the so-called “two 
incompatibles.” The outward contradiction will also 
be a challenge.

Challenge # 1: Can the PLA Stay Focused?

 The PLA may be unable to focus, be spread too 
thin, and thereby “lose its way.” Indeed, this appears 
to be a significant fear within China’s military. This 
expansion of missions and operational capabilities 
may be an inevitable consequence of the PLA begin-
ning to move beyond a consuming focus on the Tai-
wan scenario.46 But the process of formally defining 
these missions and capabilities has come much soon-
er and in a more accelerated fashion because of the 
confluence of certain events in 2008—dramatically 
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improved cross-strait relations (following the March 
election of Ma Ying-jeou), PLA prominence in disas-
ter relief operations (January snow storm rescues and 
May Wenchuan earthquake relief operations), armed 
forces involvement in the August Beijing Olympics 
(performance participation and internal security), 
growing participation in peacekeeping operations (in-
cluding more than 300 soldiers to the African Union/
United Nations Hybrid Operation in Darfur, Sudan 
[UNAMID]), and the December decision to dispatch 
an anti-piracy task force to the Gulf of Aden. 

 The PLA is experiencing mission creep writ large. 
Repeatedly PLA authors stress the necessity of sol-
diers focusing on the “core (核心)” mission or capa-
bilities: warfighting. Indeed, regular and authoritative 
utterances of this mantra seem to be aimed at reassur-
ing Chinese soldiers. The party and military leader-
ship have gone to great lengths to stress this point—
perhaps reflecting the degree to which they sense that 
this is a burning issue among Chinese soldiers. As the 
Liberation	Army	Daily staff commentator stated in the 
wake of Hu Jintao’s talk to PLA delegates at the NPC 
in March 2009: “The military’s raison d’être is warf-
ighting. Throughout history . . . the fundamental duty 
of the military has always been to prepare for wars, 
curb wars, wage wars, and win wars.”47 

 A concentration on Taiwan contingencies helped 
PLA modernization by providing a clear target. A 
Taiwan scenario provided a tangible focus for the 
PLA to direct training, equipment, and force structure 
requirements. If this scenario recedes into the back-
ground or is relegated to the sidelines, the focus is lost. 
The value of a single scenario and challenge absorbing 
PLA thinking was that it enabled the military to make 
significant leaps in strategy, force planning, and oper-
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ational capabilities. As James Q. Wilson noted, when 
an organization can concentrate wholeheartedly on 
overcoming the challenges of one problem, significant 
and rapid progress can be forthcoming. A corollary of 
this propensity is that too many missions can sap an 
organization’s vitality and make it lose focus.48

Challenge # 2: Can the PLA Handle the 
Frustrations?

 The expansion of missions and tasks is a recipe 
for frustration within the PLA. Following from the 
above analysis, too many demands may result in the 
PLA feeling completely overwhelmed. There is clear-
ly already a widespread sense of frustration among 
some Chinese soldiers who feel they are being asked 
to do too much. In May 2009, editors at Liberation	Army	
Daily asked: “Fundamentally, what are the kinds of 
capabilities that the military needs? Just what kinds 
of requirements need to be brought to the forefront 
of core military capabilities?” The questions came in 
the introduction to an important article intended to 
provide some authoritative answers to the readers of 
the newspaper.49 Titled “Forge Military Capabilities in 
Sync with the Times,” the article was written by some-
one who would seem to have the respect of his com-
rades in arms in the Lower Echelon and whose words 
would likely carry weight with them—55-year-old 
Major General Wang Xixin (王西欣), a warfighter who 
commands one of the PLA’s most prominent units, 
the 38th Group Army stationed in the Beijing Military 
Region.50

 The bottom line is that the PLA does not want to 
be distracted from its “core” mission of warfighting 
and the senior political and military leadership have 
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waged a campaign of rhetoric to reassure the officer 
corps that this will not be a problem. Moreover, they 
have attempted to make the new historic missions and 
MOOTW more palatable to China’s soldiers. Accord-
ing to one set of authors writing from their location 
in the Shenyang Military Region headquarters of the 
Middle Echelon, “MOOTW expands the traditional 
scope of army tasks and enable the military forces 
to play a greater role in a broader scope of time and 
space.” The authors opined: “Relatively speaking, un-
derstanding of the military strategic guidelines has fo-
cused more on preparing for and winning wars . . . and 
insufficient attention has been given to MOOTW. This 
is not only because the strategic position of MOOTW 
has not been explicitly specified, but also that the 
strategic guiding principle for MOOTW has not been 
clarified.” The authors tentatively suggest the concept 
of “selective active participation” rather than trying to 
do everything.51

Challenge #3: Can the Warfighters and their  
Politico-Military Chain of Command Mitigate/ 
Manage the Tensions? 

 Among the unintended consequences of this for 
civil-military relations could easily be growing ten-
sions between the PLA and Party-State. While New 
Historic Missions provide expansive justification for 
continued defense spending, they can also raise unre-
alistic expectations among civilian leaders (and even 
among the Chinese people) of what the PLA can or 
should be able to do. Certainly these new missions 
preempt the possibility of a peace dividend looming 
in the absence of a Taiwan imperative.52 As tensions in 
the Taiwan Strait recede and perhaps even gradually 
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disappear, there may be voices claiming that less fund-
ing for defense is necessary, and these monies can be 
allocated to other worthy projects. However, unlikely 
as this eventuality may be, the New Historic Missions 
require significant defense outlays. Defense spending 
is rarely—if ever—deemed by military professionals 
to be adequate to meet programs considered essential 
to national security (hence the existence of the first 
contradiction identified above). 

 Yet, equal if not greater aggravation may be di-
rected at the wide spectrum of MOOTW that threatens 
to place ever-increasing demands on the PLA. In con-
versations this writer had with PLA researchers in the 
aftermath of the Wenchuan earthquake, for example, 
they appeared perturbed by the demands placed upon 
the military in relief operations. When this writer was 
asked what he thought of the PLA response to the 
disaster, he answered that he was full of admiration 
for the heroism and herculean efforts of Chinese sol-
diers. Nevertheless, it seemed to him that the armed 
forces were ill-equipped to handle the scope or scale 
of the disaster. The PLA researchers readily agreed 
remarking on the factors that had hampered rescue 
efforts including a lack of appropriate equipment and 
transportation. In particular, they cited a lack of heli-
copters. One officer remarked that if only China had 
a “FEMA” (Federal Emergency Management Agency)
equivalent organization then this would lessen the 
onus on the PLA.53

Challenge #4: Can the PLA Disarm Its Foreign 
Critics?

 The PLA has an ongoing global PR campaign to 
persuade other countries that China does not pose 
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a military threat: China is peaceful and defensive-
minded. Chinese soldiers stress that the double-digit 
annual growth in the defense budget does not mean 
that China is girding for war or territorial conquest. The 
PLA’s growing capabilities are regularly documented 
in annual U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) reports 
on Chinese military power, constantly analyzed by 
researchers and analysts in open source publications 
such as this conference series, as well as scrutinized 
by the media. The absence in recent years of military 
provocations in the Taiwan Strait can help but con-
tinued inflammatory rhetoric by senior soldiers and 
on-going incidents between Chinese forces and those 
of other countries—notably the United States and Ja-
pan—directly contradict the image of a peaceable and 
non-threatening rising power that Beijing desires to 
promote.

CONCLUSION

 Different entities and echelons within the PLA 
are faced with reconciling contradictions, confronting 
challenges, and maneuvering around doctrine as they 
grapple with the 2003 MSG and subsequent modifi-
cations. The New Historic Missions pose daunting 
dilemmas for China’s ground forces. But one of the 
greatest challenges across the PLA will be to maintain 
focus, something many soldiers seem to recognize. 
Other challenges to be confronted are managing the 
competing interests of different services as well as the 
tensions between echelons. Top level politico-military 
leaders appear aware of these and are engaged in try-
ing to mitigate these frustrations. The PLA will also 
need to reconcile a number of contradictions. The most 
fundamental contradiction is the one between the de-
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mands of military modernization and the limited re-
sources provided by the party-state. A second set of 
contradictions are between mechanization and infor-
matization, and between the requirements of warfare 
and MOOTW. Further contradictions are spawned by 
the complex operational challenges of MOOTW which 
are of particular concern to the ground forces: contra-
dictions between self and enemy, and contradictions 
among the people. Lastly, there is the implicit contra-
diction between the PLA’s ongoing robust program 
of modernization and Beijing’s continuing campaign 
to persuade the rest of the world that China does not 
pose a military threat to anyone.

 To conclude, the core contradictions that the PLA 
has been grappling with in the past few years are the 
second set. It is this set of contradictions—dubbed the 
“two incompatibles” that has been the focus of PLA 
discourse. The message to China’s soldiers—deliv-
ered in 2009 by none other than Hu Jintao himself—is 
that the contradictions are not as severe as some have 
made them out to be. According to Hu and others, the 
key focus of the PLA ought to be on honing its mili-
tary capabilities to wage war. In sum, while MOOTW 
is important, most important is being ready to fight 
and win China’s future wars.

 What can one say about the larger significance of 
this analysis? First of all, the research offers important 
hints as to where the PLA is heading and differences 
within the military. The study provides a key window 
into the formulation and development of military doc-
trine. It is the PLA itself that seems to play the dominant 
role in formulating doctrine. If the discourse in recent 
years over the New Historic Missions is any indica-
tion, doctrine is developed through a dialectic process 
with significant vertical and horizontal dimensions as 
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well an internal/external dimension. However, the 
involvement external to the PLA pyramid appears to 
be very limited. What little nonmilitary input within 
China that might occur would be at the apex through 
CMC Chair Hu Jintao. But since Hu has no appreciable 
military experience or expertise this is likely to be only 
of a very general broad brush variety. External input 
may also penetrate from outside of China via the in-
ternal/external dimension, but this discourse may be 
only one-way traffic—going outward.

 There is also significant continuity in the PLA’s 
doctrinal evolution and traditions. Doctrine appears 
to evolve gradually with considerable continuity 
with the past. The New Historic Missions announced 
by Hu in 2004, seem consistent with the “peacetime 
guidelines” outlined in the Science	of	Strategy (战略学) 
published in 1999 by the National Defense Univer-
sity Press.54 The recent changes are the latest develop-
ments in an on-going gradual transformation, which 
began in the mid-1980s, away from a consuming focus 
on war, along with increasing doctrinal sophistication 
and complexity. Moreover, the noncombat missions 
of the PLA identified in the first decade of the 21st cen-
tury hark back to the PLA’s long-standing traditions 
as a productive force and an educative force.

 Close monitoring of this doctrinal discourse can 
provide a valuable indicator of whether the PLA is be-
coming more or less threatening. It allows one to peek 
at the future trajectory—to discern where China’s mil-
itary is headed. It is a data point for identifying trends 
in intra-PLA relations and in civil-military relations. 
Lastly, it can suggest fruitful opportunities for other 
countries to draw the PLA out of its shell for military-
to-military exchanges.
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CHAPTER 4

CHANGING CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS IN 
CHINA

You Ji

Daniel Alderman

 The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) celebrated 
its 82nd birthday in August 2009. Compared with 
earlier milestones in 1927 and 1949, the PLA today 
is very different. Among the many changes that the 
PLA has undergone, its dramatic change vis-à-vis the 
PRC’s civilian leadership has been most visible.1 This 
can be concretely tested by Hu Jintao’s way of com-
manding the military, which represents a sharp con-
trast with all his predecessors. Simply put, he is the 
first Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leader whose 
power consolidation is not through first controlling 
the gun. He is the first post-Mao leader whose control 
of the gun is based on first establishing a high level of 
popularity in the Party and society and then acquir-
ing military compliance; and he is also the first leader 
who commands the military without first creating a 
structural personnel network within the Party and the 
PLA to manage powerful generals. Are these novel-
ties permanent features of a new kind of civil-military 
relations in the making in China, or are they just an 
isolated development due to the personal leadership 
style of one particular Party leader?2 Whatever the 
answer is, it further intensifies the on-going debate in 
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the field about the continued relevance of the concept 
of symbiosis (休戚与共), the analytical framework that 
PLA analysts have applied to the study of CCP/PLA 
relations for many years.3 If the concept of symbiosis 
has indeed become obsolete, what new theoretical 
framework should we use to guide our study on this 
important issue?
 This chapter will assess the changes in China’s 
civil-military relations as part of its overall political 
transformation. In order to assess these changes, this 
chapter analyzes the major trends that are taking place 
within China’s civil-military relations as China’s tradi-
tionally symbiotic relationship undergoes a period of 
transition. When placed together, the elements of the 
symbiotic framework in transition form a relationship 
in which the PLA seems to be wielding increasing au-
tonomy over its modernization and national security 
decisionmaking, while civilian leadership is primarily 
exerted at the pentacle of power in Hu Jintao and the 
Central Military Committee (CMC).4 This chapter will 
use two case studies to highlight these changes: Hu’s 
command of the PLA and his Taiwan policy. 

CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS BEYOND 
SYMBIOSIS

 Until recently, the concept of symbiosis captured 
the essence of CCP/PLA relations. For a long time, the 
two most powerful institutions in China were fused 
in the governing process. And, the lack of functional 
differentiation and clear institutional boundaries be-
tween the two underlined their unique ties. The Party 
in uniform informs the nature of communist civil-mil-
itary relations,5 and symbiosis has traditionally been 
the foundation for communist rule worldwide. 
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Civil-Military Symbiosis: Identifying the Changes 
and Continuities.

 How has post-Mao reform altered this pattern of 
CCP/PLA interaction? The obsolescence of symbiosis 
as a defining concept is now a common view.6 The di-
versification of Party/PLA interests has exerted strong 
impact on Party/army interaction and led prominent 
scholars to explore replacement of symbiosis as the 
dominant theoretical paradigm.7 
 The paradigm symbiosis is built on four pillars in 
Party/PLA relations: (1) a common ideological and 
revolutionary ferment; (2) an overlapping personnel 
structure reflecting an integrated decisionmaking pro-
cess at the apex of power;8 (3) a nearly equal political 
status; and (4) shared mentality and vested interests in 
governance. These four pillars have historically pro-
vided channels for Party penetration into the military 
and for PLA intervention in civilian politics (相互渗
透). As a result, the PLA acquired a political role.
 Changes have taken place in all of these four pa-
rameters, giving rise to a new pattern of civil-military 
interplay. First, revolution is no longer an organiza-
tional objective for the PLA. It simply describes its 
willing subordination to the Party with no forced 
ideological hold on soldiers. Second, the overlapping 
personnel structure is basically undone. There is no 
politician in uniform in the country.9 The minimized 
PLA presentation at the apex of power has become 
largely functional. The Party owns the procedural 
control over the appointments of the top brass, but 
these appointments are mainly based on CMC nomi-
nations.10 Third, the military’s status in the political 
system is crucial, as it holds the final say to the settle-
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ment of most serious Party disputes, proven by its 
role in 1966, 1976, and in 1989. Yet one major change 
in China’s political system is despecialization of PLA 
status in both state apparatus and society, partly due 
to the design of CCP leaders learning the lesson of 
the Cultural Revolution, and partly due to the PLA’s 
own choice of reducing its involvement in nonprofes-
sional affairs. In the public’s eye, the PLA is one of the 
important institutions in government, not above any 
other in the system, such as the State Council.
 The changes in the fourth category are subtler. The 
PLA shares the Party’s determination to maintain the 
existing system and makes itself available to answer 
the Party’s call for actions against any organized op-
position. Therefore, the remnants of symbiosis are 
still visible, and today the Party and the PLA firmly 
stick together. The military supports the CCP, which 
respects the military’s voice on major national is-
sues and provides it with the best resources possible. 
Thence, the PLA has little incentive or need to disobey 
the Party when its privileges are guaranteed. At a time 
short of crisis, the current formula of the PLA backing 
the civilians’ political agenda in exchange of their sup-
port to its modernization will continue to hold.
 Within civilian-military relations, many long-
term and strategic challenges lie in the domestic front, 
namely how the PLA positions itself in the tripartite 
relations between the Party and society, in which the 
latter two are not always in harmony. The number of 
organized protests in China is mounting.11 But these 
protests have been social and economic in nature, pos-
ing no immediate pressure on the military to make a 
choice. However, given the nature of the country’s 
stressful state/society relations, when these protests 
are resolved, they are social and economic, but when 
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they become hard to suppress, they become highly 
political. The prospects that the PLA is ordered to do 
the mission of cleaning the street remain constant. 
China has entered a risky period of transformation.12 
The Tiananmen event has made PLA officers reluctant 
to be drawn into a clampdown on large-scale civic 
protests.13 This shows that the real test would come 
only when a major social crisis occurs. The PLA’s un-
conditional support to the Party is a foregone conclu-
sion in a symbiotic relationship, but as the nature of 
this relationship changes over time, such a conclusion 
cannot be drawn with high confidence in a situation of 
major social crisis.
 A hypothesis can be raised that symbiosis is a tran-
sitional phenomenon, found in transitional regimes 
and reflecting a course of gradual transformation. In 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), the 
ties between the ruling party and the military seemed 
to be symbiotic in peacetime. Yet once they no longer 
saw their common survival in the same boat, the mili-
tary placed its own interests above those they used to 
share.14 This was a natural and an unavoidable choice 
under enormous internal and external pressure, as 
the Soviet Red Army decided in 1991 that defend-
ing the Party would be too costly and fundamentally 
jeopardize its own key interests. A painful divorce 
occurred. The Soviet case revealed that the symbi-
otic civil-military relationship is neither a given, nor 
unshakable. This divorce was the result of a military 
embracing professionalism, deemphasizing ideology 
and protecting its own prestige. The trigger for this 
is often irreconcilable confrontation between the state 
and society, which imposes the ultimate choice upon 
communist armed forces.
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 China’s case is a lot more complicated. However, 
similar catalysts for change are discernable in most 
societies in transition. Organizational atrophy is a rule 
for all political institutions. This is especially logical 
for a ruling party, which is huge in size and possesses 
enormous resources, but is under no effective system 
of checks and balances. The pace of Party atrophy is 
logically faster than that of a professional, highly disci-
plined, and relatively small organization like the PLA. 
This organizational logic is further enhanced by the 
inherent contradictions in a symbiotic civil-military 
relationship—the military being the one servant serv-
ing two masters: the Party, which remains monolithic; 
and the society, which becomes increasingly more 
pluralistic. Indeed, the PLA defines itself as a Party’s 
army, a people’s army, and a professional army.15 
However, these three features may clash against each 
other, especially during a time of crisis. The factors 
that drove traditional dynastic cycles present them-
selves in present time, and are mostly embodied in 
official corruption and state/society tensions. In the 
long run, dichotomous institutional imperatives may 
create fault zones in Party control of the gun. More-
over, there has been no permanent symbiotic civil-
military relationship in China’s recorded history. 

Conceptualizing Emerging Trends: Shared PLA/
Party Interests?

 The changes mentioned above are significant, but 
at the present time they are embedded in continuities 
of close CCP/PLA bondage of 82 years of mutual sup-
port. Military subordination to the civilians remains 
a strong tradition in Chinese military culture,16 which 
has been reinforced by the Party with numerous new 
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ways of organizational and spiritual control over the 
soldiers. Despite all the changes in civil-military re-
lations, the traditions of the old guard linger on in 
the post-Deng era. For instance, the first thing a new 
conscript does after entering the barracks is to express 
an oath in front of the Party banner, shouting that he 
would sacrifice everything to protect the Party. The 
Party’s psychological hold on soldiers should not be 
underestimated, as the majority of them take obedi-
ence to the Party for granted throughout their service 
career. 
 There are several cases that exemplify this trend. 
In a 1993 trip to the Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN), General Chi Haotian announced that, 
at the request of the Party, the PLA pledged not to use 
force to settle the South China Sea disputes when oth-
er claimants continued to occupy islets there. Again in 
2002, China’s signing of the ASEAN Treaty of Amity 
legally tied the PLA’s hands for further actions. In the 
early 1990s, the PLA was doubtful about Lee Teng-
hui’s intention to conduct secret contact with Beijing,17 
but it followed Jiang’s peace initiative toward Taiwan 
embodied in his 1995 8-point declaration, whose em-
phasis on “Chinese do not fight Chinese” amounted 
to half-way discarding the use of military means to 
resolve the Taiwan issue. Yet it backed Jiang anyway. 
When the PLA’s research for upgrading land and sea-
based long-range nuclear missiles was at a crucial 
stage, it accepted the civilian order to terminate nu-
clear tests in 1996, which probably delayed warhead 
miniaturization. Furthermore, answering the call 
of the Party, the PLA gave up its vast economic and 
commercial machine in 1998. After the EP-3 incident 
in 2001, the PLA ordered its combat units monitor-
ing U.S. military spy activities in both the South and 
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East China Seas to exercise maximum restraint, again 
following the Politburo’s decision.18 Furthermore, 
there is a long lasting discrepancy between civilian 
and military interests over the military’s budget. The 
PLA’s structural shortfall in funding has stimulated 
PLA strategists to persistently require an increase 
in the military’s share of 1.7 percent in the gross do-
mestic product (GDP) total to 3 percent, and from 8 
percent in government expenditure to 12-15 percent.19 
Apparently, the civilian leaders have not budged. The 
fact that no matter how reluctantly the PLA has swal-
lowed what is imposed upon it indicates that it is very 
conscious of civilian supremacy over it. 
 On the other hand, PLA subordination has been 
rewarded in this relationship of shared interests with 
the Party that defines the relationship today. Actual 
civil-military interest-sharing has served as a political 
foundation for the PRC’s political system from which 
each organization benefits enormously. Additionally, 
interest-sharing is grounded on their shared national 
goal of making China socially stable, economically 
prosperous, and militarily powerful (富国强兵).20 In 
addition, the PLA actively embraces the Party’s pro-
motion of nationalism, concretely expressed by their 
shared determination to safeguard Beijing’s sover-
eignty over domestic governance and territorial in-
tegrity. For instance, anti-Taiwan independence has 
become a key ideological anchorage for Party/mili-
tary interaction. The PLA’s focus on external threats 
is enhanced by its deeply rooted anti-Americanism 
that has translated into support for the Party’s goal 
of power consolidation at home and preparation for 
international conflict. 
 In 1999, the Party decided to accelerate prepa-
ration for war and made military modernization a 
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top national priority, paralleling Deng’s principle of 
economics in command, much to the delight of PLA 
generals. War preparation has enhanced the PLA’s 
special place in China’s overall development.21 On 
the other hand, military transformation serves CCP 
efforts to raise China’s international profile, which in 
turn enhances the Party’s popularity with the soldiers. 
Inevitably, building a capable fighting force entails 
sustained inputs of resources. Although short of PLA 
expectations, CCP leaders have ensured the rise of de-
fense expenditures in keeping with the GDP growth 
rate. The National	Defense	Law provides the legal basis 
for the double-digit military budget increase in the 
last 2 decades. The special interest-sharing relations 
between the CCP and the PLA are reflected in the fact 
that few ruling parties in the world are as nice as the 
CCP is to the PLA and vice versa.
 
Conceptualizing Emerging Trends: Promoting PLA 
Professionalism.
 
 The ultimate interests sought by the PLA as a key 
power group concern the improvement of its combat 
capabilities and corporate identity. Preparation for 
war is now the center of all its work, and everything 
else serves the goal of winning the next war.22 This has 
made irreversible the trend of PLA professionaliza-
tion, which has a profound impact on long term civil-
military ties. At the moment, a delicate balance has 
been struck by the two sides: if professionalism helps 
create a strong, subordinate, and noninterventionist 
PLA, it serves the best interests of the Party: protect-
ing the CCP’s hold on power, while allowing the PLA 
to concentrate on its professional pursuits. 
  What CCP leaders have done in this regard is sim-
ilar to what civilians in other states do: have soldiers 
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obsessed more with the high-tech “toys” than with 
elusive politics. The outcome of this arrangement is the 
joint CCP/PLA promotion of military professionalism 
as a way for the former to use objective control mea-
sures to supplement its traditional subjective control 
mechanisms.23 Promoting PLA professionalism thus 
serves as a practical point of departure from Maoist 
strong-man control based on factional manipulation, 
overt ideological indoctrination and routine politici-
zation. 
 There is consensus in the field that the PLA is 
rapidly professionalizing. However, true PLA profes-
sionalization is possible only alongside a high level of 
depoliticization (去政治化). Here debate arises on how 
depoliticized the PLA has become.24 There are signs 
of depoliticization in the PLA, based on a relatively 
narrow perspective that the officers have largely taken 
a noninterventionist approach to the Party’s internal 
strife and to civilians’ decisionmaking process on non-
defense matters. 
 In further exploring this professionalization, it is 
important to note that the PLA’s information technol-
ogy (IT)/revolution in military affairs (RMA)-driven 
transformation has made the PLA a high-tech force, 
increasingly unsuitable for domestic missions involv-
ing street control. The rapid changes within the com-
position of the PLA’s personnel structure, as reflected 
by ever-rising proportions of returned students from 
foreign countries, graduates from civilian universities, 
and noncommissioned conscripts, contributes to the 
PLA’s “expertise and corporateness.”25 In the West, 
the military has basically curbed its influence within 
the national security policymaking process.26 The 
question for the PLA is whether its trend of noninter-
vention on matters other than defense can be institu-
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tionalized so that the generals’ noninterventionism 
can go beyond being a self-imposed choice to being a 
self-conscious culture, producing soldiers of political 
neutrality. Such an end will depend on several con-
ditions. First, on-going gradual political change con-
tinues to derevolutionize the Party and reshape the 
military’s objectives, e.g., from internally oriented to 
externally focused. Second, this popular depoliticiza-
tion continues to influence new conscripts who are 
changing the PLA from within, e.g., graduates from 
civilian universities bringing a worldly middle class 
mentality to the officer corps. Third, China’s zeal for 
globalization and the PLA’s study of Western military 
science and technology help it accept international 
norms for civil-military relations. There is no doubt 
that western military science has been the dominant 
paradigm shaping Chinese military thinking since 
the early 1990s. IT/RMA insights now guide the PLA 
in formulating national defense strategy and combat 
doctrines of all four services. It is doubtful, however, 
whether western ideas of objective control, especially 
in the form of state, not partisan, command of the 
gun, have deeply penetrated the minds of officers. Al-
though they eagerly embrace western military think-
ing, the majority of them simply do not distinguish 
the Party from the state. 
 On the other hand, relatively apolitical techno-
crats, e.g., graduates from civilian universities, have 
started to take over command within the lower lev-
els of the PLA hierarchy, a sign of rising profession-
alism within the officer corps. This will increasingly 
have an impact on the “red” (loyal to the Party) versus 
“expert” (commitment to professionalism) discourse. 
The former is often a Party imposition upon soldiers 
for how to think and behave, and the latter is often 
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a natural requirement for officers operating sophisti-
cated high-tech equipment. PLA history has proved 
that this discourse is inherently self-contradictory and 
underlies the Party’s continuous call for the PLA to 
resist western ideas of “delinking party-military ties,” 
“depoliticization,” and “nationalizing” the PLA.27 The 
danger to CCP control over the gun is clear: Party 
control, based on ideational indoctrination, is progres-
sively diluted as the PLA undertakes internal changes 
driven by IT/RMA transformation. This explains why 
the CCP continues to emphasize its “absolute control 
over the gun.”
 Specifically, rising PLA professionalism can be 
gauged by the military’s retreat from societal politics, 
as it is no longer an organ of CCP grass-roots mobili-
zation. Furthermore, the PLA has relinquished “peo-
ple’s war doctrine” and related combat models, as 
these are irrelevant to its future mode of engagement: 
no land invasion of China is imaginable for a long 
time to come. Thus, these events gradually undercut 
the so-called natural ties between a revolutionary 
military and a politicized population that previously 
enhanced the symbiotic civil-military relationship in 
the name of a “nation-in-arms.” The PLA has ridded 
itself of many nonprofessional missions that impeded 
it from exercising its primary functions of national de-
fense. Increasingly, professionalism defines the value 
judgments of PLA soldiers and encourages them to be 
preoccupied with the business of war. Indirectly the 
emphasis on “expert” erodes a foundation of “red.” 
Additionally, corporate identity is a double-edged 
sword for civil-military relations in all transforming 
societies: a united military contributes to the ruling 
party when both sides share strategic interests, but 
this could become a problem if their interests diverge 
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over major issues. To the CCP, an exclusive PLA cor-
porate identity as a result of officer unity undermines 
the foundation of the Maoist divide-and-rule method 
of control, which is still useful for the Party to counter 
the possibility of a powerful and politically ambitious 
general. Gradually, new rules have emerged govern-
ing the changing civil-military relations in the post-
Deng era. Apparently, these rules are inherently at 
odds with symbiosis.

Conceptualizing Emerging Trends: Codifying CCP/
PLA Interaction.

 PLA professionalism has been instrumental in al-
lowing the CCP and the PLA to institutionalize (制度
化) their relations during the post-Mao period. Institu-
tionalization is a rule-based control mechanism, and it 
is the best weapon to curb interventionist tendencies 
from both civilian and military leaders.28 The essence 
of China’s post-Mao military reform is to regulate the 
PLA’s political role in the country’s political and so-
cial system, based on a CCP/PLA understanding on 
the danger of military interventionism in domestic 
politics. At the same time that Party officials are offi-
cially barred from intruding into PLA affairs, they are 
especially prohibited from forging any unauthorized 
contacts with PLA generals for the purpose of political 
lobbying.29 To the CCP, the significance of institution-
alization is that it can help avoid the worst of Mao’s 
practice of using the gun to settle internal party dis-
putes. 
 Ironically however, the best institutional safe-
guard for the CCP and the PLA that creates a good 
fence between them is Mao’s formula of 政治局议政, 
军委议军 (the Politburo takes charge of political affairs 
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and the CMC military affairs). This has been codified 
in order to govern the interactions between these two 
most powerful institutions.30 These codified rules are 
sanctioned by an emerging culture in civil-military 
relations, which has created a deeply rooted taboo in 
the minds of both civilian and military leaders not to 
step beyond this red line.31 The leaders who intrude 
into areas of responsibility other than their own have 
been punished politically, as seen by the lesson of 
Yang Shangkun (杨尚昆) and Yang Baibing (杨白冰)
who in 1992 used the PLA to back up Deng’s way of 
reform without CMC approval. This unauthorized 
PLA interference with civilian leadership was the im-
mediate cause for their removal from PLA top com-
mand. Since then, no such case has been repeated. 
Clearly, this lesson has been learned with sincerity 
from both sides. Indeed, institutionalization cuts both 
ways for the CCP and the PLA, and it has placed the 
commander in chief in a most advantageous position 
for moving between exerting party leadership over 
the PLA and soliciting military support for his policy 
initiatives. Jiang and Hu have effectively used exist-
ing civilian institutions for control and to compensate 
for their weakness vis-à-vis the generals and have had 
PLA support for their major policies. 
 In principle, the decisionmaking process concern-
ing matters of national defense and national security 
is now structured in regular and formal meetings of 
the relevant parties after lengthy consultations and 
debate among different interests.32 Less known, how-
ever, are the concrete channels of communication be-
tween the PLA and state agencies over specific cases 
that have strong domestic and international signifi-
cance. One example is the PLA shooting down Feng	
Yun-1C, a meteorological satellite, on January 11, 
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2007. Because of the foreign ministry spokesman’s ig-
norance of the event during a news conference at the 
time, some analysts believed that it was an indepen-
dent PLA act.33 This chapter argues that this is not the 
case. There is no doubt that the antisatellite weapon 
(ASAT) proposal came from the CMC, where Hu’s ap-
proval was crucial and needed to be cleared by civil-
ians in the Politburo Standing Committee (PSC). This 
conforms to Hu’s leadership style, which stresses col-
lective responsibility and civil-military coordination 
on key national security matters that are of grave in-
ternational consequence. Technically, the satellite was 
owned by a civilian body, the Central Meteorological 
Bureau under the State Council. It is inconceivable 
that the PLA could knock it down without any prior 
consultation with the State Council, because the po-
litical consequences were simply too huge. Moreover, 
the PLA needed specific data from the Bureau in its 
long preparation for the operation, e.g., data acquisi-
tion of the satellite. Therefore, the PLA could not do 
the test without civilian assistance. The question is at 
what level the bureaucrats were notified about it. It 
is apparent that neither the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs nor the State Meteorological Bureau was senior 
enough to be involved in the decisionmaking process, 
but this does not mean that their top heads were not 
informed before the missile launch. 
 The civilians at various state agencies are not in a 
position to monitor, still less oppose, any PLA initia-
tive proposed by the CMC, approved by the PSC and 
pursued in the name of national security. Their role 
is simply to help the PLA implement the initiative, 
as seen from the PLA’s missile exercises in 1996 and 
the Sino-Russo joint exercise in 2005. Yet civil-military 
coordination on matters that could have a deep im-
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pact on China’s relations with major world powers, 
especially with the United States, are taken seriously 
in regard to anticipated or unforeseen events, such as 
the U.S. Naval Ship (USNS)	Impeccable encounter. To 
the PLA, it was electronic warfare, not just a diplomat-
ic incident, as the ship was perceived to be stealing 
vital information about China’s nuclear submarines. 
Therefore, advanced counter plans (预案) have been 
formulated to deal with this quasi-war situation. Yet 
in order to lower the intensity of confrontation, it was 
the militia that was dispatched to the scene with PLA 
back-up. Therefore, civilians’ assistance was impor-
tant. Like the U.S. aircraft EP-3 event before it, Chi-
nese action was carefully executed according to the 
predetermined rules of engagement, and thus it was 
unlikely independent behavior by the soldiers at the 
front line. During the EP-3 incident, Wang Wei may 
have implemented the plan with more zeal than nec-
essary, but it was not likely a breach of discipline. 

Conceptualizing Emerging Trends: Guaranteeing 
Military Autonomy.

 The post-Deng leaders have realized that insti-
tutionalized civil-military relations can be achieved 
only when civilians and generals strike a balance be-
tween effective civilian control and sufficient military 
autonomy. Without the former, the military may be 
tempted to maximize its gains at the expense of other 
political and social interests. Without the latter, ci-
vilian control can be intrusive and bilateral relations 
become unstable. Only when the military has enough 
autonomy, will it become less interventionist in inner 
party politics. In the post-Deng era, the trend toward 
promoting military autonomy has been a focus of in-
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stitutionalization within civil-military relations. In 
other words, a level of autonomy is the precondition 
for the PLA to reshape of the relationship of symbiosis 
with the Party.
 At the organizational level, thanks to the unparal-
leled power of the CMC, which is made up entirely by 
professional soldiers except for its chair, the military 
has achieved a relatively independent status vis-à-
vis the center of state power. This can be seen from 
the following points. In terms of the decisionmaking 
process, the CMC is under the Politburo in the Party’s 
hierarchical chain. However, in actuality it operates 
largely outside the latter’s reach under the formula 
of “政治局议政, 军委议军 (the Politburo takes charge 
of political affairs and the CMC military affairs),” as 
mentioned earlier. Unless invited, no civilian Polit-
buro member can sit in CMC weekly meetings where 
key decisions are decided by the top brass. But, some 
of the key decisions may be presented to weekly Po-
litburo or PSC meetings for approval. The next step is 
normally a formality, as CMC proposals are already 
agreed to by the General Secretary. On personnel mat-
ters, the CC Central Organizational Department for-
mally transferred PLA cadre management responsibil-
ity to the PLA General Cadre Department on August 
14, 1950, at Mao’s order.34 This amounted to severing 
the Party’s command chain over the PLA’s personnel 
system. According to the current “PLA Active Duty 
Officer Appointment Regulations and Procedures,” 
with the CMC chair’s authorization in the form of his 
signature, the CMC can automatically appoint com-
manders up to the level of heads of the Dadanwei 
(大单位): headquarters departments, military regions, 
three special services, and the People’s Armed Police 
(PAP). No word is mentioned about the role of the 
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Party Center (党中央).35 This simply follows the tradi-
tion and privilege of Mao and Deng in selecting top 
PLA commanders without any need to seek Politburo 
opinion, not to say approval.36 The difference in the 
post-Deng era is that selection and approval of CMC 
members has to come through the Politburo process. 
However, this is exclusively based on CMC recom-
mendations because, first, members in the PSC are not 
personally familiar with PLA generals; and, second, 
they know personnel power is seriously guarded by 
the CMC chair. Moreover, ties between top civil and 
military leaders are predominantly business oriented, 
leaving little room for personal preference. Thus, Hu 
has further strengthened the CMC’s autonomy. Under 
Hu, PLA nominations have basically become profes-
sional and functional, with fixed terms and little con-
nection to civilian factional networks and major policy 
debates. Therefore, there is little need for PSC mem-
bers to oppose any particular appointee. Today, this 
pattern of PLA appointment has taken the form of a 
tradition—a norm and rules of the game. Both civil-
ian and PLA leaders know that any serious breach of 
this tradition could be both disruptive to civil-military 
interaction and politically expensive. Therefore, few 
people are likely to rock the boat.
 The lack of reinforceable organizational means 
over PLA personnel matters has resulted in CCP polit-
ical leadership over military affairs in the form of Par-
ty leadership in providing ideological guidance and 
the Party line to the PLA.37 The rhetoric Party	Center 
has gradually become an abstract concept to soldiers, 
as compared with the word CMC. The state adminis-
tration has no agency overseeing military affairs. This 
political division of power erects a firewall that allows 
the top brass to concentrate on military management. 
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At the policy level, while the Politburo is theoreti-
cally the ultimate forum for approving key military 
decisions, it is the PLA that creates policy initiatives 
for policies. This shows the Party’s respect for profes-
sional inputs. One example of this is that, since the 
1950s, the Party has never interfered with PLA efforts 
to formulate and revise national defense strategies. 
On issues of national security that involve both civil-
ian and military interests, the Politburo incorporates 
views from both sides. Key PLA leaders participate in 
these meetings and exchange views with representa-
tives from state agencies. It is a foregone conclusion 
that most military matters submitted to the Politburo 
will be approved automatically because the green light 
has already been given by the Party boss at a CMC fo-
rum.38 This paves the way for the CMC to exercise de-
cisionmaking power in a highly autonomous manner. 
At the administrative and operational levels, the PLA 
has gained the most autonomy, including personnel 
nomination and promotion, transfer, and punishment 
of senior officers; allocation of the military budget to 
the services; research of new weapons systems; re-
views of defense strategies; salary and social welfare 
matters; and so on. Additionally, the PLA’s legal and 
discipline authorities assume full autonomy in han-
dling their own criminal and other related cases. None 
of these, however, can be compared with the effect of 
the passage of Party and military elders who took it for 
granted to move across the civilian/military bound-
aries. Now, an unprecedented level of autonomy in 
managing its own affairs has presented the PLA with 
a decreased need and will to get involved in civilian 
politics. 
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HU JINTAO AND CHINA’S CHANGING  
CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS

 Hu Jintao’s authority construction since the 16th 
Congress has been very impressive and testified to 
many novel developments in the country’s social-po-
litical transformation in general and its civil-military 
relations in particular. From his example, it can be 
seen that Hu now exerts the principle civilian control 
over the PLA. Specifically, through both his rise to 
power and time in office, the emerging trends of civil-
military relations outlined above can be seen. 
 Hu Jintao has solidified his position as the top 
leader in charge of China’s military. In a report on the 
Wenchuan Earthquake rescue operations by the Gen-
eral Engineering Corps of the Second Artillery in June 
2008, it was advocated that the whole PLA should 
work hard to enhance Hu’s power of appealing (感
召力) and soldiers’ centripetal force (power) toward 
him (向心力). This new vocabulary was immediately 
captured by the PLA’s General Political Affairs De-
partment (GPAD). It sent out a directive in the same 
month, asking all PLA units to embrace the spirit of 
these two powers of Hu’s.39 Use of this kind of lan-
guage of worship has not been seen for quite some 
time, certainly not in the Jiang era, and was not even 
used to praise Deng. Another concrete measure to test 
the PLA’s stance toward Hu is the quickness of PLA 
top commanders to voice their personal support to his 
political initiatives. Immediately after Hu put forward 
his New Deal on harmonious society and scientific 
development in the CMC annual meeting in Decem-
ber 2005, the whole PLA was mobilized to study the 
call. All PLA headquarters quickly convened high 
level meetings to formulate measures of implementa-
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tion. The vocabulary is familiar, as it was expressed 
to support Mao and Deng before. The PLA Air Force 
Party Committee made it clear that supporting Hu’s 
idea of scientific development was a matter of politi-
cal attitudes on the part of soldiers.40 In other words, 
this symbolized the PLA’s loyalty to the new civilian 
leadership. Other services also pledged similar alle-
giance.41

Dealing with Transitional Uncertainties.

 Upon assuming office, Hu, like Jiang before him, 
confronted a huge challenge in authority building vis-
à-vis the PLA. At the core of this challenge is the reality 
that the old method of strongmen control, the way of 
Mao and Deng, is no longer viable. Yet the new meth-
od of control in the form of erecting institutionalized 
safeguards is still far from complete. If not handled 
properly, a transitional vacuum may emerge with mil-
itary strongmen or ambitious politicians inclined to 
manipulate the civil-military relations to their advan-
tage. This has happened many times in Chinese his-
tory. The many firsts about Hu’s power consolidation, 
mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, may have 
shown that the challenge has been coped well with, 
although it is still too early to conclude that a pattern 
has been molded for his successors to follow in the 
future. In a way, Hu’s new method of commanding 
the gun continues Jiang’s effort to turn the PLA into 
a professional and noninterventionist force, although 
still loyal to the Party. It keeps abreast with the Party’s 
own institutionalization of power. 
 Hu’s succession and consolidation strategy has at-
tributed to his quick ascendance as a powerful com-
mander in chief. This strategy minimized any un-
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predictability in his interaction with Jiang before he 
was confirmed as CMC chair in 2004. Primarily, he 
has timed his execution of control over the PLA cor-
rectly. For instance, Hu has been careful about what 
he should not do prematurely. Although as part of 
the succession plan he oversaw the PLA’s daily man-
agement since the beginning of 2004, he inspected its 
Western Hills Strategic Command Center only a few 
days after he was confirmed as CMC chair. This means 
that he avoided stepping into the areas of top opera-
tional command (i.e., the nuclear button), which is 
the institutional privilege of the CMC chair under the 
CMC one-man command system. Following the prin-
ciple that key military power should not be divided, 
all vice CMC chairs lead only under authorization of 
the chair.42 On major decisions, they are just top advi-
sors to the chair. Hu observed this tradition and strict 
regulations carefully.43 This is what Jiang’s emphasis 
on “understand politics” (讲政治) was about. 
 However, as soon as Hu took the helm, he exer-
cised his institutional power without any hesitation. 
He issued his strategic guidance for PLA develop-
ment, namely “three provides and one role”: provide 
the CCP with a political guarantee for its hold on pow-
er, provide the state with the security guarantee for 
its governance, and provide the nation with military 
capabilities to protect its best interests. The key role 
is to maintain world peace and regional stability.44 He 
wields his power of troop deployment and personnel 
appointment with determination. For instance, the 
troop deployment for the Wenchuan rescue was strict-
ly under his authorization, normally through General 
Cao Gangchuan (曹刚川) rather than Wen Jiabao (温
家宝).45 One of the reasons for Hu to cut short his trip 
to Italy for the G-8 meeting in July was that he had to 
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order PAP reinforcement to Xinjiang personally, upon 
listening to the situation report. 
 Generally speaking, Hu’s power consolidation 
strategy has the following features. Firstly, he main-
tained unity in the Politburo where Jiang’s appointees 
made the majority. To counter a lopsided equilibrium 
in their personnel line-up, Hu made a number of 
smart moves. He has allied with Wen on the basis of 
policy. Therefore, his support to Wen’s economic pol-
icy was reciprocated by Wen’s support to Hu’s idea 
of social harmony and scientific development. This 
helps prevent the emergence of major policy disagree-
ment, which is the most fatal threat to a new leader 
in the process of power consolidation.46 At the same 
time, Hu has managed a delicate equilibrium between 
Jiang’s nominees and other Politburo members. Hu 
cooperated well with Zeng Qinghong over personnel 
matters and supported non-Jiang appointees in their 
daily work. Therefore, Hu has been seen as posing no 
threat by most of Hu’s Politburo colleagues. The result 
is that no major factional strife has happened since Hu 
became the Party boss.47 This fundamentally removed 
the source of military intervention in Party factional 
politics.
 Second, Hu has chosen consolidation of his Party 
position as the precondition for controlling the gun, 
not the other way around. Deng and Jiang proved that 
with dominant authority in the Party, it is highly un-
likely they would be challenged by the PLA. Howev-
er, in building these two mutually supporting mecha-
nisms of control, Hu’s sequence is unusual. All of 
Hu’s predecessors used the PLA to command civilian 
politics. Hu is probably the first leader in CCP history 
to reverse this practice. Certainly what Hu has done 
was not his choice. The arranged succession denied 
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his control over the gun at the same time he became 
Party leader. Yet, that he was able to turn something 
negative into positive shows his political maturity. In 
a way, this also reflects the changing nature of China’s 
civil-military relations. 
 Third, soliciting popular support as a means of ci-
vilian control of the gun is not new, but neither Deng 
nor Jiang was able to achieve this at a high level, as 
they remained controversial among large sections of 
the population. Hu is the only key CCP leader against 
whom I have never heard something negative among 
Beijing’s taxi drivers.48 This is largely due to Hu’s re-
visionist social policy agenda that leans public finance 
towards under-privileged classes.49 This has resulted 
in his rising popularity among the masses, which has 
helped him lay a firmer civilian foundation to control 
the military. This outside-in method of commanding 
the gun turned out to be a more effective take-over 
plan than hasty penetration into the armed forces 
through creating a pro-Hu personal network. Tradi-
tionally, the latter way is a common practice for party 
leaders to control the gun. From Mao to Jiang the 
PLA was their primary power base and a short cut for 
power accumulation.50 However, this brought about 
unintended consequences: the factionalized top brass 
and increased military influence in domestic politics, 
to name a few. Hu’s reliance on the leader’s popular 
legitimacy as a method of civilian control over the gun 
is less risky than the tactics of divide-and-rule. 
 Finally, Hu takes good care of PLA interests and 
is thus welcome by the military. One of his early ef-
forts was to iron out a Party consensus on the IT/
RMA as a way of PLA transformation. His first formal 
speech on military affairs in a rare Politburo study 
session in May 2003 was designed to prepare for his 
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final takeover of PLA command. The IT/RMA theme 
of the speech reflected his commitment to helping 
quicken PLA transformation and war preparation.51 
Subsequently, this commitment to PLA reforms was 
concretely translated into his support of the PLA’s 
plan to build a blue water navy, strategic air force, 
reliable second strike missile force, and an army ca-
pable of joint warfare with other services. His support 
for the PLA’s war-preparation strategy, its selection 
of senior officers, and its request for a budgetary in-
crease furthers its professionalization and operational 
autonomy. He went to additional lengths in arranging 
two salary increases to officers in the last 4 years, in 
having dumplings with foot soldiers in remote border 
posts in every Spring Festival holiday and in bringing 
PLA uniforms to world standards. In discussing the 
new food and nutrition standards for first line solders 
that were implemented on July 1, 2009, Hu intervened 
a few times to pick the options that give the men bet-
ter supplies. For instance, each soldier can have a dai-
ly portion of 400 grams of meat, increased from 280 
grams. Even the proportion of lean meat is carefully 
worked out, something that has never happened to 
PLA foot soldiers before.52 Politics of the dinner table 
(饭桌上的政治) are connected to the politics of civil-
ian interaction with the military. During the Wench-
uan operations, Hu personally received 162 generals 
working in the front line and discussed with them ur-
gent matters on the spot. Many of them were deeply 
moved. Hu’s strong support to PLA transformation 
and his kind treatment to the rank and file of PLA sol-
diers have won him almost unconditional PLA sup-
port to his domestic policies, as shown by its support 
to his Taiwan policy. 
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Challenge Ahead: In Search of the Next  
Commander in Chief.

 Hu’s smooth command of the gun is based on his 
efforts to build a relative balance of different group-
ings at the apex of power. Additionally, his ability to 
avoid major policy disputes also makes it easier for 
his control of the military. At the moment and in the 
next few years, the biggest challenge for Hu to run 
the military is the selection of a new commander in 
chief acceptable to PLA soldiers, which has become 
routine with unavoidable cycles of succession. In a 
way, leadership consensus on social and economic 
policies is comparatively easy to reach but not on the 
issue of choosing an heir-apparent, which is more 
strategic and forces every top leader to take a position, 
as it would have a major impact on faction interests. 
What has not been discussed is one important reason 
for Hu’s smooth consolidation of power, that is, there 
had existed a general consensus on his succession ar-
rangement in the whole Party prior to his takeover. 
Now, this is not the case, as there has not emerged an 
undisputed “Mr. Right” to succeed him. Time is grow-
ing short.
 The first uncertainty is about the speculated Xi 
Jinping (习近平)-Li Keqiang (李克强) race. Clearly, Xi 
is strategically positioned to become the successor. 
He ranked number one in the CC’s primary vote for 
Politburo candidates in the lead-up to the 17th Party 
Congress and this gave him a good deal of legitimacy 
for the top job.53 However, this top vote has not been 
translated into a consensus on Xi’s ascent, which may 
have an unpredictable impact on his final confirma-
tion. One of the reasons for Hu’s successful succession 
is that he did not belong to any particular faction. Nor 
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was he inclined to form his own faction when in charge 
of the Party’s organizational affairs. Although Xi has 
tried to imitate Hu, there has been talk of him placing 
his former inferiors in leadership positions. His image 
as a key member of the princelings grouping is widely 
believed, and rightly or wrongly, generates difficulty 
for public acceptance of him as the ultimate leader.54
 The inclusion of Li in the PSC was well anticipated. 
When all of the criteria were considered, he seemed to 
have no contender: he enjoys the closest personal ties 
with Hu that can be traced back in the early 1980s; 
he is the only person among the nine new Politburo 
members who served two full terms as a CC member; 
and he held full ministerial/provincial posts for 10 
years. Therefore, he has the best seniority. Very im-
portantly, he had the ideal age of a bit over 50 in 2007, 
which would be crucial if Hu has to go for a third term 
completely or for a proportion of it. Prior to the pri-
mary vote, he seemed to be the sole candidate for the 
top job.
 In a way, listing Xi ahead of Li in the PSC was a 
surprise. Xi was just appointed to be Shanghai’s party 
boss a few months earlier. It has been extremely rare 
for this kind of quick transfer to happen in CCP his-
tory. If it was decided for him to take over Party af-
fairs from Zeng Qinghong in October and ultimately 
the Party’s helm, it would have been more logical to 
transfer him to Beijing directly from Zhejiang in April 
to assist Zeng in personnel matters for the 17th Con-
gress, a platform constructed to groom Hu in the 15th 
Congress. Logically, the decision on Xi was made 
promptly, but this was not helpful for a consensus to 
be brewed on him as the successor.
 It may well be a historical accident that Xi was 
placed ahead of Li. Xi is basically a politician versed 
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in Party affairs. In contrast, Li is basically a Party tech-
nocrat, interested more in China’s economic manage-
ment as shown by his choice of studying economics as 
his Ph.D. major. Going for the job of executive premier 
in charge of the national economy was his own sug-
gestion to the Party leadership.55 Xi and Li have got 
the jobs that suit them well, although the difference is 
huge when it comes to the finalization of the succes-
sion plan. If the claim is true that Li volunteered to go 
for the post of premier, he might have already given 
up the race, and this might have resolved a major chal-
lenge in the arranged succession and avoided a poten-
tial power struggle inherent in the dual candidature. 
 On the other hand, it may also be an accident that 
Xi ranks fifth and Li sixth in the 17th Supreme Peo-
ples’ Court (SPC), as traditionally the person running 
Party daily affairs is bureaucratically placed before the 
person running daily affairs of the State Council. In a 
way, it is not Xi ahead of Li, but his portfolio ahead of 
Li’s. This means that if the final choice is sought on an 
individual basis, Li is not yet out of the race. Today, 
Li’s job is probably tougher than Xi’s in that China’s 
economy has been at a crossroads. If a strong first vice 
premier capably assists a relatively weak premier in 
the next few years and succeeds in rectifying China’s 
economic ills, he remains a viable contender.56 Yet as 
time passes, swapping the sequence of the first and 
second candidates would cause an even more tremen-
dous backlash against the Party. Li’s chances are be-
coming increasingly smaller.
 The second uncertainty is the PLA’s position on Xi. 
Logically, this will remain unknown until Hu makes 
his final decision. Certainly, Hu will constantly con-
sult with the senior officers in the process. The Fourth 
Plenary Session of the CC (September 15-18) did not 
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nominate Xi as the first deputy CMC chair, against the 
speculation of many analysts. This means that Xi may 
not have been involved in managing PLA affairs.57 In 
fact, this was in agreement with the Party tradition 
that before the final card is opened all potential candi-
dates should keep away from PLA affairs, which serve 
as the indicator for the settlement of the issue. A pre-
mature involvement would complicate the whole pro-
cess. The challenge is that the successor’s participation 
in CMC affairs cannot be delayed too much either. It 
is an art for Hu to get the timing correct for bringing 
either Xi or Li on board.
 The PLA’s position is important in that it could 
reduce the negative impact on the unity of the Polit-
buro due to the sensitive nature of this issue, even if 
the heir-apparent is not indisputable. For a huge Party 
like the CCP with many leadership groupings, it is 
almost impossible for a fast consensus on one par-
ticular candidate to emerge. Hu, as a rare exception 
may not be repeated for a long time to come. Suc-
cession is unfolding constantly in disputes and even 
in factional strife. But Hu’s case shows that it can be 
well managed. If the PLA backs up Xi, these prob-
lems may be easily overcome. Xi has the closer ties 
with the military than all fifth generation leaders. His 
father, commissar of the First Field Army (第一野战
军), enjoyed a similar status with PLA marshals in the 
PLA. The 1st Group Army (第一集团军), which has 
provided a good number of the current PLA leaders 
(for instance, former chief of staff Fu Quanyou (傅全
有), former deputy chief of staff Wu Xuquan (吴旭全)
and the current chief of staff Chen Bingde (陈炳德), 
was under his command in the Civil War. In the early 
1980s, Xi served as the personal secretary to General 
Geng Biao (耿飚), who ran PLA daily affairs as CMC 
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Secretary General. This is a position at the divisional 
rank, better than most incumbent CMC members at 
that time. In terms of seniority, he is not inferior. More 
importantly, his CMC experience familiarized him 
with the skills of running PLA daily affairs, such as 
the procedures for cadre nomination and promotion, 
troop redeployment, budgetary allocation to different 
services, and nuclear launch procedures. As none of 
any other possible fifth generation leaders (born in the 
1950s) had any military experience, Xi is clearly in the 
best position to take over the CMC helm. This was one 
of the considerations of Zeng Qinghong who went to 
additional lengths to nominate Xi as his replacement.
 Yet the final say is Hu’s, given his now undis-
puted power vis-à-vis the PLA. His own choice was 
allegedly Li, whom he had groomed since 1982. Hu’s 
leadership style on personnel matters is to select ap-
pointees with minimal controversies. Clearly, Li is 
better than Xi in this regard. On the other hand, he is 
serious about the Party norms of collective leadership 
and majority rule. This was the reason why he could 
have blocked Zeng’s suggestion for a primary vote or 
later disregarded its result, but he chose not to do so. 
The failure of the incumbent leaders from Jiang to Hu 
in nominating their favored successors demonstrates 
the extent to which institutionalization of elite politics 
has evolved. But in Xi’s case, Hu would have to pay 
a high level of attention to PLA opinions.58 After all, 
the ability of the successor to secure PLA cooperation 
decides the fate of the CCP. 
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TAIWAN AS A TEST TO CHINA’S EVOLVING 
CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS

 As mentioned earlier, the continuation of the cur-
rent smooth civil-military relations depends on some 
preconditions. Prominent among them is the absence 
of major policy disagreement between these two pow-
erful institutions and, of course, within the Politburo. 
Therefore, this seemingly uneventful civil-military re-
lationship is not a given. Among the issues that may 
generate policy strife is the Taiwan challenge, espe-
cially at this moment when Beijing is substantially 
adjusting its Taiwan policy as a result of the regime 
change in Taipei in May 2008. The ease of tension pro-
vides both new opportunities and challenges to joint 
CCP/PLA management of Taiwan affairs.

Civil-Military Convergence on a Taiwan Policy.

 There has been a broad civil/military consensus 
on a Taiwan policy, which has been defined by war 
avoidance. But at the same time, civilians’ lofty rhet-
oric contrasts with tough PLA remarks. This is par-
ticularly true in Hu’s case, who has seldom used any 
threatening language in commenting on Taiwan af-
fairs.59 The usual talk about a discord between civilian 
and military leaders over the Taiwan issue has been 
exaggerated. They share a strategic view that anti-
independence efforts have to be firm and persistent.60 
Beijing’s Taiwan policy is built upon two bases: peace-
ful inducement for reunification, and threat of force 
against independence. It is only natural that civilians 
emphasize the former and officers the latter. Any dis-
cussion of the PLA’s role in Beijing’s Taiwan policy 
process needs to trace the sources of their functional 
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differences that are often times interpreted as policy 
differences. 
 Institutionally, it is hard for major policy disagree-
ment to emerge. The Party’s Small Leading Group on 
Taiwan Affairs(对台工作领导小组) largely runs Tai-
wan Affairs on behalf of the CMC. Put another way, 
Hu is chair of the Group more because he is com-
mander in chief than because he is the Party boss.61 
Ultimate PLA control of Beijing’s Taiwan policy could 
be traced back to a deliberate design of Mao in the 
1950s when Taiwan affairs were exclusively military 
affairs. The report on Taiwan affairs by civilian agen-
cies was sent to the CMC. The Small Group was estab-
lished in 1978 when Beijing decided that the Taiwan 
challenge should not be dealt with by military means 
only. Contacts with old Kuomintang (KMT) friends/
foes needed to be restored as a platform for a new 
Taiwan policy pronounced by Ye Jianying (叶剑英) in 
1979. This highlighted the Group’s missions of united 
front work. Yet, the bulk of the Taiwan affairs were 
handled by military and state security bodies in PLA 
Headquarter Departments. Since the 1980s, Taiwan 
affairs have become multidimensional, incorporating 
economic, cultural, and legal matters. Jiang and Hu 
have laid more emphasis on political and economic 
aspects of Taiwan affairs in the open, with military is-
sues to be handled in the background. However, war 
or peace is the ultimate concern in Beijing’s Taiwan 
policy, and all other aspects of cross-Strait interaction 
service this consideration. So the military’s leadership 
is strategic and directional, although not too visible in 
Beijing’s daily running of Taiwan affairs. Even when 
Deng Yingchao (邓颖超), widow of Zhou Enlai (周恩
来), was the nominal head of the Group in the early 
1980s when united front work was made central to the 
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Taiwan policy, Deng transferred a PLA general Yang 
Side (杨思德), (his man in the 2nd Field Army [第二
野战军]) to lead the Taiwan Affairs Office. The PLA 
involvement in Taiwan affairs is traditionally both 
deep and dominant. And the PLA has a decisive say, 
if not the final say, in setting the overall direction of 
Beijing’s Taiwan policy. This was clearly reflected by 
the drafting process of the Anti-Secession Law in 2005, 
which was basically a PLA process with civilian legal 
support.62
 On the other hand, simply due to the CMC’s one-
man responsibility system (一长制) under the Party 
leader, it is difficult for the PLA to exert itself exces-
sively in the top decisionmaking process. Normally, 
the commander in chief finalizes his Taiwan policy 
in the meetings of the Politburo Standing Committee 
(PSC) rather than at the August First Building (八一
楼). But he listens to his CMC colleagues extensively 
over any major Taiwan policy. In this process, Hu can 
wear different hats. In the meetings of the PSC he can 
be representative of the armed forces, and in the CMC 
meetings discussing Taiwan issues, he can be the Par-
ty boss. Since 1999 when Hu was entrusted to oversee 
the running of the Small Leading Group of Taiwan Af-
fairs (对台工作领导小组), he has gradually developed 
his distinctive leadership style: compared with Jiang, 
he can be softer when wielding an olive branch and 
harder when employing military pressure. Generally, 
he is more masterful in doing the former than the lat-
ter.63 Thanks to the complicated nature of cross-Strait 
relations, Hu has to make prompt controversial deci-
sions against agency inputs, such as how to respond 
to Ma’s approval of the Dalai Lama’s visit to Taiwan 
in August. This requires the power of decision on Tai-
wan affairs to be highly concentrated and integrated 
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in Hu’s hands. Lengthy debate is not allowable. There-
fore, most major decisions bear Hu’s personal traits, 
although embedded in a collective process.64 As a re-
sult, the PLA’s support to Hu is essential for any con-
sensus to be forged. In return, the PLA’s role is well 
respected.
 In policy terms, the management of the Taiwan 
problem has been integrated into Hu’s overall nation-
al development strategy that focuses on domestic sta-
bility and economic growth.65 The PLA has followed 
Hu’s strategic guidance. As pointed out by Lieuten-
ant General Liu Jixian (刘继贤), “Since Chairman Hu 
took over the CMC, he has scientifically evaluated 
the PLA’s historical stage of development and runs 
military affairs from a political height and within the 
broad sequence of national interests.”66 More con-
cretely, the interaction between Hu and the PLA in 
managing Taiwan affairs is oriented toward matching 
PLA support to Hu’s domestic priority and enhancing 
its vested interests in accelerating war preparation. 
Ma Ying-jeou’s anti-independence stance has allowed 
this match to be preserved.

Beijing’s Policy Evolution Since May 20, 2009.

 The regime change in Taipei has substantially 
altered the strategic nature of cross-Strait relations. 
Simply put, if Beijing’s Taiwan policy is bottom-lined 
on anti-de	jure independence, it has achieved an over-
night victory almost without a fight. In the foresee-
able future, say up to 2016 if Ma has a second term, 
Beijing is automatically in a “no-defeat” position. This 
sudden sea-change creates a wider range of policy 
choices as Beijing attempts to build a gradual prepon-
derance over Taiwan.67 Since May 2008 Beijing has 
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taken a reluctant but positive-sum response toward 
Ma’s requests in economic and diplomatic areas. Yet 
all of Beijing’s compromises so far seem to have been 
tactical by nature in comparison with its new strategic 
gains. 
 The strategic significance for Beijing of the 
Kuomintang (KMT) in power can be concretely seen 
from the following points. 
 1. It gives Beijing an extended “strategic opportu-
nity period” until 2016. This would be a further ex-
tension of 8 years that Beijing has already obtained, 
thanks to the War on Terrorism since 2001. By 2016, 
the PLA will be closer to achieving mutual assured 
destruction (MAD) capabilities vis-à-vis the United 
States, which would complicate Washington’s deci-
sionmaking process on whether to participate in a Tai-
wan war. By then, China’s economic power will have 
reached a new height and delivered much greater 
military transformation. 
 2. The likely decombatification (去战争化) in the 
Strait helps reduce the level of militarization in the 
Sino-U.S. relations. As Taiwan is the only cause for 
the pair to see each other in a war,68 peace in the Strait 
on the basis of maintaining the status quo, the core of 
Ma’s mainland policy, may help remove the most like-
ly trigger for armed conflict between the two nuclear 
powers. Without a drag such as the Taiwan issue on 
China’s diplomacy, Beijing can deal with challenges 
posed by some countries with a relatively freer hand, 
as seen by its tough response to Canberra’s visa per-
mit to Rebiya Kadeer (a Uyghur political dissident in 
exile).69
 3. Reduced level of tension in the Strait helps Hu 
concentrate his time and energy on handling his pri-
ority concerns over domestic stability. One of these 
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is how to pursue the next round of CCP succession. 
Without an overt disruption by a Taiwan challenge, 
arranged succession can be conducted with a reason-
able level of smoothness.
 4. Taiwan’s creeping independence lost momen-
tum when it lost state sponsorship. For a long while, 
Beijing had no effective countermeasures against the 
salami independence moves, which convinced many 
strategists of an inevitable war in the Strait.70 Now the 
situation is reversed in that an elected leader helps 
curb the trend from within. Ma’s de-de-Sinification  
(去去中国化) effort has given Beijing precious time in 
a race to build a more solid foundation for its long-
term effort of reunification. 
 5. Taiwan’s economic dependence on Beijing will 
have deepened significantly by 2016 as the current 
quickened pace of integration between the two sides 
continues, driven by three-direct-links and the Eco-
nomic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA). 
When half of Taiwan’s economic activities are tied to 
that of the mainland, according to a Chinese econo-
mist, de	jure independence will almost become an un-
realizable concept.71

 The list expands. Predictably, as long as Ma’s non-
independence stance holds, concessions from Beijing 
will be further expected. Beijing’s gesture of goodwill 
to improve bilateral relations will be integrated into 
its practical effort to help the KMT win a second term 
in 2012. The immediate policy challenge, however, is 
how to recalibrate the existing hierarchical order of 
the two-pronged policy: peace inducement and threat 
of force. Although in disguised form, the latter moved 
to the central place in Beijing’s Taiwan policy toward 
Chen’s second term in office but at a high cost: mili-
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tary pressure alienated the majority of Taiwanese, af-
fected Beijing’s international image, and resulted in an 
increased financial burden on the state budget. It was 
high time that there should be a change in approach, 
if not in texture.

The Benefits for the PLA.

 Ma’s no-independence policy has brought about 
an emerging trend of decombatification in the Taiwan 
Strait.	Decombatification	has been the largest common 
denominator in the strategic concerns of Washington, 
Beijing, and Taipei. The Democratic Progressive Par-
ty’s (DPP) promotion of de	jure independence upset a 
strategic framework for the status quo upheld by all 
three capitals. Today, the three parties have restored 
this strategic framework. In a way, the most visible 
beneficiary is, however, the PLA. This can be seen 
from the points listed below.
 First, the trend of decombatification	 has allowed 
the PLA to break away from a sub-state of war for the 
second time in its history since the late 1960s when 
Sino-USSR military tensions forced it to prepare for 
an imminent war. Large quantities of sub-standard 
arms were promptly produced and quickly became 
obsolete, a huge waste of resources.72 In the first half 
of this decade, the history repeated itself, though with 
qualitative differences. After the Politburo passed 
the resolution to accelerate war preparation in 1999, 
the Chinese defense industries received an unprec-
edented number of orders, and this even stressed the 
transportation system. Beijing saw the DPP’s prom-
ised referendum for a new Constitution in 2006 as 
the trigger of a Taiwan war that seemed to be more 
imminent than common sense judgment would have 
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convinced people. For the sake of maintaining a high 
level of deterrence and for the planning of a war with 
U.S. involvement, the PLA had no other choice but to 
introduce many conventional weapons systems that, 
it knew, would soon become obsolete. Yet without 
these arms, the PLA could not effectively cope with 
worse case scenarios in the minds of its leaders. With-
out a better option, the CMC chose the lesser evil but 
at a higher cost.
 In the meantime, Russia became the chief benefi-
ciary of the PLA being in a sub-state of war. Since the 
1990s, the PLA has procured a substantial amount of 
advanced but near obsolete Russian weapons to fulfill 
this dangerous transitional vacuum where its second 
generation weapons were of little battlefield use but 
most of its designs of third generation weapons had 
only undergone laboratory experiments. Yet the PLA 
is also clear that foreign arms cannot resolve the fun-
damental challenges of its IT/RMA transformation, 
and are too costly as well. Now with this transitional 
cycle gradually coming to an end and particularly due 
to the ease of tension in the Taiwan Strait, the PLA can 
afford to greatly reduce its reliance on Russian arms 
and develop its own weapons of North Atlantic Trea-
ty Organization (NATO) standards.73 Apparently, the 
preparation for a Taiwan war was the driver for the 
PLA to purchase this “pocket of excellence” for its first 
units.
 The PLA is now in a much better position to proj-
ect its comprehensive transformation based on the 
strategic guidance of “double leap-forward” (双重跨
越).74 This would have an enormous impact on many 
crucial issues of army-building. For instance, with 
the pressure to acquire emergency capabilities eased, 
more allocations could be directed to boost the efforts 
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of PLA informatization, such as command, control, 
communications, computers, intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR) architecture and 
military space programs. The opportunity for adjust-
ing the overall equipment guidelines also becomes 
a possibility. This would induce a change in arms 
production from aiming at specific battle scenarios in 
the Strait to aiming at production for the purpose of 
raising the PLA’s overall capabilities so that it could 
be better equipped to deal with all situations, includ-
ing the possibility of a Taiwan conflict. Within each 
service, more money could also go toward research 
and development of future generations of weapons 
without substantially weakening their current level of 
readiness. One specific example is the ongoing debate 
among naval planners. After the completion of the 
18-New Ship Project, they are facing a key choice: to 
add a few more 053 destroyers and 054 frigates, or to 
concentrate on fourth generation combatants. Taking 
the former choice is logical, as these ships (052C, 053B, 
and 053C) can be regarded as experimental. Adding 
follow-ups is explainable. However, if the pressure of 
a Taiwan war is not high, it is more sensible that the 
PLA Navy (PLAN) chooses the second choice. Japan’s 
new carrier destroyers stimulate the PLAN and its 
feeling that these destroyers should be matched. Fur-
thermore, the carrier project may also get a boost.75

 Secondly, China confronts multiple security 
threats, but in the last 2 decades, it has had to concen-
trate on building a relative superiority vis-à-vis Tai-
wan.76 Security threats from other strategic directions, 
e.g., along China’s land borders, could not be given 
the due attention they deserved until now. The new 
challenges in Xinjiang and Tibet call for immediate 
countermeasures through more force deployments. 
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Terrorist threats remain real, although not strategic 
by nature. For a long time to come, the PLA’s over-
all deployment guidance of defensive defense in the 
north and defensive offense in the south (北守南攻) 
will not change.77 This entails the strategic guidance of 
the 1.5 war scenario: waging an offensive war against 
Taiwan independence and a defensive counterattack 
along land borders due to the “chain reaction of a Tai-
wan war by China’s hostile land neighbors.”78 Yet the 
defensive posture in the northwest and the southwest 
can now be better taken care of with strengthened re-
deployment against India’s stationing of 60,000 more 
soldiers in the Zangnan region (藏南地区), North Ko-
rea’s increased hostility toward China, and clashes 
along sections of the Sino-Burma border.79 This con-
tinental defense has been comparatively less empha-
sized up to now in order to put limited resources along 
the eastern flank. Now, if the CMC wants to adjust the 
force strength in the two directions, decombatification	
in the Taiwan Strait may offer an unprecedented op-
portunity. For instance, when the missiles deployed 
across the Strait are reduced in number, they can be 
moved elsewhere to counter new threats.80

Civilian-Military Responses to the New Taiwan 
Situation.

 The strategic gains for the PLA, mentioned above, 
in the new Taiwan situation provide the foundation 
for PLA support to Hu’s efforts to fine-tune the two-
pronged Taiwan policy. Concretely, this means Bei-
jing’s constant concessions to Ma in order to boost his 
chances to win the second term and in return prolong 
China’s strategic opportunity period. Yet this is easier 
said than done. The major source of tension lies in 
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the fact that the two sides are still in a state of war 
and hostility, which many Taiwanese feel toward the 
mainland, that is deeply entrenched. Despite the vis-
ible ease of tension in the Strait, huge uncertainties lie 
ahead and are serious enough to put the PLA on con-
stant alert. The PLA researchers are particularly con-
cerned about the prospects of the DPP coming back to 
power in the future.81

 This is reflected by the so-called Ma Ying-jeou 
dilemma in Beijing’s Taiwan policy.82 To many PLA 
officers, the analysis by David Gompert before May 
2008 that “Imaging a future moment in which Beijing 
concludes that Taipei is using practical cooperation 
and political dialogue with China as a smoke screen 
for the pursuit of perpetual separation and de facto in-
dependence” may be more relevant now under Ma’s 
“mutual non-denial” (互不否定) guidance than under 
Chen’s creeping independence.83 Even if “mutual non-
denial” is a framework within “one China” rhetoric, 
it is clearly a notion of two Chinas.84 When this no-
tion is operationalized in Taipei’s efforts to enlarge 
its international space, it is more linked to ultimate 
secession than to reunification. In the view of many 
mainlanders, Taipei got a real bargain as through one 
vocal commitment to none-independence, Beijing al-
lows for unprecedented concessions: (WHA), tourism, 
investment, and its positive response to a so-called 
“diplomatic truce,” to name a few. Ma’s Three-Noism 
is a recycled expression of U.S. advocacy. More seri-
ously, in this three-Noism, resisting reunification is 
deliberately tasked prior to shelving independence. 
In addition, Ma has changed a long term KMT defini-
tion about Taiwan’s future status from belonging to 
the people across the Strait to belonging to the Tai-
wanese only. Beijing’s Taiwan specialists are troubled 
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by a strategic question of whether Ma’s Strait vision 
converges with Lee Teng-hui’s.85

 So far Beijing has elected not to employ such an 
interpretation, wisely and correctly. To maintain the 
momentum of anti-independence and opportunities 
created by Taipei’s rhetorical adherence to the 1992 
accord, a maximum level of ambiguity has been ex-
ercised as a strategy to guide Beijing’s response to the 
Ma Ying-jeou dilemma. The question is whether Hu 
can sustain this top consensus, which is by no means 
firm, as ambiguity is a hotbed for controversies by it-
self. This is especially true when Ma continues to raise 
controversial issues, such as the Dalai’s Taiwan visit 
in August, which forced Hu to make the tough deci-
sion to retaliate or to “swallow it.”86 Not all leaders see 
Beijing’s strategic gains from Ma’s claim on noninde-
pendence to have exceeded its tactical concessions. 
 So far, the PLA shows no sign of disagreement 
with Hu’s employment of an olive branch toward Tai-
wan, although its rank and file members question the 
wisdom of softening pressure too quickly.87 The CMC 
has actually supported Hu’s call for building mutual 
military and security trust with Taiwan in his 6-point 
declaration. It has refrained from commenting on the 
provocations from Taipei, such as Ma’s 6-points in 
March 2008 which started with a personal attack on 
Wen Jiabao, threatened to boycott the Beijing Olympic 
Games, and supported the Dalai Lama and Chinese 
dissidents. Certainly, there is the occasional use of 
tough language over some issues, such as criticism of 
U.S. arms sales to Taiwan.88 Major General Luo Yuan 
(罗援) has been the only senior official to criticize Ma 
by name over his approval of the Dalai Lama’s visit 
to Taiwan.89 On the other hand, the PLA consistently 
backs Hu’s Taiwan policy that expresses Party support 
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to PLA transformation centered on a Taiwan war or 
other conflict. Second, the Party’s preferential budget-
ary treatment to the PLA will remain persistent; and 
third, PLA autonomy will be guaranteed, especially in 
the areas of operational planning, engagement codes, 
and troop deployment. It can be well anticipated that 
there will be a high level accord between the CCP and 
the PLA on the three conditions. So far the level of 
mutual support is high.

CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

 In summary, the changes and continuities of Chi-
na’s civil-military relations can be analyzed through 
the dialectical interaction between the PLA’s old 
guard traditions and its new historical missions. The 
former informs the PLA’s continued subordination to 
the Party. The latter refers to PLA transformation be-
ing driven by its preparation for war, which consoli-
dates PLA professionalization. 
 Policymakers should first recognize that the 
emerging trend of PLA noninterventionism is the 
outcome of a CCP/PLA consensus that the military 
entering the Party’s internal politics harms the long-
term prospects for Party leadership, but this does not 
contradict the PLA’s willingness to protect the CCP’s 
maintenance of leadership over China. Therefore, the 
implication of this arrangement is that it continues to 
give the PLA a key role in the country’s political pro-
cess. For instance, the PLA was not in a position to 
press for its choice in China’s recent succession pro-
cess, but in 2002, it helped Jiang retain his title as CMC 
chair. This shows that the institutionalization that has 
taken place to date is still reversible.90 But policymak-
ers should also note that such intrusive behaviour is 
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no longer routine, especially given the fact that the 
succession cycle emerges only once in a decade, and 
more recent behaviour has been within permissible 
limits, such as comments on state affairs in the annual 
NPC sessions or plenary CC meetings. The remarks of 
PLA generals exert pressure on CCP leadership, but 
open PLA criticism on major CCP political lines and 
policies has been virtually unheard of in the Jiang-Hu 
eras. 
 Second, policymakers must take into account that 
deepening PLA professionalism is a natural result of 
the military’s pursuit of IT/RMA transformation as 
its organizational objective. This is further driven by 
the PLA’s current accelerated pace of war prepara-
tion. At the same time, rising PLA professionalism 
is also contributing to the unprecedented level of au-
tonomy that the PLA has achieved since the end of 
the Deng era. However, this autonomy has been by 
and large confined to the administrative and opera-
tional realms. Due to its subordinate position vis-à-vis 
the Party, the PLA has obeyed the CCP on most of the 
strategic issues that have had a profound impact on 
China’s diplomacy and Beijing’s Taiwan policy. Yet 
a military embarking on building professionalism as 
a key organizational objective will develop its own 
corporate identity and logic of operational autonomy. 
Therefore, as policymakers assess the long-term pros-
pects for China’s civil-military relations, the prospect 
remains that dichotomous CCP/PLA institutional im-
peratives may create fault zones in the Party’s control 
of the gun. 



179

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 4

1. This chapter follows in a long tradition of articles assessing 
the changes that have occurred in China’s civil-military relations 
following the reform and opening movement of the 1980s. Ellis 
Joffe “The Military and China’s New Politics: Trends and Coun-
ter-Trends,” in James C. Mulvenon and Andrew N.D. Yang, eds., 
The	People’s	Liberation	Army	in	the	Information	Age, Santa Monica, 
CA: The RAND Corporation, 1999, serves as one key work that set 
the stage for the next decade’s analyses. In addition, David Sham-
baugh’s work, particularly his chapter titled, “Civil-Military Rela-
tions” in his book, Modernizing	China’s	Military:	Progress,	Problems,	
and	Prospects, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, March 
2003, pp.11-55, provides a thorough overview of the symbiotic re-
lationship that has traditionally occurred in China’s civil-military 
relations. For an overview of the manner in which this topic has 
traditionally been studied, Thomas J. Bickford’s “A Retrospec-
tive on the Study of Chinese Civil-Military Relations Since 1979: 
What Have We Learned? Where Do We Go?” in James C. Mul-
venon and Andrew N. D. Yang, eds., Seeking	Truth	from	Facts:	A	
Retrospective	on	Chinese	Military	Studies	in	the	Post-Mao	Era, Santa 
Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2001, pp. 1-38, provides a de-
tailed background, and, two more recent edited volumes, Chinese	
Civil-Military	Relations:	The	Transformation	of	the	People’s	Liberation	
Army, Nan Li, ed., Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2006; and Civil-
Military	Relations	in	Today’s	China:	Swimming	in	a	New	Sea, David 
Finklestein and Kristen Gunness, eds., Alexandria, VA: The CNA 
Corporation, 2007, provide sizeable contributions to this field. 

2. You Ji, “Hu Jintao’s Succession and Power Consolidation 
Strategy,” John Wong and Lai Hongyi, eds., China’s	Political	and	
Social	Change	in	Hu	Jintao	Era, Singapore: World Scientific, 2006, 
pp. 33-60.

3. Li Nan, “Changing Functions of the Party and Political 
Work System in the PLA and Civil-Military Relations in China,” 
Armed	Forces	&	Society, Vol. 19, 1993.

4. Here the debating point is whether the CMC is basically a 
Party body or a top military command. This chapter argues that 
the latter is closer to the reality.



180

5. Amos Perlmutter and William LeoGrande, “The Party in 
Uniform: Toward a Theory of Civil-Military Relations in Com-
munist Political Systems,” American	Political	Science	Review, Vol. 
76, 1982.

6. Shambaugh; and Li.

7. For instance, Mulvenon used an analytical framework 
of conditional	 compliance to highlight the bargaining dynam-
ics in CCP/PLA interaction, “China: Conditional Compliance,” 
in Muthiah Apalagapa, ed., Coercion	 and	Governance	 in	Asia:	 the	
Declining	 Political	 Role	 of	 the	 Military, Palo Alto, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2001; and Ellis Joffe, “The PLA and the Succes-
sion Problem,” in Richard Yang, ed., China’s	Military:	The	PLA	in	
1992/1993, Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1993.

8. In 1956, Mao decided that when PLA generals at the 6th 
Grade (the rank of Lieutenant General) were transferred to civil-
ian posts, they did not need to be retired from the Army. PLA 
generals were reluctant to leave the military. This was partially 
because the military’s salary was 20 percent higher, which re-
mains true to this day, and they enjoyed more privileges in the 
PLA, such as additional body guards and better cars. The last per-
son following this rule was General Yu Qiuli, who returned to 
the PLA as its head of General Political Affairs Department in the 
1980s, from the post of vice premier in charge of China’s heavy 
industries. Yang Shangkun was the last civilian leader to wear a 
PLA hat. 

9. In preparing for restoration of military ranks in 1985, some 
senior Party leaders suggested that since local party secretaries 
concurrently held the position of the first political commissar of 
the regional garrison, they should be granted a military rank. 
Deng personally vetoed this motion.

10. At the beginning of Deng’s reign, he often personally ap-
pointed senior officers without consulting with the CMC, but af-
ter he firmly established his command of the gun, he gradually 
delegated the power of nomination to the CMC, with the Yang 
brothers as the main initiators. According to his daughter, Momo, 
throughout the 1980s, he worked only 2 hours a day, which did 
not allow him to take detailed care of the personnel matters below 



181

the CMC level. A pattern started to emerge. Jiang and Hu con-
tinued this, as they had little personal contacts in the PLA prior 
to their assumption as the commander in chief. According to my 
research in Beijing over the years, normally the CMC presented 
a list of a few candidates for the chair to choose one from. It is 
not that Jiang or Hu did not make personal nominations, but the 
professional inputs from the CMC make the majority of personnel 
decisions.

11. Politburo member Zhou Yongkang (China’s public securi-
ty chief) revealed that in 2004 over 80,000 such protests occurred. 
During the next year, the number went up to 100,000. But since 
2007, no such figures have been published. 

12. Sun Liping (孙立平), “中国社会结构转型的中近期趋势与
隐患” (“Trends and hidden dangers in China’s social structure in 
transition”),	战略与管理 (Strategies	and	Management), No. 5, 1998, 
pp. 1-17. 

13. Murray Scott Tanner, “How China Manages Internal Se-
curity Challenges and its Impact on PLA Missions,” in Roy Kam-
phausen, David Lai, and Andrew Scobell, eds., Beyond	the	Strait:	
PLA	Missions	Other	Than	Taiwan, Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies 
Institute, U.S. War College, 2009.

14. Gerald Segal, “China and the Disintegration of the Soviet 
Union,” Asian	Survey, September 1992.

15. Major General Zhang Weibing (张卫兵), “构建和培育当
代革命军人核心价值观之我见” (“On cultivating core values of 
contemporary soldiers”), 中国军队政治工作	(Political	Work	in	Chi-
nese	Military), No. 7, 2008, p. 70.

16. Ray Huang, 1587,	A	Year	of	No	Significance, New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1981.

17. This referred to a series of secret meetings between Zeng 
Qinghong and Su Zhicheng, a good friend of Lee’s son, in Hong 
Kong that paved the way for Wang/Gu talks in Singapore in 
1993. Su Chi (苏起), 危险边缘：从两国论到一边一国 (Brinkman-
ship: From the two-state thesis to one country on each side), Tai-
pei, China: Bookzone 天下远见出版有限公司, 2004, p. 12.



182

18. The U.S. Secretary of State confirmed in Beijing that the 
Chinese military had stopped tailing U.S. spy planes in the South 
and East China Seas. See the transcript of his speech from the 
news conference in Beijing during his first China visit as Secretary 
of State in July 2001.

19. The Writing Group of the PLA NDU, 国防发展战略学教
程 (The textbook for teaching the course of development strategy 
of national defense), Beijing, China: The PLA NDU Press, 1990, p. 
232; and Ku Guisheng (谷贵生), “社会主义市场经济与国防建设” 
(“The socialist market economy and the military development”), 
中国人民解放军国防大学学报 (The	Journal	of	the	PLA	National	De-
fence	University), No. 6, 1993, p. 46

20. On July 25, 2004, the Politburo convened a meeting to for-
mulate the country’s grand national development strategy. 富国
强兵 (prosperous nation and powerful military) was confirmed as 
the foundation for the strategy that has tremendous effect to unite 
the Party and the military in search of a world power status. The	
PLA	Daily and Xinhua	News	Agency, 26 July 2004.

21. General Qian Guoliang (钱国梁), “全面贯彻司令部建设条
例” (“Comprehensively implement the guideline of headquarters 
construction”),	中国人民解放军国防大学学报	 (Journal	 of	 the	 PLA	
NDU), No. 6, 2000, p. 4.

22. Major General Zhang Ruilin (张瑞林), “大力加强领导干部
队伍作风建设” (“Greatly improve the working style of the mili-
tary cadre”), 中国军队政治工作	(Political	Work	of	the	Chinese	Mili-
tary), No. 1, 2008, p. 14. 

23. In fact, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao are the primary ini-
tiators and supporters for PLA IT/RMA transformation. Hu has 
especially pushed PLA joint training as one of his key measures 
of commanding the gun. Jiang Zemin, “国际形势和军事战略方
针” (“The global situation and military strategy”), in 江泽民文选 
(Selected	Works	of	 Jiang	Zemin), Beijing, China: Reminchubenshe, 
2006, Vol. 1; and on Hu’s call for enhancing joint military training 
as a strategic leverage for PLA transformation, see Major General 
Gao Donglu (高东路), “实现部队建设又快又好发展需要处理好几
个关系” (“Several key relationships affecting the PLA’s fast and 
all-round development”), 中国军队政治工作 (Political	work	in	Chi-
nese	military), No. 7, 2008, p. 6.



183

24. Andrew Scobell put forward the concept of the PLA as a 
nationalized military to analyze the long term trend of China’s 
civil-military relations. See his article, “China’s Evolving Civil-
Military Relations: Creeping Guojiahua,” in Nan Li, ed., Chinese	
Civil-Military	Relations, London, UK: Routledge, 2006.

25. According to PLA sources, the PLA recruited 130,500 
graduates from civilian university in 2009 alone. “Daily Military 
Report,” PLA	 Channel, CCTV, December 22, 2009. The deputy 
chief for military administration at GSD, Major General Chen 
Dongdeng, revealed that the number of noncommissioned offi-
cers in the PLA would reach 900,000 by the end of the current 
reform of the non-commissioned officer system, which is about 
half of its total personnel, making the PLA a truly professional 
military. Focus on the reform of non-commissioned officer. See 军
事一周热点档案 (The	weekly	key	issues	for	the	PLA), No.2, July 2009. 

26. Richard Kohn, “Out of Control: the Crisis in Civil-Military 
Relations,” National	Interest, Vol. 35, 1994, pp. 3-17.

27. Qiu Shenghong (邱圣宏), “论新时期我军坚持党对军队绝
对领导的基本经验” (“The basic lessons of Party absolute leader-
ship over the PLA in the new era”), 中国军队政治工作 (Political	
work	in	Chinese	Military), No. 10, 2008, p. 26.

28. Samuel Huntington, The	Soldier	and	the	State, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1957.

29. For instance, Politburo members are not supposed to in-
spect local PLA garrisons when they visit localities, and the local 
military leaders are not requested to accompany them without the 
specific instruction of the CMC General Office.

30. Mao reiterated this formula in a Politburo meeting in De-
cember 1972 that decided on the transfer of eight MR Command-
ers. Interestingly, at a time of great political uncertainty, Mao 
added that the PLA should also involve itself in political affairs. 
解放军生活 (The	PLA	Life), August 20, 2009.

31. In 1975 Jiang Qing inspected a company of the 20th Army 
in Zejiang without CMC approval, one of the serious crimes she 
was charged with later. This has become a classic case to warn ci-



184

vilian leaders what they should not do, as the case is continuously 
mentioned today. 

32. On this process, see Bonnie Glaser and Philip Saunders, 
“Chinese Civilian Foreign Policy Research Institute: Evolving 
Roles and Increasing Influence,” China	Quarterly, No. 171, 2002, 
pp. 597-616.

33. For instance, Craig Covault, “Chinese Test Anti-Satellite 
Weapon,” Aviation	Week	&	Space	Technology, January 17, 2007. 

34. Mu Song (慕崧), “毛泽东与总干部部的组建" (“Mao Ze-
dong and the creation of the PLA General Cadre Department”), 
解放军报 (PLA	Daily), September 14, 2009.

35. “The Active Duty Officer Appointment Regulations and 
Procedures of the PLA,” promulgated and implemented on Janu-
ary 14 2002. 

36. Cadre Department of the GPAD, 中国人民解放军干部制
度概要 (The PLA institutions of cadre management), Beijing, The 
PLA Academy of Military Science Press, 1988, p. 158. 

37. The Party History and Party Building Research and Teach-
ing Group of the PLA National Defense University, 总队新时期
军队思想建设的依据 (The	guidance	for	enhancing	the	PLA’s	political	
and	 ideological	work	 in	 the	 new	 era), Beijing, China: National De-
fence University, 2000, p. 307.

38. Without the signature of the CMC chair, no proposal can 
be presented to Politburo meetings. For instance, the 232th PSC 
weekly meeting in January 1992 approved the 921 Project (Shen-
zhou, manned space-ship) proposed by the PLA. TV Documen-
tary 撼天记	(Shaking the sky), September 28, 2008.

39. “总政治部关于转发二炮工程总队抗震救灾总结的通知” 
(“The Directive of the GPAD on the Second Artillery’s report on 
the Wenchuan quake relief operations”),	火箭兵报	(Newspaper	of	
Soldiers	in	the	Rocket	Force), June 27, 2008, p. 1.

40. “空军党委扩大会议召开” (“The Enlarged PLAAF Party 
Committee in Session”), 空军报 (The	 PLA	Air	 Force	Newspaper), 
January 12, 2006, p. 1.



185

41. “海军党委扩大会议召开” (“The Enlarged PLA Navy Par-
ty Committee in Session”), 人民海军报 (The	 PLAN	 Newspaper), 
March 23, 2006, p. 1.

42. The	PLA	Daily, September 26, 2004.

43. Here is a telling example of this tough regulation. In 1969 
Lin Biao summoned General Chen Shique, commander of PLA 
Engineering Corps, to brief him about nuclear construction proj-
ects. When Chen got to know that Mao did not know about this 
meeting, he became extremely nervous. After a few sleepless 
nights, he reported this to Mao and got Mao’s praise. Chen Renk-
ang (陈任康), 一生追随毛泽东 (Following	Mao	Zedong	for	the	whole	
of	his	life), Beijing, China: Renmin Chubanshe, 2005. This tradition 
holds ground to this day. It is politically dangerous for any senior 
PLA commanders to intrude into commanding areas other than 
their own. 

44. On the “three-provide and one-guarantee,” see Lieutenant 
General Liu Jixian (刘继贤), “学习贯彻胡锦涛军队政治工作思想的
认识” (“Understanding Hu Jintao’s thinking on the political work 
of the PLA, Part Two”), 中国军队政治工作	(Political	Work	in	Chi-
nese	Military), No. 11, 2008, p. 7; and Xinhua, September 20, 2005.

45. I have read hundreds of articles written by PLA Offi-
cers about PLA Wenchuan operations. The standard language is 
“troops are deployed and activities are implemented under the 
leadership of the CC, the CMC, and Chairman Hu.” Virtually no 
mention was made to Wen Jiabao and the State Council’s Wench-
uan Rescue Headquarters. Soldiers were unhappy at Wen’s un-
necessary reprimand to the PLA Air Force for its failure to para-
chute in Beichuan due to bad weather. Clearly, in their minds it 
was Hu, rather than anyone else, that they should uncondition-
ally obey. See Lieutenant General Wu Cangde (吴唱德) , director 
general of the Political Affairs Department of the Chengdu Mili-
tary Region, “从抗震救灾看非战争军事行动中的政治思想工作” 
(“Political work in military operations short of war in earthquake 
relief”),	中国军队政治工作 (Political	Work	in	Chinese	Military), No. 
8, 2008, pp. 11-14.



186

46. Wen’s power lies in the State Council’s premier responsi-
bility system that allows the premier to exercise dominant author-
ity in economic management and state administration.

47. The purge of Chen Liangyu, Politburo member and Shang-
hai’s Party secretary, was an exceptional case, but this happened 
after Hu’s consolidation. Hu also took great care not to implicate 
other Party leaders of Shanghai origin. 

48. Beijing’s taxi drivers are famous for bad-mouthing senior 
officials, so their attitudes can be evaluated as a true indicator of 
popularity of the leader. Each time I take a taxi in Beijing, I ask 
their opinions about state leaders and their policies. I also ask my 
friends to talk to the taxi drivers for this purpose. Hu commands 
a high level of respect among them, in contrast to their relatively 
low regard to Jiang whose pretentious style makes him unpopu-
lar.

49. Jin Renqing, China’s former finance minister, was sum-
moned by Hu and Wen a number of times in 2006 to discuss how 
state expenditure should be prioritized. Under the new ideologi-
cal guidance Hu and Wen reset the rules of appropriation: leaning 
toward the poor; the western regions; and the peasants. Specifi-
cally, 700 billion Yuan, the bulk of the increased central revenue in 
2006, would be mostly spent on creating a safety net for the rural 
and urban poor. Tuition fees for 150 million rural children will be 
spared. Medical care will be enlarged from covering 50 percent of 
peasants in 2005 to 80 percent in 2008. Each farmer receives an an-
nual 50 Yuan insurance plan (individual contribution of 10 Yuan; 
40 Yuan from local and central governments) for hospital visits. 
Jin’s interview with Wu Xiaoli, Phoenix	TV, March 3, 2007.

50. For more comments on this point, see You Ji, “Leadership 
by ‘Lines’: China’s Unresolved Succession,” Problems	of	Commu-
nism, Vol. 39, January 1990, pp. 28-44.

51. See Hu Jintao’s speech on RMA to the enlarged Politburo 
meeting on May 24, 2003, The	PLA	Daily, May 25, 2003.

52. Ni Eryan (妮尔砚), “解放军伙食有新标准” (“The PLA has 
New Food Standards”), 大公报 (Takung	pao), July 1, 2009.



187

53. The vote was based on a list presented for CC members by 
the Politburo. Although it was nonbinding, the people receiving 
best votes eventually entered the Politburo. Talk with former vice 
president of the Central Party School, Beijing, China, September 
2008.

54. In fact, Xi does not belong to any factions. He has for a 
long time tried to keep a distance from other so-called princelings 
figures, as all these figures do the same. I really doubt whether 
there is such a thing as the princelings faction at the top leader-
ship. In fact, Huang Jing (first husband of Jiang Qing), father of Yu 
Zhengsheng and Xi Zhongxun, father of Xi Jingping did not get 
along well. And Xi Zhongxun and Bo Yibo, father of Bo Xilai, did 
not enjoy good relations in the State Council in the 1960s.

55. Oral sources in Beijing. It has been a long Party tradition 
that before such a key appointment is finalized, the candidate 
would be approached about his opinion on job choices, although 
the Party’s preference is made known to him. 

56. Since Huang Ju’s illness, the State Council’s economic 
management had been greatly weakened. On several major issues, 
such as the duration of oil price hike, of the inflation, of America’s 
subprime crisis, the leadership judgment was not sound, which 
has adversely affected Hu’s overall management of state affairs.

57. There are cases to suggest otherwise. For instance, he was 
the leader in charge of the Beijing Olympic Games, so he main-
tained close contacts with the PLA over the security related mat-
ters of Games. On October 26, 2009, Xi received Senior General 
Li Wenyong, Director general of the General Political Affairs De-
partment of the Vietnam armed forces. “Xi Jinping Meets with 
Vietnam Delegation,” The	PLA	Daily, October 27, 2009, p. 1. Nor-
mally, CCP leaders meet with foreign visitors according to their 
specific division of labor in the PSC.

58. Oral sources from Beijing, China, July 2009.

59. In comparison, Jiang stressed peaceful means to solve the 
Taiwan issue when addressing civilian audiences, but he high-
lighted the necessity of the use of force when talking to PLA lead-
ers.



188

60. You Ji, “Taiwan in the Political Calculations of the Chinese 
Leadership,” The	China	Journal, Vol. 36, July, 1996, pp. 117-125.

61. Information obtained from people with deep knowledge 
of PLA elite politics in Beijing.

62. Xin Qi (辛旗) and his organization, a think tank associated 
with the 2nd department of the GSD (总参二部), played a crucial 
role in the drafting process.

63. From 1999, Hu began to preside over the annual national 
TAO conference, normally held in December each year. He also 
presided over the meeting where Qian Qishen announced the 
“new three-sentence.”

64. It is said that few matters have captured Hu’s personal at-
tention more than Taiwan affairs. For instance, he has personally 
called leaders of the TAO for their prediction on the outcome of a 
major forthcoming election in Taiwan. As many issues in the bi-
lateral negotiation may have a profound impact on Beijing’s long-
term Taiwan policy, he also has to make decisions himself, often 
in a prompt manner.

65. This is best revealed by Hu’s speech to his first news con-
ference as the Party’s new leader on November 15, 2002, Xinhua	
New	Agency, November 16, 2002.

66. Liu Jixian (刘继贤), “学习胡锦涛军队政治工作思想的认识” 
(“Understanding Hu Jintao’s thinking on the political work of the 
PLA, Part One”), 中国军队政治工作	(Political	Work	in	Chinese	Mili-
tary), No. 10, 2008, p. 2. 

67. As the balance of power has decisively shifted in favor 
of the mainland, Beijing has more options against Taiwan’s chal-
lenge. See a roundtable discussion by Asia Policy on the concept 
of healthy balance across the Taiwan Strait, Asia	 Policy, No. 8, 
2009.

68. James Thomson, “US Interests and the Fate of Alliances,” 
Survival, Vol. 45, No. 4, 2003-04, p. 214.



189

69. Beijing has cancelled a number of diplomatic programs 
with Australia. Its position to Canberra’s application for a UNSC 
seat seems to be even more elusive now. Without Beijing’s sup-
port, it seems Canberra does not need to bother making such an 
attempt.

70. Yan Xuetong, “Reasoning for containing Taiwan indepen-
dence through use of force,” Zhanliu	yu	guanli, No. 3, 2004, p. 1. 
You Ji, “China’s New National Defence Strategy, Naval Transfor-
mation and The Taiwan Conflict,” Stockholm	Journal	of	East	Asian	
Studies, Vol. 15, 2005, pp. 75-88.

71. Talk with a Chinese bank executive in Sydney in May 
2008. In addition, the pace of integration has accelerated since Ma 
came to power. Now the proportion of Taiwan’s university grad-
uates who have an intension to work in the mainland has risen 
from 51 percent to 73 percent. 两岸开讲 (Talks Across Strait), CTV 
(Taipei), September 5, 2009.

72. Li Ke and Hao Shengzhang (李克, 郝慎彰), 文化大革命中
的人民解放军	(The	PLA	in	the	Cultural	Revolution), Beijing, China: 
Zhongguo dangshi ziliao chubanshe, 1989.

73. For more analysis on China’s purchase of Russian arms, 
see You Ji, “Friends in Needs or Comrades in Arms: Sino-Russo 
Military Cooperation,” Andrew Tan, ed., The	Global	Arms	Trade, 
London, UK: Routledge, 2009.

74. You Ji, “Revolution in Military Thinking,” in Bo Huldt 
and Masako Ikegami, eds., China	Rising, Stockholm, Sweden: The 
Swedish National Defence College, and Helsinki, Finland: The 
Finnish National Defence University, 2008, pp. 335-364.

75. I doubt if the PLA is really serious about building carriers 
for combat purposes. There is no evidence that any decision on 
this project has been made.

76. The mentioning of this multiple nature of external threats 
has become more frequent, as seen from Hu’s speeches and PLA 
documents, such as the Defense	White	Paper in 2008.

77. This is by the traditional Chinese geographic definition 
that uses the Yellow River as the dividing line.



190

78. Liu Yongxin, “连锁反应背景下边境防御战役指导” (“Guid-uid-
ing principle for defensive campaigns in the border regions under 
the background of armed conflicts elsewhere”), 军事学术 (Military	
Studies), No. 3, 2003, p. 39. For more analysis on this, see You Ji, 
China’s New Diplomacy, Foreign Policy and Defense Strategy,” 
in Stuart Harris, Qin Yaqing, and Pauline Kerr, eds., China’s	New	
Diplomacy:	Tactical	 or	 Fundamental	Change? New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008.

79. For instance, after Burma shelled inside the Chinese bor-
der and killed and wounded over a dozen Chinese, General Liang 
Guanglie, defense minister, told a high level meeting in Kunming 
that Southwest China was a key strategic direction and the task 
for war preparation was very heavy. PLA	Daily, August 29, 2009.

80. Jiang Zemin told Clinton that it was not impossible for 
the number of missiles to be reduced. Similar remarks were also 
made by former Chinese U.S. Ambassador Zhou Wenzhong, the	
Voice	of	America, November 11, 2008. 

81. Major general Peng Guangqian’s remarks in a talk-show 
on Phoenix	TV, February 4, 2009.

82. For an analysis of Beijing’s dilemma, see Alan Romberg, 
“A Confederacy of Skeptics,” China	 Leadership	Monitor, No. 29, 
2009.

83. David C. Gompert, “Strategic Context,” in Stuart E. John-
son and Duncan Long, eds., Coping	with	the	Dragon:	Essays	on	PLA	
Transformation	and	the	US	Military, Washington, DC: National De-
fense University, 2007, p. 21.

84. This is common of China’s Taiwan specialists. See for in-
stance, Yan Anlin (嚴安林)，”Reflection on political positioning 
of the Mainland and Taiwan” (“海峡两岸政治定位问题的回顾与
思考”）paper to the 18th Annual Conference on Cross-Strait 
Relations （第十八屆「海峽兩岸關係學術研討)，Nanjing, Au-
gust 4, 2009,.

85. Chairwoman Shin-yuan Lai (Minister, Mainland Affairs 
Council) made it clear that the Republic of China is an indepen-



191

dent sovereign state without a need to announce independence. 
In her first news conference upon accepting Ma’s nomination, 
China	Times (中国时报), May 2, 2008.

86. Ma’s permit was issued when Beijing tried hard to raise 
money to help Taiwan’s Typhoon rescue in August 2009. The Chi-
nese media regarded it as stabbing Beijing in the back. “Allowing 
Dalai’s entry is like a very sick patient seeking hurried medical 
treatment,” Oriental	Daily	(东方日报), May 29, 2009. 

87. In the defense internet forums, the majority view is that as 
long as Ma continues to identify Beijing as the primary security 
threat, the PLA should remain vigilant and tough toward Taipei.

88. General Chen Binde, chief of staff, used tough remarks to 
the visiting U.S. Army chief of staff in regard to U.S. arms sales to 
Taiwan in August 2009.

89. “On military and security mutual trust across the Strait,” 
Phoenix	TV, September 2, 2009. (Luo’s father Luo Qingchang (罗
青长), was in charge of the security aspects of Taiwan affairs for 
decades under Zhou Enlai).

90. In the long lead-up to the 16th Party National Congress 
PLA leaders repeatedly lobbied for Jiang’s staying on. For in-
stance, Major general Zhu Chenghu (朱成虎), director of the Insti-
tute for Strategic Studies of the PLA National Defence University 
made a speech to the Beijing Institute of Contemporary Interna-
tional Relations on October 15, 1999, calling Jiang to stay after the 
Congress, on the grounds that China encountered unprecedented 
domestic and international security challenges (the U.S. bombing 
of Chinese embassy and Lee Denghui’s push for Taiwan indepen-
dence).





193

CHAPTER 5

TOWARDS AN INTEGRATIVE C4ISR SYSTEM:
INFORMATIONIZATION AND JOINT  

OPERATIONS IN THE PEOPLE’S LIBERATION 
ARMY1

Kevin Pollpeter

INTRODUCTION

 The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) views infor-
mation superiority—the use of information and its de-
nial to adversaries—as the main determiner of success 
on a high technology battlefield. While much attention 
has been paid to the PLA’s development of modern 
weaponry, less attention has been paid to its devel-
opment of a comprehensive command, control, com-
munications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, 
and reconnaissance (C4ISR) system. While the PLA 
follows Chinese leaders’ guidance, namely Chairman 
Hu Jintao’s addresses and the recent Defense	White	Pa-
pers, to develop overall information capability, it also 
sees the development of a networked C4ISR system 
capable of locating and tracking targets and fusing 
intelligence into a coherent battlefield picture as es-
sential to carrying out the long-range precision strikes 
necessary to attack Taiwan and keep the U.S. military 
at bay. 
 This chapter conducts an assessment of the PLA’s 
transformation into an informationized force. In con-
ducting this examination, the chapter will not focus 
on the development of technologies but will instead 
primarily focus on the capabilities that such technolo-
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gies are intended to provide. To this end, it uses the 
PLA’s ability to conduct joint operations as the metric 
for evaluating its level of informationization. As the 
PLA trains for a potential conflict in the area around 
and well beyond Taiwan, its navy, air force, and Sec-
ond Artillery will play larger roles and may even 
command operations. As a result, information must 
be brought together through an organizational and 
technological system that facilitates jointness. 
 This chapter is organized into four parts and is 
confined to the 10-year period beginning in 1999, the 
year the PLA issued a gangyao	 (纲要)2 that formally 
instituted joint operations into PLA warfighting. The 
chapter first looks at the theoretical foundation for 
informationization and the PLA’s policies to turn it-
self into a network-centric force capable of winning 
future wars. It will then examine the PLA’s progress 
in developing C4ISR technologies with the goal of 
supporting network-centric operations by offering 
representative examples of PLA technology develop-
ment. The third section takes joint operations as the 
metric for PLA informationization and analyzes PLA 
progress in organizing and training for joint opera-
tions. The chapter concludes that the PLA has made 
only desultory progress in establishing genuine in-
terservice institutions, technology, and training in the 
past 10 years. This lack of progress in joint capabilities 
renders the PLA incapable of carrying out true joint 
operations. PLA analysts admit this fact and by exten-
sion, the PLA’s inability to win informationized wars. 
The PLA’s modernization goals, however, do not re-
quire it to be able to win an informationized war in the 
near term and China’s 2008 Defense	White	Paper only 
commits the PLA to lay a solid foundation by 2010. 
The year 2009, however, will most likely be seen as a 
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pivotal year in the PLA’s quest for joint operations. 
In 2009 the General Staff Department (GSD) provided 
training objectives that for the first time fully com-
mitted the services to joint operations. At the same 
time, the services have also been admonished for 
their lack of attention to joint reforms. These regula-
tions and exhortations were followed up by the first 
war zone-level joint exercise in the PLA in June 2009. 
Consequently, while the PLA has much work ahead 
to realize true interoperability, recent efforts have laid 
a foundation that positions the PLA for reforms in the 
decades ahead.

INFORMATIONIZATION THEORY AND  
POLICY: NETWORK-CENTRIC WARFARE

 The PLA’s drive to develop into an information-
ized force began in the early 1990s and was a response 
to the revolution in military affairs (RMA) and the 
performance of the U.S. military in Operation DES-
ERT STORM. The superiority of airpower, precision 
guided munitions, and high technology stirred debate 
within the PLA on its ability to fight and win modern 
wars in terms of both technology and operational doc-
trine. PLA theorists concluded that the source of U.S. 
military strength was based on the RMA, which PLA 
authors stressed was mainly a technological revolu-
tion in which information technology (IT) would play 
a central role. In the words of one group of authors, 
“If information technology is the vanguard of the new 
technological revolution, then information warfare 
will be the core of the new military revolution.”3 
 A major component of PLA transformation is the 
development of a networked C4ISR system. The PLA 
in this regard has largely been guided by the U.S. con-
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cept of network-centric warfare (NCW). The term net-
work-centric warfare was first coined by Chief of Na-
val Operations Admiral Jay Johnson in 1997 and later 
popularized by the late Admiral Arthur K. Cebrows-
ki when he headed the Pentagon’s Office of Force 
Transformation. Network-centric warfare remains 
ill-defined, but involves translating an information 
advantage characterized by a shift in focus from plat-
forms to networks, information sharing, and shared 
situational awareness into a warfighting advantage 
characterized by knowledge of commander’s intent, 
self-synchronization, and increased combat power.4 
Network-centric warfare is intended to “enable a shift 
from attrition-style warfare to a much faster and more 
effective warfighting style” characterized by speed of 
command. The resulting increase in the speed of com-
mand is intended to foreclose enemy courses of action 
and disrupt the enemy’s strategy.5

 The decision to build a network-centric force oc-
curred in the early 1990s when the PLA determined 
that it required an integrated C4ISR system. This as-
sessment occurred at the same time that the U.S. mili-
tary was making similar assessments, the difference 
being that the U.S. military stressed space-based and 
ground-based system integration whereas China only 
stressed ground-based systems.6 
 It was not until 2000, however, that the PLA issued 
a gangyao on the building of “command automation 
systems.” Command automation systems are defined 
by the Chinese	People’s	Liberation	Army’s	Command	Au-
tomation	Regulations (中国人民解放军指挥自动化条例)
as “military information systems that possess com-
mand and control, intelligence and reconnaissance, 
early warning and surveillance, communications, 
electronic countermeasures, and other operational 
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and information support capabilities with computers 
as the core.”7 They have also been described as “an 
important yardstick for measuring an armed force’s 
operational capabilities.”8

 While the official definition of command automa-
tion systems does not appear to have changed since 
2000, the practical understanding of the term appears 
to have changed as the PLA has modernized. In fact, 
PLA writings indicate that the practical understand-
ing of command automation was expected to change 
as PLA technology levels improved, just as the U.S. 
military changed its understanding of command sys-
tems from C2 (command and control) to C3 (com-
mand, control, and communications) to C3I (com-
mand, control, communications, and intelligence) to 
C4ISR (command, control, communications, comput-
ers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance). As 
one source states, “The content of military command 
automation systems is not unchanging, and it will 
continually be developed, enriched, and expanded 
along with military technology.”9 
 In a reflection of this, writings around the time of 
the issuing of the command automation gangyao often 
referred to command automation as equivalent to the 
term C3I.10 An article from 1999, for example, states 
that Chinese command automation systems are main-
ly made up of networks, databases, and command 
posts and does not mention surveillance or reconnais-
sance technologies.11 In the years following the issuing 
of the command automation gangyao, the PLA began 
to develop and field airborne and space-based ISR 
technologies, and it was during this time that Chinese 
military analysts began to consider the requirements 
and applications of C4ISR systems to be used by the 
PLA.12 By at least 2004, articles began referring to “our 
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military’s C4ISR systems,”13 with other sources explic-
itly linking the PLA’s practical understanding of com-
mand automation to mean C4ISR systems.14 
 The command automation gangyao “laid down the 
guidelines for the development of command automa-
tion systems, and set objectives and implementation 
measures.”15 Xu Xiaoyan, then head of the GSD Com-
munications Department, described the gangyao as a 
“herculean mission” that would have “an enormous 
impact on bringing about a fundamental change in the 
construction of the Chinese armed forces’ command 
automation systems from being a spontaneous, disor-
derly endeavor to one that is regulated by law; and on 
turning separate, independent systems into integrated 
systems.”16

 The gangyao proposed “four adherences” to guide 
the PLA in the development of command automation 
systems. 
 1. Integration is described as the inevitable trend 
of the development of command automation systems 
and the essential measure for improving the overall 
efficiency of these systems.
 2. Dual Peacetime/Wartime Use is adherence to 
the basic principle of combining peacetime and war-
time needs and being prepared for offensive and de-
fensive operations. The PLA is urged to develop a sys-
tem for use in wartime that can also meet peacetime 
needs. The PLA must also be prepared to defend the 
command automation network from attacks using 
information technology and to prepare to attack the 
enemy’s command automation systems.
 3. Centralization means that command automa-
tion systems must be built according to centralized 
plans and according to the same regulations and stan-
dards.
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 4. Innovation consists of making leap-frog devel-
opments and breakthroughs in key areas.17 

OVERALL STRATEGY

 The gangyao also led to the development of a four-
part overall strategy to implement informationization 
in the PLA. The four parts of this strategy include: cor-
rect recognition of informationized warfare require-
ments, technology development, leveraging civilian 
information technology for military use, and leap-frog 
development.

Correct Recognition of Informationized Warfare 
Requirements.

 One of the primary hindrances to the development 
of integrative C4ISR technologies in the PLA is the 
lack of understanding of the exact nature of informa-
tionized war. Doubts or misunderstandings remain 
over the conduct of informationized war and how to 
fight it. The main reason for this is the PLA’s lack of 
recent warfighting experience and the inability of PLA 
officers to accurately conceptualize the demands of 
modern war.18 In broad terms, the PLA is to expand 
into three new operational areas that will require it 
to develop six capabilities: rapid response, precision 
strike, information offense and defense, situational 
awareness, command decisionmaking, and precision 
support.19 The three new operational areas that these 
capabilities are to support are:
 1. Information: The PLA is to use information tech-
nology to improve operations;
 2. Outer Space: The PLA is to develop military 
space technologies and equipment to seize the high 
ground of space before the enemy; and, 
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 3. Blue water: The PLA is to develop capabilities to 
defend its maritime interests well-beyond its shores.

Technology Development.

 The PLA must develop so-called “assassin’s mace” 
weapons that are supported by a combination of ISR 
assets and integrated information transmission and 
processing technologies.20 Chinese analysts argue 
that the sensors and weapons required for over-the-
horizon attacks are often possessed by multiple ser-
vices, and that multiple reconnaissance platforms and 
services must be used in concert to both maximize 
strengths and minimize weaknesses.21 According to 
PLA analysts, C4ISR systems based on NCW will be 
completely networked, and will use a variety of com-
munications means to link strategic, campaign, and 
tactical levels of command with every unit having 
access to the same information.22 Operations will be 
characterized by an expanded operational battle space 
which encompasses the ground, sea, air, space, and 
electromagnetic spheres. Information from ISR assets 
in these spheres will be fused into a large, seamless 
intelligence system that is designed to provide com-
manders with all-weather and all-dimensional infor-
mation.23

Leverage Civilian Information Technology for  
Military Use.

 Because economic development is the main con-
cern of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), national 
defense construction must be subordinate to economic 
development. At the same time, national defense con-
struction will continue as long as financial resources 
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increase. In developing information technology, the 
PLA will leverage information technology developed 
in the civil/private/commercial sectors, but will con-
centrate its own research on developing operational 
command and weapons systems, and rely on com-
mercially-provided technologies for other systems.24

Leap-frog Development.

 The PLA will exploit advances by other countries in 
information technology to assist its own development. 
The PLA can acquire foreign technology, improve ex-
isting foreign technology, learn from the experience 
of foreign militaries, and use foreign technologies as 
benchmarks.25 Leap-frog development is facilitated 
by the ease with which information technology can 
be easily purchased (or copied), unlike other types of 
military technologies, such as missiles.26 Moreover, 
the PLA should avoid the U.S. military’s mistake in 
first building stove-piped systems that then had to be 
integrated by developing those integrative technolo-
gies later.27

 The PLA’s commitment to leap-frog development 
is represented in the “twin important historic tasks (双
重历史任务) of transforming from a half-mechanized 
force into a mechanized and informationized force. 
These taskings explicitly acknowledge that the PLA is 
not a fully mechanized force, yet is required to work 
simultaneously to become a mechanized and informa-
tionized force. This requirement was based on the re-
alization that if the PLA waited until it became a fully 
mechanized force to develop into an informationized 
force, then it would fall too far behind the U.S. mili-
tary. On the other hand, PLA technology limitations 
render it unable to transition directly into an informa-
tionized force.28
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TECHNOLOGY ADVANCES

 The PLA has made great strides since 1999 in de-
veloping the technological basis for a comprehensive 
C4ISR system. The PLA uses a variety of communica-
tion means, including fiber optic lines, wireless com-
munications, and satellite communications. In fact, 
PLA communication systems are broad-based and 
extensive. At the strategic level, for example, the PLA 
has established the All-Army Cultural Propaganda 
Information System (全军宣传文化信息网),29 an All-
Army Military Training Information Network (全军
军事训练信息网),30 an All-Army Long Distance Tele-
phone Network, an All-Army Command Automation 
Network (全军指挥自动化网),31 an All-Army Telecon-
ferencing Network (全军电话会议网络),32 and an All-
Army “310 Office Net” (全军 “310办公网”).33

 At the Military Region (MR) level, the Chengdu MR 
is said to use a combination of optical fiber networks, 
satellite networks, program-controlled switched tele-
phone networks, computer networks, and teleconfer-
encing networks. Optical fiber cables now cover 98 
percent of the units at the regiment or battalion level 
and above, as well as key border defense posts and en-
try ports. Military program-controlled switched tele-
phone network and satellite networks cover all units 
at the company level and above. Regional computer 
networks and teleconferencing systems have been es-
tablished in combat units at the regimental level and 
above. In addition, a digitized broadband communi-
cations network connects all campaign and tactical 
level units horizontally and vertically.34 
  The Nanjing MR has also extensively developed its 
C4 system over the past 30 years, which one article 
breaks down into three stages: 
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 1. In 1978, a phase-one network established a com-
puter network linking the GSD’s Operations Depart-
ment with the MR Operations Department.
 2. In 1985, work began on a phase-two network es-
tablishing a computer network linking the GSD with 
MR combat units at and above the division and bri-
gade level. This network was put into service in 1992.
 3. In 1998, the MR began the third phase which 
raised the MR units’ networking, informatization, and 
joint operations capabilities. In 2004, the MR built a 
network that appears to be equivalent to a Non-classi-
fied Internet Protocol Router Network (NIPRNet) that 
extends from the Central Military Commission (CMC) 
and the GSD to units at and above the regiment level. 
This network is used for videoconferencing, host-
ing websites and online forums, sending emails, and 
broadcasting movies, as well as for hosting specialized 
networks for political work; materials supply; petro-
leum, oil, and lubricants management; transportation; 
and frequency spectrum management. Presently, 100 
percent of combat brigades and regiments, 93 percent 
of organic battalions, and 86 percent of companies are 
connected to the all-army and MR political networks. 
This phase also involved establishing a security and 
encryption system in early 2008. 35

 ISR systems and procedures have also been im-
proved. For example, China has launched a number of 
new satellites, including imagery and synthetic aper-
ture radar satellites and is developing the KJ-200 and 
KJ-2000 airborne early warning and control (AEW&C) 
aircraft. The PLA is also training to use these new re-
sources. New procedures were developed by a unit of 
the South Sea Fleet in 2009 entitled, “Stipulated Tech-
nical Procedure for Maritime Terrain Digitized Satel-
lite Surveying and Mapping,” that is said to be able 
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to meet the needs of wartime operations.36 Another 
2009 article states that a Guangzhou MR surveying 
and mapping unit used satellite imagery to establish 
the PLA’s first digitized production network for map 
making.37 In April 2009, the GSD Surveying and Map-
ping Bureau held an exercise to support joint opera-
tions that used satellite imagery and navigation and 
precision information to provide targeting informa-
tion.38

 The PLA and the commercial sector have also joined 
hands in maintaining elements of military command 
systems by having civilian organizations maintain key 
telecommunication lines and having joint PLA/com-
mercial repair teams fix telecommunications lines.39 
During times of need the PLA has also reportedly tak-
en over or rented civil telecommunication lines from 
the commercial sector.40 The Nanjing MR reportedly 
uses railroad communication lines to send encrypted 
messages to subordinate logistics units when the mili-
tary communications network is down.41

 The PLA has also made progress in developing 
integrative technologies. Perhaps one of the most im-
portant technical advances is the development and 
possible fielding of a joint operational datalink system 
called the Triservice Tactical Information Distributed 
Network (三军战术数据分发系统), abbreviated by 
Chinese sources in English as TIS. This network is de-
scribed as being similar to the U.S. Joint Tactical In-
formation Distribution System (JTIDS), a system that 
provides jam-resistant digital communication of data 
and voice for command and control, navigation, rela-
tive positioning, and identification that allows units 
using different technologies to communicate with 
each other. TIS is said to operate over line-of-sight 
ranges up to 500 nautical miles and operates in the 
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960-1,215 MHz frequency band.42 As with JTIDS, TIS 
uses frequency hopping and direct sequence spread 
spectrum to prevent jamming, though sources differ 
on their effectiveness. 
 Chinese articles describe TIS as being limited by a 
lack of over-the-horizon capabilities and requiring a 
relay mechanism to transmit data over long distances. 
One article suggests using aircraft to relay communi-
cations, but acknowledges that in the case of a conflict 
over Taiwan, these aircraft will be subject to attack 
from Taiwanese and U.S. air forces. It notes hopefully, 
however, that as China’s air defense capabilities im-
prove, the utility of TIS will increase.43 
 Another article describes a system of systems in 
which multiple TIS nodes are located throughout a 
theater and linked via satellites, fixed communication 
networks (e.g., fiber optic lines), service communica-
tion networks, and tactical networks to provide the-
ater-wide communications and situational awareness 
beyond visual range. In using this network, the article 
concludes it would be possible for the campaign com-
mand headquarters, service-level units, and tactical-
level units to both provide inputs and access informa-
tion from TIS in order to obtain a common theater-wide 
battlefield picture.44 
 The extent to which TIS is integrated into current 
PLA operations is unknown. A 2000 article states that 
TIS was under development and that service technolo-
gies facilitating intra-service communications may be 
merged with TIS.45 An article 7 years later stated that 
the networking of TIS into a system of systems had al-
ready achieved some success.46 It is unclear, however, 
how comprehensive this system may be. While a 2008 
PLA	Navy article boasts that a “tri-service connection 
via one network” was used during an exercise, the 
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manner in which the joint communications system 
was established casts doubt on this claim. The article 
reports that in order for the services to communicate 
with each other, ground force communication person-
nel, with their equipment, were stationed aboard ships 
to facilitate communication between the services.47 
 Other reports reveal that individual MRs have es-
tablished or are working on their own joint C4 sys-
tems and it is unclear if these technologies involve 
TIS. In 2009, it was reported that the Jinan MR held a 
meeting on the construction of a “new type of theater 
joint command information system” designed to join 
the services.48 Similarly, a 2009 article stated that the 
Nanjing MR in the past 2 years had established the 
PLA’s first theater C4ISR system.49 This system is said 
to have broken the communication barriers between 
services and solved the MR’s challenges with joint 
operations command, real-time air intelligence, joint 
firepower attack, and precision support.50 Again, as 
with other technologies, the development of theater-
wide C4ISR systems by individual MRs suggests that 
a standardized C4ISR system has not been established 
by the PLA or, at the least, that standardization is not 
being enforced. 
 Despite the many successes in developing C4ISR 
technologies, the PLA admits that its technologies 
cannot yet fully support joint operations. However, 
the PLA’s main difficulty in establishing an integra-
tive C4ISR system lies more with the approach the 
PLA has taken with C4ISR modernization than with 
the level of technology used. Stovepiping, for exam-
ple, has been a major impediment. While the services 
have been good at establishing communications with 
subordinate units, they have largely ignored connec-
tivity with their sister services. 
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 Communication problems have also arisen due to 
the incompatibility of technology. Units use different 
models and generations of weapons and equipment 
and there are differences in the technology levels of 
services and combat arms or even between different 
operational units within a service or combat arm.51 
One of the main sources of this incompatibility is the 
decentralized nature of PLA technology development 
where individual units are provided funding to de-
velop their own technology but pay no attention to 
connecting with other units. A main communications 
station of the Navy, for example, was praised in a PLA	
Daily article for building a 600,000 yuan comprehen-
sive training center using indigenously designed soft-
ware.52 
 The goal of establishing an automated command 
system is not just to make systems automated, but also 
to make them integrated into a synergistic whole in 
which “1 plus 1 is greater than 2.”53 While technology 
is required, it is also more important to have the mind-
set, organization, and training to use it correctly.54 This 
requires organizational and training reform to conduct 
operations that can fuse together separate resources 
from multiple services to locate and track targets, such 
as opto-electronic and radar imagery satellites, over-
the-horizon radar, early warning aircraft, and more 
traditional assets such as visual location and tracking 
by aircraft, ships, or ground personnel that facilitates 
the technological foundation stressed in NCW. The in-
formation collected from network-centric forces needs 
to be communicated to a central location where it is 
fused into a common battlefield picture that enables 
commanders to make informed decisions. This capa-
bility is best illustrated by the PLA’s ability to conduct 
joint operations, which will be evaluated in the fol-
lowing sections.
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NCW CAPABILITY: JOINT OPERATIONS

 Joint operations are fundamental to carrying out 
the PLA’s strategy of active defense and winning local 
wars under informationized conditions. Indeed, Chi-
na’s 2008 Defense	White	Paper describes winning local 
wars in conditions of informationization as inherently 
relying on jointness. It states:

This guideline aims at winning local wars in conditions 
of informationization. It takes into overall consideration 
the evolution of modern warfare and the major security 
threats facing China, and prepares for defensive opera-
tions under the most difficult and complex circumstanc-
es. Meeting the requirements of confrontation between 
war systems in modern warfare and taking integrated 
joint operations as the basic approach, it is designed 
to bring the operational strengths of different services 
and arms into full play, combine offensive operations 
with defensive operations, give priority to the flexible 
application of strategies and tactics, seek advantages 
and avoid disadvantages, and make the best use of our 
strong points to attack the enemy’s weak points. It en-
deavors to refine the command system for joint opera-
tions, the joint training system and the joint support sys-
tem, optimize the structure and composition of forces, 
and speed up the building of a combat force structure 
suitable for winning local wars in conditions of infor-
mationization.55 

 In 1999, the PLA issued a gangyao on joint opera-
tions that instituted the concept in PLA warfighting, 
and since 2000 the GSD has given increased prior-
ity to joint operations in its annual military training 
objectives.56 The PLA’s concept and practice of joint 
operations has evolved since 1999 from emphasizing 
joint operations to integrated joint operations (一体化



209

联合作战). This transition from joint to integrated re-
vealed fundamental flaws in the PLA’s conception of 
joint operations. The main impediment to achieving 
interoperability was the 1999 joint operations gangyao 
itself, which only required the services to form coor-
dinating relationships rather than foster true interop-
erability.57 In fact, some PLA sources from this early 
period stress “joint operation coordination” (联合作战
协同).58  Under this construct, each service remained 
independent with respect to operational forces, weap-
ons and equipment, communications networks, and 
logistics, albeit under a unified command.59 
 Ultimately, the codification of coordination over 
true jointness has come to impede PLA capabilities. 
Instead of centralizing personnel into one organiza-
tion, coordination requires each service to exchange 
personnel between each of the service commands at 
the campaign, juntuan (军团), and tactical levels.60 Not 
only does such a system slow the transition to a war-
time command, this process requires different services 
with their own cultures to mesh their own ways of op-
erating at every level of the campaign. The addition of 
new personnel also taxes every service command unit 
to provide computers, communication equipment, 
and other types of equipment to newly arrived per-
sonnel. Indeed, one author asked “if every operational 
jituan (集团) sends a liaison group and there are 5 to 7 
operational groups, then there are 20 to 30 new people 
who all require command equipment. Where does it 
come from?”61

 By 2003, the PLA leadership recognized that co-
ordinated joint operations would not achieve the 
level of interoperability required by modern war. As 
a result, PLA analysts began to reconceptualize joint 
operations into a new framework called “integrated 
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joint operations.”62  It appears that the PLA has not of-
ficially defined integrated joint operations, but gener-
ally they are described as “an advanced stage of joint 
operations,” in which the command organization is 
not a coordinating body but, in fact, has the author-
ity to make decisions. Integrated joint operations are 
thus “not the simple combining of service operations 
but are the organic merging of the planning and com-
mand of separate service operations in order to form a 
more powerful comprehensive operation.”63 

ASSESSING PROGRESS IN INTEGRATED JOINT 
OPERATIONS

 This section will evaluate the PLA’s progress in 
two critical areas: organization and training. 

Organization.

 The PLA has made some progress in creating a 
joint organizational structure over the past 10 years, 
but major hurdles remain. The main reason for the 
lack of progress is the historical predominance of the 
ground force and its predilection to control PLA doc-
trine, organization, and operations. The predominance 
of the ground force has led to a lack of permanent joint 
structures, which has stymied a culture of jointness 
and the technology needed to support it. As one Navy 
author writing on the dominance of the ground force 
complained, “military region leadership organiza-
tions cannot say that they are a real command orga-
nization and this makes it difficult to meet the needs 
of commanding multi-dimensional operations under 
high technology conditions.”64 The lack of a perma-
nent joint organization at the MR level has been the 
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fundamental impediment to fostering interoperabili-
ty. Without a joint organization, it has been difficult to 
develop the technologies to connect the organizations 
or to train the personnel in joint operations.65

 The PLA has made some progress in establishing 
joint organizations, however. For example, since 2004 
each service has been represented at the CMC, but it 
appears that little effort has been made to go beyond 
this level of jointness. Only ground force officers have 
become vice chairmen of the CMC or held the posi-
tion of Chief of the General Staff. Only one nonground 
force officer has held the rank head of the General Po-
litical Department, General Logistics Department, or 
the General Armament Department. Li Jinai, current 
head of the GPD, spent much of his career in the Sec-
ond Artillery. 
 Moreover, jointness is limited at the staff officer 
levels of the four General Departments. For example, 
at the deputy commander level, the General Staff, Po-
litical, and Logistics Departments are each staffed by 
three ground force officers and one Air Force officer. 
The staffing of the General Armament Department at 
the deputy commander level is more nuanced with 
representation coming from career armament depart-
ment officers who have served in nonservice specific 
positions working in the ground, aviation, missile, 
and space fields. No Navy or Second Artillery officer 
holds the position of deputy director for any of the 
four General Departments, and below the deputy di-
rector level, jointness appears to be less prevalent. 
 The PLA also lacks a permanent joint organization 
at the MR level. Indeed, in a run-up to a war, the MR 
must transition to a joint warfighting organization 
called the war zone. The lack of jointness at the MR 
level is reflected in the fact that only ground force of-
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ficers have served as MR commanders. While some 
deputy commander positions are occupied by the Air 
Force and Navy, no Second Artillery or PAP officers 
occupy deputy commander positions.
 The PLA has made progress in the area of joint 
logistics. The PLA officially instituted a joint logis-
tics department (JLD) system in 2000, but a true joint 
system was not formed until 2004 when the Jinan MR 
was selected as a test bed for an enhanced JLD.66 The 
enhanced JLD provides both common use supplies, 
defined as supplies used by all services, and service-
specific supplies instead of routing supplies through 
each service. The Jinan MR formally adopted this sys-
tem in 2007, but Hu Jintao postponed expansion of the 
JLD system pending additional research and evalua-
tion.67 

Training.

 While training has also had modest successes since 
1999, PLA sources indicate that progress has not been 
sufficient. As one source states, the PLA trains to “fight 
a battle jointly, yet exercises separately.”68  Training is 
said to either lack jointness or is insufficiently joint. An 
exercise may only be joint for certain segments rather 
than throughout its entirety. Moreover, no standards 
or criteria have been established to evaluate jointness. 
Training also needs to be expanded to include “topic 
training” on joint offensive and defensive operations, 
joint command and control, joint logistics, and joint 
information support.69

 As with wartime joint operations, the main obstacle 
to conducting joint training is the lack of a permanent 
joint training structure at the MR region and below. 
While the GSD had conducted some joint training, 
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such training has been done on a temporary and ad 
hoc basis with limited long-term results. In addition, 
because there is no permanent joint training structure, 
the services do not have a mechanism to discuss how 
joint training should be conducted or evaluated. Con-
sequently, the PLA still lacks clear and sufficient regu-
lations and standards regarding joint training.70 
 The main attempt to establish an organization for 
joint training has been the formation of “coordination 
zones” in 2003. A training coordination zone is de-
scribed as: 

A place where units of various arms and services hav-
ing similar future combat missions are relatively con-
centrated, and where a zone of mutually coordinated 
military training is set up. This is aimed at effective in-
tegration and sharing of training resources, so that units 
of the various arms and services can rely on the coordi-
nation zone to accomplish integrated, joint training, and 
exercises.71 

The designation of these training areas as “coordina-
tion zones,” however, belies the PLA’s propensity for 
coordinated operations rather than true interoperabil-
ity. Indeed, PLA sources lament that training in coor-
dination zones is characterized by “communication” 
plus “consultation” instead of true jointness.72 
 Despite structural impediments, the PLA has made 
some progress in joint training. For example, one ar-
ticle notes that a motorized infantry division now has 
an Air Force ground controller attached to it.73 But the 
joint training praised in PLA publications is often ru-
dimentary or superficial. For example, one report stat-
ed that ground force and Navy units in a training co-
ordination zone practiced ship loading and unloading 
and ground force units practiced loading aircraft onto 
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railcars for the Air Force.74  Another report praised 
the “jointness” of an exercise which merely brought 
together the top leaders of each service via video tele-
conferencing.75 Other efforts described as joint are 
really combat arms exercises. The Navy appears par-
ticularly egregious in this matter and frequently touts 
training between surface, subsurface, and aviation 
units as “joint.”76

 A review of the PLA’s training goals from 2002-09 
shows incremental improvements in joint training as 
training requirements moved from amorphous calls 
to conduct joint training to the study of the theoretical 
underpinnings of joint training, to the creation of test 
points, to the focus on specific joint training subjects, 
and finally to the first war zone level joint exercise. In 
detail, the Outline of Military Training and Evaluation 
(OMTE) for these years is discussed.
 The 2002 training goals described joint operations 
as a key training objective and directed all units to 
strengthen their understanding of joint operations. 
However, the training goals directed the PLA to carry 
out “coordinated training” against the background of 
joint operations.77

 The 2003 training goals paid little attention to joint 
operations and only directed the PLA to carry out 
training under the guidance of the joint operations 
concept, but did not specifically mandate what actions 
should be taken.78

 Integrated training was formerly introduced into 
the 2004 training goals. The year 2004 was obviously 
a “building year” in which emphasis was placed on 
study as units were urged “to create the substance, 
methods, and mechanisms of integrated training and 
to develop a model of integrated training.”79
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 The 2005 training goals stressed “incremental 
progress” in carrying out integrated training. For the 
first time, the training goals identified the formation 
of joint training organizations as a key requirement. 
Theoretical progress was also stressed, as the Acad-
emy of Military Science was directed to conduct theo-
retical study of integrated training. The integration of 
specific tasks was also mentioned for the first time. In 
this case, the strengthening of command and control 
of intelligence, support, and live fire exercises.80 
 The 2006 training goals stressed practical applica-
tion and directed the PLA to continue its theoretical 
study of integrated operations. Whatever progress 
was made in 2005 was meant to be refined in 2006, as 
the 2005 tasks do not appear to have been expanded. 
Instead, the PLA was asked to study the “pathway” to 
combined arms and joint training as well as “to give 
prominence to joint training, and to strive to build and 
further improve institutions and mechanisms condu-
cive to joint training so as to boost the integrated fight-
ing capability of the army.”81

 The year 2006 also saw the convening of an all-
Army meeting to discuss training under conditions of 
informationization. This meeting is said to be the first 
meeting to unify thought, resolve problems, and pro-
mote the development of informationized training. 
The meeting resulted in the CMC issuing a document 
entitled “Decisions on Strengthening Military Train-
ing During the New Period of the New Century,” 
which issued five instructions to the PLA:
 1. Deepen the content of training and promote 
the establishment of military training systems under 
informationized conditions. The main efforts were 
to build a force able to use information, accomplish 
different tasks, promote joint training, and conduct 
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realistic training with the goal of accomplishing the 
New Historic Missions and improving the ability to 
conduct joint operations under informationized con-
ditions.
 2. Take improving joint operations capabilities as 
the main line. Establish a complete joint training sys-
tem focused on completing missions and taking stra-
tegic and campaign training as the core. Joint train-
ing will include support from integrated command 
platforms and will abide by the principles of the main 
force taking the lead.
 3. Increase the ability of units to work in a complex 
electromagnetic environment. The PLA was instruct-
ed to study the requirements of fighting in a complex 
electromagnetic environment with a focus on training 
communication, radar, and electronic countermeasure 
units.
 4. Train joint operations personnel and strength-
en the quality of military personnel. Joint training 
will become part of the educational requirements for 
personnel and training at military schools will be im-
proved. Education will focus on personnel involved 
in joint operations, information technology, and new 
equipment.
 5. Take informationized construction as the foun-
dation and develop training methods that are adapt-
able to the new combat power. The PLA is to focus 
on training bases and operational laboratories of 
schools.82 

Despite the importance of the year 2006 for setting 
training goals, press reports on the 2007 training 
goals merely directed the PLA to “continue to ex-
plore integrated training” and to fully use what had 
been achieved at integrated training test points and 
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to “promote the healthy and orderly development of 
integrated training” as well as to explore a path to re-
gional joint training methods.83

 The building and exploration that occurred from 
2005-07 appears to have been successful as the 2008 
training goals became more specific in its require-
ments for joint training.  In fact, 2008 was an important 
year in which 163 primary level units were involved 
in developing new training and evaluation standards. 
In June 2008 the GSD issued 1,522 training publica-
tions reflecting achievements in training reform, and 
in late 2008, the PLA held an all-Army video and tele-
conference to formally institute these guidelines into 
PLA training.84 Interestingly, the training goals did 
not discuss integrated training, but did identify joint 
training as a key objective. The training goals specifi-
cally mentioned that joint training should be carried 
out in regards to intelligence, command and control, 
and communications. The 2008 training goals also en-
couraged the PLA to organize units and commands 
by missions and to deepen regional coordinated train-
ing.85  This last requirement suggests progress towards 
joint training commands organized around particular 
missions rather than missions carried out by individ-
ual services. 
 The training guidelines developed in 2008 were 
implemented in 2009. Indeed, the year 2009 appears 
to be a pivotal one in which the PLA began to address 
the fundamental barriers to jointness. In fact, the PLA 
is putting its foot down and ordering all the services 
to cooperate and institute joint training reforms. In 
March 2009, the PLA	Daily published the minutes of a 
meeting held by the Jinan MR in which the leadership 
exhorted the services in no uncertain terms to make 
joint training work. The organizers of the meeting crit-
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icized the services for treating joint training as merely 
the topic de	jour rather than as a fundamental reform, 
stating “the road of joint training must be taken. We 
have no choice . . .” The leadership also described 
joint operations as essential to victory, stating “the 
isolated battle of a single service will never achieve 
what it wants” and that “every military has acutely 
recognized that the one who starts joint training first 
and who does a great job at joint training will have 
the key to victory.” The services were also urged to 
continue joint training despite disputes because it is 
only through continued training that problems can be 
resolved.86 
 To carry out the 2009 training goals, the PLA ap-
pointed the Jinan MR to be a test bed for joint train-
ing and established the first joint training command 
organization on February 23, 2009.87  This step was de-
scribed as signifying “that joint training at the theater 
level started to step into a new development stage.”88 
The Jinan MR may be the joint reform test bed for 
several reasons. The Jinan MR, along with the Nan-
jing and Guangzhou MRs, is one of three MRs that 
has representation from all services as well as fleet 
headquarters, and for this reason joint training can be 
conducted more easily with higher level service units. 
The PLA, however, may want to limit the negative ef-
fects of experimentation on units in the Nanjing and 
Guangzhou MRs due to their proximity to Taiwan and 
probable use in a Taiwan conflict. Finally, the MR has 
been the site of large-scale military exercises, includ-
ing the China-Russia “Peace Mission 2005,” which has 
given the MR more experience with dealing with dis-
similar forces.
 According to one source, in setting up its joint 
training command mechanism, the Jinan MR will 
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make overall plans for joint training, but each year a 
different service will command the training in which 
one core issue is highlighted and one subject is prac-
ticed. The culmination of these joint reforms to date 
has been the 8-day exercise “Joint-209” which was 
held in the Jinan MR and involved all of the services 
and the People’s Armed Police (PAP), and was the 
first joint war zone exercise for the PLA. The exercise 
was said to have focused on four areas:
 1. The inclusion of Army, Navy, Air Force, Second 
Artillery, and PAP forces in the war zone in the exer-
cise for the first time.
 2. The inclusion of local governments into training.
 3. The inclusion of local national defense mobili-
zation organizations into the war zone joint training 
system.
 4. The use of an integrated command platform to 
organize joint training for the first time.89

CONCLUSIONS 

 The 10-year history of PLA informationization re-
veals a pattern of limited progress stymied by service 
rivalry, inadequate doctrinal development, and tech-
nological shortcomings. In pursuing informationiza-
tion, the PLA has simultaneously taken a bottom up 
and a top down approach. Technological improve-
ments have mainly followed a bottom-up process in 
which even units at very low levels have been given 
funds to develop their own systems. While individu-
al services have managed to develop robust vertical 
command and control systems that link superior with 
subordinate units, they have not taken the initiative 
to develop integrative technologies that connect them 
with their sister services. As a result, the CMC and 
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GSD have had to take a top down approach to force 
jointness upon the services in the form of doctrine 
and regulations. These efforts, however, have resulted 
in limited improvements in establishing an organi-
zational structure capable of supporting joint opera-
tions. While the CMC has been made joint and a Joint 
Logistics Department established, the four General 
Departments and the military regions continue to lack 
jointness and it is unclear how joint the JLD system is 
Army-wide. The PLA has also done little joint train-
ing.
 Jointness, it seems, is still largely anathema to the 
PLA, and it appears that the ground force continues to 
wield extraordinary power at a time when PLA writ-
ings on future wars depict a more prominent role for 
the other services. Without a permanent joint struc-
ture, it will continue to be difficult to build suitable 
technology systems and to change the mindset of sin-
gle service domination. In fact, the PLA continues to 
delay making the hard decisions concerning joint re-
form. There has been no discussion of making the four 
General Departments truly joint nor do the 2009 train-
ing reforms indicate that the MR headquarters itself 
will be made joint. They only require the formation 
of a permanent joint training organization. While the 
PLA focuses on establishing jointness at the CMC and 
MR levels, the U.S. experience in forming a joint mili-
tary suggests that joint organizations must be formed 
from the strategic to the tactical levels. In this regard, 
the lack of jointness at the General Department level 
appears to be a critical shortcoming of joint reform 
as these organizations are the working bodies of the 
CMC. The prominence of ground force officers in the 
four General Departments suggests that, at worst, ser-
vice rivalry continues to retard joint reforms and, at 
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best, suggests that a lack of a basic understanding of 
the requirements and capabilities of their sister servic-
es by ground force officers limits reforms. Either way, 
jointness at the General Department level appears to 
be an essential measure in altering institutional inter-
est and the mindset of the top PLA leadership, and, 
without that change in mindset, it seems difficult to 
enforce joint reforms at lower levels.
 But how should we judge PLA progress to date? 
We could judge progress by whether the PLA can con-
duct joint operations. By this measure, the PLA has 
failed. Even PLA authors are clear that the PLA is in-
capable of carrying out true joint operations.90  But this 
standard is probably too high. Jointness is difficult. 
The U.S. military in World War II was joint in many 
respects, especially in the Pacific Theater, but it lost 
that interoperability and fought the Korean and Viet-
nam Wars with minimal jointness. It was not until the 
passage of the Goldwater-Nichols Act in 1986 that the 
U.S. military began the path that has led to its current 
level of jointness and that jointness has been forged 
by fighting two wars for the past 8 years. By this mea-
sure, the PLA has a long and difficult road ahead to 
become an effective joint force. These efforts will be 
made more difficult without warfighting experience.
 PLA authors have also attempted to establish 
benchmarks by which to measure PLA progress in 
joint reform. Noted information warfare expert Dai 
Qingmin describes three stages of informationization.

The first stage is the standalone construction stage in 
which individual services build their own information 
systems and move from a stage of mechanization to in-
formationization as traditional weapons are integrated 
with information systems.
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The second stage is the comprehensive development 
stage in which information systems are horizontally 
integrated and changes are made in a military’s orga-
nizational structure, training, and education. The U.S. 
military is described as being in the middle to later part 
of this stage.

The third stage is the overall transformation stage. This 
stage reflects a maturation of the informationization 
process in which a military carries out system-to-system 
attacks around the information flows on the ground, the 
sea, the air, the space, the electromagentic domain, the 
network, and the sensory dimensions. 

Dai concludes that the PLA is in the beginning stages 
of comprehensive development or in the transition 
between the first stage and the second stage. Dai also 
concludes that the PLA is in the preliminary stages of 
constructing an informationized organization man-
agement system that has focused on top-level design, 
improved regulations and standards, infrastructure, 
and making breakthroughs in key points.91 
 The PLA’s own timetable offers a final metric by 
which to judge progress in jointness. According to 
the 2008 Defense	White	Paper, the PLA has the goal of 
laying a foundation for informationization by 2010, 
to make major progress by 2020, and to mostly reach 
the goal of informationization by 2050. The establish-
ment of a joint CMC, a Joint Logistics Department, a 
joint training structure test bed, and the conducting 
of the first war zone-level joint exercise has been con-
ducted. Moreover, individual services and MRs have 
made impressive gains in technology, including the 
first joint war-zone C4ISR system established by the 
Guangzhou MR. By this measure, it appears that the 
PLA is meeting its own standards for joint reform.
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 Despite the emphasis on informationized op-
erations, informationization does pose dangers for 
the PLA. By developing into a networked force just 
like the U.S. military, the PLA opens itself up to the 
same sorts of vulnerabilities that it hopes to exploit 
in the U.S. C4ISR system. This reduction of asymme-
try could be advantageous to the U.S. military and 
remains a contradiction largely unaddressed in PLA 
writings. Dai Qingmin admits that informationization 
is a double-edged sword that will cause it “danger 
and hidden troubles,” but he also recommends that at 
its current stage of development the PLA should pay 
more attention to its beneficial effects and ignore its 
disadvantages.92 This is most likely because the PLA, 
and China, have no other alternative. China desires 
to become a major power and can only do this by be-
coming modern, and modernity depends on a reliance 
on information technology. To remain as a largely 
mechanized force forever dooms the PLA to being a 
second-rate military and China a second-rate power. 
Consequently, the PLA must transform into an infor-
mationized force even if this creates vulnerabilities in 
the short to medium term. 
 PLA writings also do not discuss another para-
dox of a network-centric force: the tendency of com-
manders to centralize control. Ostensibly, the benefit 
of NCW is its ability to increase the ability of lower-
level officers to make decisions. Technology, however, 
could further centralize command by enabling senior 
commanders to monitor and direct small units. Con-
sidering the PLA’s predilection for heavily central-
ized command, command automation systems may 
strengthen the role of the campaign commander at the 
expense of limiting subordinates’ freedom of action. 
These problems will eventually need to be addressed, 
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but for now what emerges from PLA writings is that 
they are trying to harness new technology to abide by 
the tenets of NCW.
 The PLA commitment to jointness is undiminished, 
and it appears will only increase. Could information-
ization, however, be derailed by the global economic 
crisis? The PLA’s modernization drive depends upon 
advancements in civilian information technology, and 
with China’s export-oriented economy it is possible 
that a downturn in global demand could negatively 
affect China’s IT sector, which could then negatively 
affect military modernization. Here the answer is less 
certain, but it appears that the drive for informationiza-
tion will continue unabated. The Chinese government 
has an immense and expanding amount of money on 
which to draw from to aid economic recovery. China’s 
foreign currency reserves reached U.S. $2.13 trillion at 
the end of the second quarter of 2009.93 In December 
2008, China devoted U.S. $586 billion to a stimulus 
plan. Of this, 4 percent, or U.S. $23.44 billion, went to 
technology advances and industrial restructuring.94 
The stimulus has had an effect, with economic growth 
up 8.9 percent in the third quarter of 2009.95 Nor has 
the economic crisis affected military spending. China’s 
official defense budget increased 14.9 percent in 2009. 
 In fact, it is possible that the economic crisis could 
be beneficial for the PLA. Additional stimulus money 
may be used to spur technological innovation. Ad-
ditionally, the threat of higher unemployment may 
make military careers more attractive for those with 
high tech backgrounds. China’s large cash reserves 
could also give it the ability to acquire struggling for-
eign companies at bargain prices. While no high pro-
file mergers or acquisitions have been reported since 
the economic crisis, Chinese companies are willing to 
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explore opportunities. These efforts in the past, how-
ever, have been blocked by the national security con-
cerns of home countries. Huawei, for example, was 
blocked in its attempts to acquire Marconi by the Brit-
ish government in 2005 and by the U.S. Government 
in 2008 to acquire a stake in 3Com.
 It is more certain that the PLA’s drive to informa-
tionize will have a profound effect on U.S. military 
operations. The PLA already possesses or is working 
on weapons systems that threaten or could threaten 
the U.S. military. These include advanced air defense 
systems, especially “double digit SAMS;” long range 
cruise missiles; and anti-ship ballistic missiles (ASBM). 
While each of these systems poses a threat, they be-
come even more formidable when networked to form 
a system of systems. While much analysis has been 
done on individual PLA weapon systems, it is C4ISR 
systems which will facilitate PLA efforts to deny the 
U.S. military access to a theater. For example, im-
proved C4ISR systems could improve attacks against 
U.S. forces and bases in the region by precisely and 
in a timely manner locating targets and conducting 
battle damage assessments. Improved C4ISR systems 
could also greatly improve attacks against U.S. naval 
forces. PLA authors writing on attacks against aircraft 
carrier strike groups discuss swarm attacks in which 
surface, subsurface, and aviation attacks would be 
conducted simultaneously. A comprehensive C4ISR 
system would also be integral to ASBM attacks against 
aircraft carrier strike groups as data from space-based 
ISR, over-the-horizon radar, and aviation or surface 
assets would need to fused to form actionable intel-
ligence. Ultimately, this could enable China to become 
more forceful in its dealings with the United States, 
Taiwan, or its neighbors. 
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 Over the longer-term, the development of an in-
tegrative and comprehensive C4ISR system will en-
able the PLA to project power globally. As China’s 
relations with Africa deepen and as its energy needs 
increase, a robust C4ISR system will permit China to 
defend its global interests by supporting forces well 
beyond its borders. China’s C4ISR developments will 
then be one indicator of China’s rise as a global power.
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CHAPTER 6

THE PEOPLE’S LIBERATION ARMY AND  
CHINA’S INTERNAL SECURITY CHALLENGES

Harold M. Tanner

INTRODUCTION

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has not seen 
combat since its brief “punitive war” against Viet-
nam in 1979.1 In the 30 years since, and particularly 
since the mid-1990s, the PLA has undergone substan-
tial modernization, reorganization, and training. But 
while they have been trained and equipped for war, 
China’s soldiers have been deployed time and again 
not to fight external enemies, but to respond to inter-
nal security issues such as natural disasters, violent 
mass demonstrations, or “mass incidents,” and epi-
sodes of ethnic unrest.

In prosecuting these “military operations other 
than war” (MOOTW), the PLA works in cooperation 
with the People’s Armed Police (PAP), the militia, and 
the reserves. As these forces carry out internal security 
operations, their mutual relations and responsibilities 
develop and are clarified, strengths and weaknesses 
are revealed and addressed, and lessons are drawn, 
both for the Chinese military and for civilian govern-
ment officials. For PLA and PAP officers, MOOTW, 
particularly emergency response and disaster relief 
operations, involve sudden deployment in challenging 
environmental conditions (flood, extreme cold, earth-
quake zones, fire zones, and scenes of chemical spills 
for example). Response often requires rapid decision-
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making under difficult circumstances. Psychological 
pressure can be intense for officers and, perhaps more 
so, for young soldiers dealing with civilian casual-
ties during disaster rescue operations. MOOTW also 
require a high level of cooperation between military 
officers and civilian government and Party officials—
a level of cooperation that is apparently difficult for 
some officers to accept.2

This chapter uses openly published Chinese sourc-
es to examine selected recent internal security opera-
tions and the lessons that China’s military draws from 
those operations.3 We will be looking specifically at 
disaster rescue and relief as seen in the snow and ice 
emergency of January-February 2008 and the Wench-
uan earthquake of May 2008, at the handling of four 
violent mass incidents in 2007-08, and at the riots in 
Lhasa (March 2008) and Urumqi (July 2009). To begin 
with, however, we will look at the legal framework 
within which the PLA, the PAP, the militia, and re-
serve forces responsibilities for MOOTW are delin-
eated.4

MILITARY OPERATIONS OTHER THAN WAR: 
LEGAL AND INSTITUTIONAL  
INFRASTRUCTURE

The Chinese military’s internal security responsi-
bilities fall within the broad category of “diversified 
military tasks.” The concept of “diversified military 
tasks,” first introduced at least as early as 2004 and 
emphasized at the Chinese Communist Party’s Seven-
teenth Congress in 2007, calls for the PLA, the PAP, 
the militia, and the reserves to be prepared to handle 
a range of responsibilities far wider than simply deter-
ring and if necessary defending against aggression by 
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foreign armed forces.5 Although the concept is only 
loosely defined, commentators in China understand it 
as including both the wide variety of tasks that a mod-
ern army would have to perform in conducting “local 
wars in conditions of informatization” and a number 
of responsibilities that fall under the rubric of “mili-
tary operations other than war.” 

MOOTW cover a wide range of responsibilities 
including conduct of operations meant to deter for-
eign aggression, border control, counterterrorism, 
response to serious incidents of mass violence, emer-
gency response, rescue, humanitarian aid, participa-
tion in United Nations (UN) peacekeeping operations, 
and even drought alleviation measures such as cloud-
seeding.6 All of these MOOTW and other “diversified 
tasks” are seen as being related. China’s leaders see 
themselves and their military as facing a world in 
which “Issues of existence security and development 
security, traditional security threats and nontradition-
al security threats, and domestic security and interna-
tional security are interwoven and interactive.”7

The legal basis for the Chinese armed forces’ in-
ternal missions is ultimately derived from Article 29 
of the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC). After stating that the purpose of the armed 
forces is to “strengthen national defense, resist ag-
gression, [and] defend the motherland,” Article 29 
goes on to assign three other broadly defined tasks: 
“safeguard the people’s peaceful labor, participate in 
national reconstruction, and work hard to serve the 
people.”8 This flexible definition of the tasks of the 
armed forces supplies a constitutional basis for virtu-
ally any internal deployment of military force for the 
accomplishment of any specific task that the Chinese 
leadership might wish to accomplish.
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The PRC only began to build a formal emergency 
response management system in the post-Mao era. 
Prior to that, emergency response was handled largely 
on an ad hoc basis by the Communist Party leadership 
on all levels, who tended to employ temporary crisis 
management small groups to lead “mass movement” 
style of social mobilization to deal with crises. Since 
1979, economic reform, the growth of a market econ-
omy, greater respect for property rights, an increas-
ingly complex bureaucracy, and greater awareness 
of models of emergency response in other countries 
have combined to move China toward the develop-
ment of a specialized emergency response system. A 
growing body of law seeks to define the Chinese mili-
tary’s roles and responsibilities and its relations with 
the state, society, and economy.9 One of the regular 
complaints emerging in the Chinese literature on the 
PLA’s internal security missions is that this body of 
law is still woefully inadequate. As the Asian Devel-
opment Bank pointed out in its report on the Wench-
uan earthquake response:  “the Chinese government 
does not have a stand-alone disaster risk management 
agency with a dedicated disaster risk management 
function.”10  However, there are a number of laws and 
emergency response plans that lay out some of the in-
ternal security roles and responsibilities of the PLA, 
the PAP, the militia, and the reserves.

China’s laws describe “contingencies” or “public 
emergencies” (突发事件，突发公共事件) as including 
natural disasters, accidental disasters, public hygiene 
incidents, and social security incidents.11 Contingen-
cies are classified into four levels: I - Very Severe; 
II - Severe; III - Relatively Severe; and IV - Average. 
In general, the laws and contingency or emergency 
response plans envisage local police, militia, and re-
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serves as the initial and, in lower-grade incidents, only 
necessary responders to contingencies. However, in 
severe and very severe incidents, the PAP and/or the 
PLA are called upon to operate as “shock troops” and 
even as the main forces in handling natural disasters 
and other emergency situations.

The Emergency Response Law of the PRC states 
the military’s role in typically flexible terms: “The Chi-
nese People’s Liberation Army, the Chinese People’s 
Armed Police Force, and militia join in emergency 
response, rescue, and management in accordance 
with this law and other relevant laws, administrative 
regulations, and military laws and the commands of 
the State Council and the Central Military Commis-
sion.”12 The “Regulation on army participation in di-
saster rescue and relief” describes the PLA’s role in 
disaster rescue and relief as that of a “strike force,” 
and its responsibilities as rescuing, transferring, or 
dispersing victims; protecting the safety of important 
targets; rescuing and transporting important materi-
als; participating in specialized tasks including repair 
of roads, bridges, and tunnels, rescue at sea, nuclear, 
chemical, and biological rescue, control of infectious 
disease, preventing or controlling other serious dan-
gers or disasters, and when necessary, assisting local 
government in reconstruction.13 The PLA began for-
mally including rescue and disaster relief operations 
in its training programs in 2002.14

While the PLA and the PAP (as well as militia and 
reserve forces) have been called upon to respond to 
natural disasters and other emergency situations, the 
PLA has, since 1989, been reluctant to participate in 
the management of mass incidents, preferring to leave 
that task almost exclusively to the PAP.15 Laws includ-
ing the Law on Martial Law (戒严法) clearly indicate 
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that the primary responsibility for maintaining or re-
storing public order resides with the police and the 
PAP: “where necessary, the State Council may propose 
to the Central Military Commission (CMC) for deci-
sion that the People's Liberation Army be dispatched 
for assisting to enforce the martial law.”16 The PAP is 
specifically designed for response to internal security 
problems. Organized in 1983 and reorganized in 1995, 
the PAP is reported to have had around 700,000 troops 
as of 2008.17 The PAP has a wide range of responsi-
bilities, most of which (such as guarding government 
buildings, foreign embassies, television and radio sta-
tions, important transportation hubs, border security, 
and firefighting, among others) are beyond the scope 
of this chapter. What concerns us here is the PAP’s 
role in emergency response and in suppressing social 
unrest. The PAP has 14 mobile divisions. They come 
directly under the command of the CMC and can be 
deployed anywhere in the country and function as the 
front-line troops in handling serious social unrest.18

LESSONS LEARNED: DISASTER RESPONSE 
AND HUMANITARIAN AID 

By 2008, China had constructed an emergency re-
sponse system designed to facilitate and coordinate 
response to natural disasters and other emergencies. 
In that year, those plans were put to the test by two 
major natural disasters: the snow and ice storms of 
January-February and the Wenchuan earthquake 
of May. How did China’s military respond to these 
emergencies, and what lessons did they derive from 
their experience?

China was hit by unusually cold weather and se-
vere winter storms from mid-January through Febru-
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ary 2008. The areas south of the Yangzi River were es-
pecially hard-hit. Heavy snow, ice, freezing rain, and 
unusually cold temperatures affected 19 provinces 
in all. The severe weather and accumulations of ice 
on power lines cut off electricity. In China south of 
the Yangzi, where passenger and freight trains were 
pulled by electric locomotives, the electricity outage 
paralyzed transportation and stopped the shipment 
of coal to power plants. The effects of the storms and 
cold weather on the transportation system were mag-
nified by the fact that the crisis coincided with the 
Lunar New Year festival, one of the peak periods for 
domestic road, rail, and air travel. Snow and ice ac-
cumulations also caused roads and bridges to be shut 
down and buildings to collapse. Millions of seasonal 
or migrant workers who were taking their annual 
trips to their family reunions in the countryside were 
all stuck in the major hubs of transportation in those 
provinces, creating a mass human disaster situation 
everywhere.

Government response to the snow, ice, and cold 
weather emergency was slower than desired and ham-
pered by lack of equipment. The problems began with 
a failure to forecast the unusual winter storms. Part of 
the government response to the severe winter weath-
er disaster was to mobilize regular PLA troops, PAP 
troops, reserve troops, and militia forces. As of early 
February 2008, 306,000 soldiers had been deployed, 
along with 1.07 million militia and army reservists.19 
The PLA roles in this disaster relief operation includ-
ed air transport of food, medicine, quilts, and clothing 
to affected areas, crowd control in places like railway 
stations, and supplying skilled and unskilled labor to 
repair power grids, open roads, and restore railway 
traffic.20
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As they considered the lessons learned from the 
ice and snow emergency, writers in Guofang	(国防	Na-
tional	Defense) and other publications pointed to the 
importance of PLA, PAP, militia, and reserves having 
the right equipment and the right training to deal with 
emergencies. During the snow and ice emergency, 
Nanjing was able to keep its major bridges across the 
Yangzi open because 10 years earlier, they had set 
aside funds to purchase snow-plows.21 Most areas of 
the south, however, did not have snow and ice remov-
al equipment: PLA, PAP, militia, and reserve person-
nel often had to rely on simple tools and hard manual 
labor.22 Even in Liaoning Province in the Northeast, 
PLA soldiers assigned to take part in disaster relief af-
ter a snowstorm had to rely on shovels and pickaxes. 
Local governments in Liaoning did have snow and ice 
removal equipment, but the army units assigned to as-
sist in this disaster relief effort did not.23

The lack of equipment was tied to larger issues of 
preparation and mobilization. The experience of the 
ice and snow emergency was used to argue for the im-
portance of better emergency response planning and 
the need to build technically specialized units within 
the militia and reserves—units that would be pre-
pared to deal with tasks ranging from repair of elec-
trical generation and transmission facilities, first-aid 
and rescue, transportation, and other specialized ar-
eas.24 Beyond that, some commentators pointed to the 
snow and ice emergency’s implications for the PLA’s 
preparedness to fight local wars under informatized 
conditions. Pointing to an alleged 1999 RAND Corpo-
ration scenario for war between the United States and 
China which had envisioned the American air strikes 
cutting China’s north-south transportation lines and 
electrical grid so as to paralyze south China and cause 
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internal chaos, two staff officers from Jiangxi prov-
ince, writing in Guofang, argued that the snow and ice 
emergency showed how such a scenario might work 
in practice.25

Given that south China’s transportation and com-
munications infrastructure would play an important 
role in military operations in the Taiwan Strait or the 
South China Sea, PLA analysts Cui and Li recom-
mended that China’s defense planning put more em-
phasis on building capacity to carry out rapid repairs 
on transportation and power infrastructure and that 
future construction of transportation and commu-
nications infrastructure be done in such a way as to 
ensure multiple lines of transportation and commu-
nication and with an eye to dual civilian and military 
use.26 Yang Jinkui, an officer in the Chengdu Military 
Region (MR), writing in the PLA	Daily (解放军报) sug-
gested that the PLA should reflect on what might hap-
pen if severe weather coincided with war. Stating that 
the United States had used cloud-seeding as a weapon 
during the Vietnam War, Yang argued that the PLA 
should be prepared for climate manipulation in war-
time and take the experience of fighting the severe 
winter weather of 2008 as a lesson in overcoming the 
problems that such weather might bring to command, 
joint operations, and logistics.27

In January and February 2008, it seemed that the 
winter weather emergency would become a defining 
moment in the PLA’s experience of disaster response 
and relief and a major source of lessons to be learned 
regarding relief and rescue operations. However, the 
severe weather emergency was soon eclipsed by a di-
saster of far greater magnitude: the Wenchuan earth-
quake. The earthquake, with a magnitude of 7.9, oc-
curred at 2:28 p.m. on May 12, 2008, with its epicenter 
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in Wenchuan County in the western part of Sichuan 
province.

The government’s response to the earthquake, 
which included mobilization of units from all of Chi-
na’s seven military regions and the Second Artillery, 
drew praise not only within China, but also from the 
international media. According to reports at the time, 
by 5:00 p.m. 50,000 PLA troops had been mobilized 
for earthquake relief, of which 20,000 had arrived in 
the area affected.28 As the rescue and relief operation 
continued, the PLA, the PAP, and the Chinese media 
continued to pile up and report impressive statistics: 
133,000 PLA and PAP officers and soldiers and 45,000 
militia and reserve personnel mobilized as of May 28; 
1.6 million pieces/sets of clothing and 32,000 tons of 
fuel distributed by May 31.29  Since it was perceived as 
a success, the earthquake relief effort had tremendous 
propaganda value. It could be used both to demon-
strate the superiority of China’s socialist system and 
economic reform program to the Chinese people at 
large and to drive home to the PLA the importance of 
obeying the Party and understanding the significance 
of being prepared to accomplish not only traditional 
defense missions, but also “diverse military tasks.”30 
Coverage of the earthquake relief effort thus focused 
almost exclusively on the roles of the PLA and the 
PAP, with little attention being paid to civil society 
support or to international aid.31

The overwhelmingly favorable spin put on the 
military’s contributions to disaster relief and humani-
tarian aid in response to the earthquake has led par-
ticipants and observers to draw a number of positive 
lessons from the armed forces’ response to the earth-
quake.32 Commentators are particularly proud of the 
speed of the response. Sichuan provincial military 
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command state that half an hour after the earthquake, 
they had contacted seven prefectural and city military 
commands and ordered each city or prefecture to or-
ganize 500-man disaster relief battalions from their 
militia forces, equip them with transportation and en-
gineering equipment, and get them on the way into 
areas affected by the earthquake. Three hours after the 
quake hit, after they had gained a clearer understand-
ing of the situation, they ordered reserve divisions, 
brigades, and regiments to gather their forces and 
head for the affected areas. These reserves, following 
on the militia, made up a second wave of response to 
the disaster. The Sichuan Military District (MD) lead-
ers attributed their rapid response to their having had 
in place a dual-use (war and emergency response) de-
fense mobilization plan that involved the MD leader-
ship and the provincial, prefectural, and county-level 
governments.33 Other authors, too, pointed to the util-
ity of existing national defense mobilization plans and 
to successes in transferring troops and equipment to 
the earthquake zone.34

In addition to the speed of response, another area 
of much-publicized positive lesson had to do with 
air power. The People’s Liberation Army Air Force 
(PLAAF) played roles including aerial monitoring 
and reconnaissance, airborne insertion of troops and 
supplies, and communications (the use of the Beidou 
satellite positioning system, for example).35 Much was 
made of the exploits of 15 soldiers who parachuted 
into a remote village cut off from the outside world 
under difficult conditions. Advocates of army avia-
tion also made a very strong case for the utility of heli-
copters (and the need to purchase more helicopters) as 
one of the lessons of the disaster relief effort.36

While there was much to celebrate about the 
earthquake relief effort, commentators also pointed 
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to a number of weak points from which they argued 
that the PLA, PAP, militia, and reserves might derive 
valuable lessons. These areas included emergency re-
sponse planning, speed, and efficiency of the mobili-
zation of human and material resources, equipment, 
and training. As with the lessons derived from the ice 
and snow emergency response, some commentators 
drew direct parallels between the experience and les-
sons of the Wenchuan earthquake disaster response 
and their relevance not only for MOOTW, but also for 
wartime mobilization and operations.

While the Sichuan MD leaders cited above attrib-
uted their successful, rapid early response to existing 
mobilization plans, much of the criticism of the re-
sponse to the Wenchuan earthquake revolved around 
the questions of emergency response planning, pre-
paredness, and mobilization. Some observers found 
serious problems with the mobilization of material 
resources: supplies were insufficient and transporta-
tion of material to the front lines of the disaster ar-
eas was too slow.37 Despite the celebratory claims of 
the PLA’s ability to move large numbers of troops to 
the earthquake zone quickly, some commentators ar-
gued that the air force had, in fact, performed poorly. 
Shen Dingli, a scholar at Fudan University, was par-
ticularly harsh in his criticism: “[T]he air force should 
have been able to get troops to Wenchuan in 2 hours. 
It took them 44 hours. If it took them 10 hours, that’s 
understandable. But 44 hours is shameful.”38 The poor 
performance of the PLAAF in this respect suggests 
that China’s military would have serious difficulty in 
carrying out rapid long-distance deployment of large 
numbers of troops in wartime.39 While not pointing 
explicitly to any failings on the part of the PLAAF, 
other commentators suggested that the experience of 
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the Wenchuan earthquake showed that the PLAAF 
needed to undergo a fundamental “transformation” 
in its theoretical understanding of its roles and re-
sponsibilities in MOOTW, to establish appropriate 
emergency response plans and mechanisms, and to 
integrate these with the emergency response plans 
and mechanisms of the civilian government.40 

These criticisms of the PLAAF and of the mobiliza-
tion of resources for the earthquake relief effort came in 
the context of an on-going discussion of the weakness-
es of China’s emergency response system. One of the 
main themes appearing in this discussion is that if the 
PLA, PAP, militia, and reserves are going to be regu-
larly called upon as emergency response forces under 
the rubrics of diversified military tasks and MOOTW, 
there needs to be a comprehensive, integrated nation-
al defense/emergency response mobilization system, 
backed up by appropriately organized, equipped, and 
trained military units and operating under an effective 
command and control system. Some of the critiques 
of PLA/PAP/militia/reserves performance in the 
Wenchuan earthquake relief effort focused on lack of 
search and rescue, communications, and engineering 
equipment, even stating flatly that China’s emergency 
response and rescue techniques are “primitive.”41

Other critiques focused not on equipment but on 
the organization of China’s emergency response and 
its relation to the national defense mobilization sys-
tem. At one level, this involves the idea that China’s 
national defense mobilization system needs to be 
thoroughly reorganized to create an integrated “dual 
response” system that would be prepared to mobilize 
military and civilian resources (human, material, and 
financial) for both war and for peacetime emergency 
response.42 This would also involve standardizing, 
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unifying, and streamlining a plethora of sometimes 
overlapping and mutually contradictory national, 
provincial, and local defense mobilization and emer-
gency response plans and bureaucracies.43 Some sug-
gested that the emergency response systems of foreign 
countries, including the United States, could be useful 
models from which China could learn.44

At another level, ideas for improvements in the 
PLA’s ability to perform emergency response duties 
relate more directly to force recruitment, organization, 
training, and equipment. A number of authors put 
particular emphasis on the need to expand the roles of 
the militia and reserves as first responders to natural 
disasters and other emergency situations and call for 
improved training of militia and reserve forces and the 
building of units with specialized skills for addressing 
different types of emergency situation—floods, earth-
quakes, chemical and industrial accidents, forest fires, 
etc.—based on the needs of their communities.45

The interest in increasing the responsibilities and 
the competence of the militia and reserve forces for 
performance of disaster relief duties touches on an-
other issue which, though subtly addressed, appears 
evident in some of the open-source discussion of the 
lessons of Wenchuan and China’s emergency response 
and disaster relief: just how much of a role should the 
PLA play in MOOTW, and how do they relate to the 
PLA’s primary mission of national defense?46 Some 
argue that participation in MOOTW like the earth-
quake relief effort is, in fact, good training for military 
operations and thus contributes directly to the fur-
therance of the PLA’s primary mission. For example, 
Zhao Guoqi, a senior colonel and political commissar 
in the Communications Command Academy in Wu-
han, compared the damage done by the Wenchuan 
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earthquake to that which would be done by a nuclear 
weapon and argued that the task of mobilization for 
earthquake relief under those conditions was similar 
to, and in some respects more difficult than, mobiliza-
tion in wartime.47

Others argued that the participation of various 
units in earthquake relief was a variety of joint opera-
tions, and thus bore directly on the PLA’s efforts to 
develop its joint operations capability for combat op-
erations, or suggested that the PLA’s use of aerial re-
connaissance, airborne remote sensing, and other ad-
vanced techniques in the earthquake relief operation 
brought to mind the American use of satellites, air-
power, and special ground forces in Kosovo, Afghani-
stan, and Iraq.48 But while acknowledging the impor-
tance of MOOTW, some commentators emphasize 
that training for and participation in MOOTW must 
always be done with an eye to building the PLA’s core 
national defense capabilities, and that training and 
carrying out MOOTW should be assigned to regular 
and specialized PLA units that are not already heavily 
burdened with national defense duties.49

LESSONS LEARNED: MASS INCIDENTS 	

Response to mass incidents is another facet of the 
Chinese military’s responsibilities for MOOTW. By 
“mass incidents,” the Chinese authorities mean large-
scale demonstrations, which have the potential to de-
velop into violent stand-offs between crowds of dem-
onstrators and the authorities, or violent attacks on 
government organs, factories, or other property. Mass 
incidents have been an increasing problem through-
out the reform era. Wang Erping, of the Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences’ Institute of Psychology, cites 
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government statistics that indicate over 10,000 mass 
incidents in 1995, 60,000 in 2005, and 80,000 in 2007.50 
With mounting unemployment at least part of which 
can be associated with the global economic crisis, Chi-
nese experts expected that rising unemployment and 
increased social tension in both rural and urban areas 
would lead to an increase in mass incidents in 2009.51

Most mass incidents are resolved peacefully or 
relatively peacefully by local officials and local public 
security forces.52 Some, however, develop into large-
scale violent clashes between masses of citizens and 
the authorities. When these clashes, which can involve 
hundreds, thousands, or even upward of 10,000 peo-
ple, get out of control, local government is forced to 
turn to the PAP to restore order. Thus the PAP has 
a strong interest in analyzing the causes of mass in-
cidents and developing strategies, procedures, and 
equipment to handle such events.53

Some authors link social instability to “foreign en-
emy forces” trying to “Westernize China.”54 But for 
the most part, Chinese analysts attribute mass inci-
dents to domestic causes: unemployment, the precari-
ous economic and living situations of rural migrants 
in China’s cities, social tensions associated with the 
increasingly unequal distribution of wealth, and, par-
ticularly, dissatisfaction with and alienation from lo-
cal government, which often seems to be in cahoots 
with wealth and power and callousness toward the 
needs and feelings of local people.55 Both members of 
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Commit-
tee and Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) 
sociologists have suggested that mass incidents tend 
to occur in places where there are no open channels 
of communication between local people and their 
government and Party leaders, and where the local 
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government and Party leaders tend to respond to pe-
titioners and demonstrators by suggesting that they 
have been “manipulated by a small number of bad 
people with ulterior motives” or are “enemies of the 
people”—both ideological justifications for the use of 
overwhelming coercive force.56

Not all mass incidents require the use of coercive 
force: many are resolved in such a way as to achieve a 
“soft landing.”57 There are, however, many instances 
in which local governments have called upon the PAP 
to handle mass incidents. The immediate causes of 
these mass incidents are varied. Many concern griev-
ances generated when powerful industrial or real es-
tate developers, operating with the protection of local 
government, seize land for development.58  In addition 
to disputes over land use, development, and resettle-
ment, other common causes of mass incidents include 
anger over failed investment schemes, protests at en-
vironmental damage caused by industry or mining, 
and popular dissatisfaction with the authorities’ han-
dling of sensitive legal cases such as rape, homicide, 
or unexplained death.59

In 2008-09, four mass incidents in particular were 
publicized as examples from which the PAP and (even 
more so) local government could learn some valuable 
lessons. These were, the Weng’an Incident in Guizhou 
Province, the Menglian Incident in Yunnan Prov-
ince, the Longnan Incident in Gansu Province and 
the Shishou Incident in Hubei. We will look briefly at 
these four incidents, and then consider the lessons that 
Chinese observers, the Chinese government and the 
PAP have drawn both from these particular incidents 
and from the handling of mass incidents in general.

Both the Menglian and Longnan incidents were 
sparked by citizen concerns over land and property 
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rights. The Menglian incident involved a protest by 
rubber farmers in Yunnan Province’s Menglian Coun-
ty. The farmers complained that a local rubber com-
pany was violating their land rights. On July 19, 2008, 
after the local government had refused to consider 
their concerns, 500 farmers clashed with police or, as 
the newspaper Caijing (财经，Financial	Times) put it: 
“the farmers rose up to defend their rights, and the 
local government used police to suppress them.”60  In 
the Longnan incident of November 17-18, 2008, city 
officials turned away a group of around 30 farmers 
petitioning for compensation for their forced removal 
from their houses and fields. That afternoon, the dis-
agreement between the petitioners and the officials 
developed into a riot in which thousands of angry citi-
zens (far outnumbering the original petitioners and 
having no vested interest in the farmers’ complaint) 
broke into the city government office compound, 
smashing, looting and burning, and fighting with the 
police and PAP who were deployed to restore order.61

The Weng’an (瓮安) Incident was sparked by con-
troversy over the death of a young woman in Gui-
zhou’s Weng’an County—a poor area with a record of 
crime, social tensions, and popular resentment against 
the local government. On June 22, 2008, Li Shufen, 16 
years of age, was out for an evening with friends, in-
cluding her boyfriend, a man of 21, when she talked 
of suicide and then jumped from a bridge into a riv-
er. Her friends, unable to save her, called the police, 
who recovered her body. The police report held that 
Li Shufen had committed suicide, that the cause of 
death was drowning, and that she had not engaged 
in sexual activity in the hours prior to her death.62 Li’s 
family, however, believed that she had been raped 
and killed by the two young men with whom she and 
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another girl had gone out with, that they had dumped 
her body into the river to cover up their crime, and 
that the authorities had bungled the investigation and 
were protecting the young men because they had rela-
tives in the public security office. The authorities’ de-
mand that Li Shufen’s body be interred immediately 
further incensed her family and public opinion.

On June 28, public security officials turned away 
a demonstration of 500 students in support of Li’s 
family. With bystanders joining in, the demonstra-
tion quickly developed into a riot. Over a period of 7 
hours, some 30,000 people attacked government and 
Communist Party offices in Weng’an, smashing and 
burning vehicles and buildings. Regular police and 
PAP forces finally restored order and made arrests of 
individuals accused of being instigators or leaders of 
the rioting. Enthusiastic (although not always accu-
rate) coverage and commentary by bloggers and users 
of Twitter ensured that reports, photographs, rumors, 
and commentary spread rapidly, drawing national 
and international attention to the incident.63

Like the Weng’an incident, the Shishou (石首) inci-
dent was sparked by an apparent suicide, this one of 
a young man who was reported to have jumped from 
the third floor of a hotel where he was employed in the 
kitchen. Fuelled by the knowledge that the hotel had 
a reputation for being a center for drug deals, that the 
owner had connections with the city authorities, and 
that there were reports of at least one similar suicide 
having occurred at the same hotel, the deceased man’s 
family demanded a new investigation and autopsy. 
As in the Weng’an incident, a stand-off ensued over 
possession of the body and, as in Weng’an, the local 
authorities heightened tensions when they insisted 
that the family cremate the body by a certain dead-
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line. Similar to the Weng’an and Longnan incidents, 
supporters and people with no vested interest in the 
original dispute itself quickly transformed a confron-
tation between local authorities and the family and 
friends of the deceased into a violent riot involving 
tens of thousands of people. According to one report, 
10,000 armed police were deployed to bring the situa-
tion under control.64

We know that the handling of mass incidents is 
one of the PAP’s tasks, and that PAP forces have been 
involved in bringing some of the most serious and 
highly publicized mass incidents under control. But 
what, specifically, are the PAP’s tasks in that regard, 
and what lessons might the PAP have derived from 
its experiences? Unfortunately, openly published ac-
counts of mass incidents have little specific to say about 
the precise roles played and techniques employed 
by the PAP in restoring order. Photographs, videos, 
and descriptions indicate the use of large squadrons 
of armed police equipped with protective helmets 
and riot shields advancing on (and sometimes being 
driven back by) crowds of rioters and refer to and/
or show the use of water cannon, police batons, what 
appear to be iron bars, and firearms. In the Shishou 
incident, armed police are described as advancing in 
waves, four rows of soldiers to a wave, retaking and 
sealing off the city streets.65

The reluctance to address PAP operations at any 
level of concrete detail is accompanied by a general 
lack of specific operational lessons to be learned from 
the handling of mass incidents. Some authors writing 
in professional journals suggest that lack of appropri-
ate equipment is a problem.66 One, for example, ar-
gues that armed police are sometimes reluctant to fire 
the high-velocity military weapons (handguns, rifles, 
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and submachine guns) with which they are equipped 
for fear that the bullets will pass through the suspect 
and still have sufficient velocity to kill or injure inno-
cent bystanders. China, he suggests, needs to develop 
lower-velocity weapons and use dum-dum bullets in 
order to make it safer for police to fire on suspects un-
der chaotic and crowded conditions.67

While not forthcoming about operational details, 
openly published descriptions and analyses of the 
handling of mass incidents are often willing to draw 
general lessons on the appropriate use of police (in-
cluding PAP) power. Most of these lessons are di-
rected more at the government than the police or PAP 
themselves. The major theme emerging from the treat-
ment of these incidents is that local authorities should 
be judicious in their use of police power and do their 
utmost to prevent delicate situations from developing 
into mass incidents which the police and the PAP then 
have to bring under control. Commentators including 
academics and local, provincial, and national level 
government and Party officials suggest that when 
dealing with sensitive events that may lead to a mass 
incident or when in the initial stages of handling a 
mass incident, local officials should explore ways of 
defusing the tension. They should use the media to 
communicate the government’s position clearly to 
the people, avoid class-struggle style rhetoric which 
brands petitioners or demonstrators as “masses who 
are ignorant of the truth, instigated by a small number 
of bad people” and refrain from politicizing events by 
suggesting that they are caused by “evil forces in soci-
ety” or even by foreign agitators.68

Another area in which the PAP has derived les-
sons from the handling of mass incidents is that of the 
policy and legal framework for the military’s carry-
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ing out of internal security tasks. Among the observa-
tions made at a national conference on public security 
work in 2008 were that there was a need for advance 
contingency plans for dealing with sudden incidents, 
that command and control relations and authority in 
handling mass incidents needed to be clarified, and 
that there be plans in place for early detection, early 
reporting, and early control in order to bring mass 
incidents under control before they could grow into 
major events.69 The recently passed law on PAP han-
dling of mass incidents very likely incorporates les-
sons learned from these incidents.70  

LESSONS LEARNED: TIBET AND XINJIANG

Openly published literature is less than forthcom-
ing on lessons learned from the PAP’s involvement 
in handling mass incidents: it is nearly mute on the 
lessons that the PAP and the PLA might learn from 
their participation in internal security operations in 
the PRC’s Tibetan ethnic areas (the Tibet Autonomous 
Region [TAR], Qinghai province, and parts of Gansu, 
Sichuan, and Yunnan Provinces) and in the Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region. In these areas, the same 
economic tensions and alienation of ordinary people 
from overbearing and corrupt local government is ex-
acerbated by ethnic tensions between the minority Ti-
betan and Uyghur populations on the one hand, and 
the Han Chinese who command superior economic 
and political power, on the other.

To complicate matters further, the Chinese Com-
munist Party and the Han Chinese public are, to a high 
degree, conscious of the fact that Britain, the United 
States, and Russia/Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR) and India all, at various times in the past, have 
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given moral and material encouragement (including 
money, weapons, and military training) to forces that 
sought to separate Tibet and Xinjiang from the for-
mer Qing Empire and, after 1912, from the weak new 
Chinese nation-state.71 The political, ethnic, and inter-
national dimensions of Tibet and Xinjiang make any 
discussion the PLA/PAP’s internal security responsi-
bilities in these areas particularly sensitive. It is rea-
sonable to assume that the PLA and PAP have drawn 
lessons from their operations in these areas, and par-
ticularly from the suppression of the riots in Lhasa in 
March 2008 and in Urumqi in July 2009. However, in 
the open press, we have only vague hints, at best, as to 
what those lessons may be.

TIBET: THE LHASA RIOT, MARCH 2008

The severe rioting that broke out in Lhasa, the cap-
ital of the TAR, in March 2008 has been described and 
analyzed by a number of scholars. The root causes of 
the incident clearly lie in failed ethnic and economic 
policies that have left young Tibetans unhappy and 
alienated. When the unrest broke out in Lhasa, a 
slow police response then allowed a volatile situation 
to spin out of control.72 Reports from Lhasa all sup-
port the conclusion that it was PAP forces, not PLA 
soldiers, who were directly responsible for restoring 
order. The role of the PLA itself is difficult to gauge 
with any degree of accuracy. There is some indication 
that PLA units from Chengdu and perhaps elsewhere 
were sent to Lhasa, where their main role is thought 
to have been logistical support.73 At least one foreign 
reporter observed “military looking vehicles with tell-
tale license plates covered up or removed,” and troops 
there wore uniforms that were distinctly lacking in the 
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usual insignia of either the police or the riot police.”74 
Such evidence suggests the possibility of PLA partici-
pation in operations to restore order in Lhasa, but the 
vehicles and troops could also have belonged to PAP 
or militia units.

What lessons, if any, did the PAP and the PLA 
derive from the experience of suppressing the riots 
in Lhasa? Openly published literature is exceedingly 
reticent on this point. Given the paucity and the rather 
vague nature of the sources available, we can only 
speculate. In June 2009, the TAR authorities opened 
a new “Tibet Emergency Response Communications 
Bureau” in Lhasa, equipped with new emergency re-
sponse vehicles, portable Inmarsat satellite equipment 
and other advanced communications equipment.75 In 
June 2008, two authors from the Tibet military com-
mand writing in Guofang	suggested that reserve forces 
in border areas such as Tibet needed further emphasis 
on political indoctrination and training in tasks like 
containing riots and sealing off urban areas in order to 
guarantee that they would be politically reliable and 
professionally qualified to work effectively at counter-
terrorism tasks.76  From these hints, one might spec-
ulate that the need for a more timely application of 
coercive force, better response and communications, 
better training and political reliability of local reserve 
and militia forces may have been among the lessons 
the PLA/PAP learned from the Lhasa riot of March 
2008.

One area in which we see more direct evidence of 
the lessons of the Lhasa riots is in the new People’s 
Police law which the Standing Committee of the Na-
tional People’s Congress approved in August 2009. 
This law defines the scope and nature of the PAP’s 
responsibilities, including its responsibility for han-
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dling “riots, large-scale violent crimes and terrorist 
attacks.”77  In providing legal of the PAP’s powers and 
responsibilities, the law moves to address a concern 
raised time and again in the openly published litera-
ture on the Chinese internal security tasks under the 
rubric of MOOTW: the lack of a clear legal framework.

On the other hand, the new law is purposely vague 
in the way it addresses another common concern: the 
need for clear, centralized command and control over 
military forces involved in emergency response, di-
saster relief, and handling of mass incidents. As seen 
in the discussion of the handling of mass incidents, 
many Chinese analysts believe that local authorities 
have been too quick to mobilize police and PAP in re-
sponse to mass incidents, and that the result has been 
to exacerbate the levels of violence. When considering 
the question of what level of government should have 
the power to mobilize the PAP, some members of 
the NPC SC apparently argued that the power to de-
ploy the PAP should be reserved to the State Council 
and the CMC, while others would give that power to 
county level governments. Each position has its mer-
its: reserving the power to deploy the PAP to the cen-
ter would address the problem of local governments 
turning too quickly to the use of coercive force and 
using the PAP to defend or disguise their own cor-
ruption or incompetence. On the other hand, depriv-
ing localities of the power to deploy the PAP could, 
in some cases, result in dangerous delays in the de-
ployment of necessary force. As finally approved by 
the NPC SC, the armed police law neatly sidestepped 
the question by stating that the State Council and the 
CMC will make concrete rules regarding the deploy-
ment and use of PAP forces.78
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XINJIANG: THE URUMQI RIOT

When it revised the draft armed police law to state 
clearly that the PAP is responsible for handling “riots, 
large-scale violent crimes, and terrorist attacks,” the 
NPC SC was drawing not only on the experience of the 
Lhasa riots, but also on the more recent serious rioting 
in Urumqi, the capital of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono-
mous Region (XUAR).79 Xinjiang, like the TAR, is an 
area beset by deep-set ethnic tensions which are exac-
erbated by Han Chinese migration into traditionally 
non-Han areas, educational, religious, and economic 
policies that often relegate Uyghurs to second-class 
status (particularly in regards to economic opportu-
nity), and a pervasive underlying “great Han chauvin-
ism” which ascribes cultural and even moral inferior-
ity to Uyghur and other non-Han ethnic groups.

The Chinese military’s numbers, capabilities, and 
internal security operations in Xinjiang are shrouded 
in mystery. Historically, the central government has 
maintained relatively low troop levels in Xinjiang, 
and those troops units stationed in there were often of 
inferior quality.80  Currently, Xinjiang is a part of the 
Lanzhou MR which is, then, responsible for both bor-
der security and for any internal security challenges 
that might arise in the XUAR. The military region’s 
greatest internal security challenge is any expression 
of ethnic unrest, including the activities of Uyghurs 
advocating or taking action in support of greater au-
tonomy or even the separation of Xinjiang from the 
PRC. In the post-September 11, 2001 (9-11) world, Chi-
na has, with some success, recast its struggle against 
ethnic separatism (which has, thus far, been driven 
more by Uyghur nationalism than by Islamic extrem-
ism) as a part of the global war on terror.
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There is little evidence of any large-scale, orga-
nized terrorist activity in Xinjiang. There have, how-
ever, been sporadic incidents of violence, including 
attacks on public transportation and on police instal-
lations, some of which may be characterized as terror-
ist. For example, in April 1990, PLA troops using air 
power were deployed to deal with a reported 200 or 
so armed Uyghur men who had clashed with police in 
Baren County, near Kashgar.81 In February 1992, two 
bombs exploded on public buses in Urumqi, killing 
three and wounding 23. There were further bombings 
in public places in Urumqi, Kashgar, and other cities 
in Xinjiang from February 1992 through September 
1993. More bombings and attacks, generally aimed 
not at public places, but rather at oil installations, 
public security and other government offices, and the 
homes of public security officers, have been reported 
in April-May 1996, February-April 1998, 1999, January 
2000, and more recently in 2008, when armed men at-
tacked a public security office in Kashgar on the eve of 
the Beijing Olympics.82

Xinjiang has also seen a number of mass incidents 
involving violent clashes between large groups of 
Uyghurs and security forces including PAP and PLA 
units. In early 1997, the arrest of two religious stu-
dents in Yining (also called Gulja) precipitated a series 
of demonstrations and violent clashes between dem-
onstrators and security personnel. In a major clash on 
February 5, PAP and/or PLA troops using fire hoses, 
tear gas, dogs, and live ammunition faced over a large 
number of Uyghur demonstrators and followed up 
by sealing the city off for 2 weeks and making large 
numbers of arrests.83 On March 23, 2008, police and 
militia forces successfully contained a smaller protest 
in Hetian, apparently without much difficulty.84 What 
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lessons, if any, the PLA/PAP and the Chinese gov-
ernment in general may have derived from these past 
internal security operations in Xinjiang are not clear. 
Whatever those lessons may have been, they did not 
prepare local authorities in Xinjiang for the massive 
outbreak of violence that occurred in Urumqi in July 
2009.

The demonstrations and rioting that took place 
in Urumqi in July 2009 were sparked when tension 
between Han Chinese and Uyghur workers at a toy 
factory in Guangdong province’s Shaoguan city broke 
out into violence. In the Shaoguan incident, rumors 
that Uyghurs had raped Han Chinese women led a 
number of Han men to attack their Uyghur co-work-
ers at the factory dormitory. A slow police response 
allowed the violence to continue for some hours. At 
least two Uyghur men were reported dead.85 On the 
afternoon of July 5, thousands of Uyghurs took to the 
streets in Urumqi, ostensibly in protest over the Shao-
guan incident.86 According to a timeline released by 
the Chinese government, police responded quickly 
to an initial protest of some 200 Uyghurs at People’s 
Square, following an existing plan for handling mass 
incidents, and taking 70 alleged protest leaders into 
custody.87

Subsequent gatherings of thousands of Uyghur 
protestors and various points across the city, includ-
ing the Grand Bazaar and the South Gate, broke into 
violence. According to both government and indepen-
dent reports, serious rioting began around 8:00 p.m. 
Beijing time (6:00 p.m. in the unofficially observed 
local time in Xinjiang).88 It was at this point that the 
police appear to have lost control. On the northern 
edge of Urumqi’s Uyghur quarter, fighting broke out 
between PAP troops and Uyghur demonstrators. In 
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other areas, including the Grand Bazaar and several 
ethnically mixed neighborhoods, there was little or no 
police or PAP presence.89 For hours, there was chaos 
in the streets as Uyghurs overturned and destroyed 
buses and other vehicles; smashed and burned shops 
and other buildings; and attacked, beat, and some-
times killed Han Chinese, apparently at random. The 
delay in the police and PAP response to the rioting led 
Han Chinese, too, to take to the streets both to defend 
themselves and to take revenge against Uyghurs.90

The slowness of the police and PAP response to 
the violence in Urumqi, coming little more than a year 
after a slow response had contributed to the rioting 
in Lhasa, indicates a failure to learn some valuable 
lessons. Foreign observers suggest that the slow re-
sponse in Urumqi was at least partly due to two fac-
tors: a failure of intelligence, and the need to act first 
to secure high-risk targets such as government build-
ings, financial institutions, radio stations and other 
strategic points.91 Standing regulations may have 
contributed to this problem: the PRC’s Contingency 
Response Law, Article 50, places specific emphasis on 
the need to protect likely targets of unrest including 
government and military buildings and installations, 
communications centers, and radio and television 
broadcast facilities.92 Another possible factor is that 
the PAP simply did not have enough personnel in and 
around Urumqi to handle such an unexpected, large-
scale incident. As the seriousness of the situation be-
came evident, President Hu Jintao returned from the 
G-8 meeting in Italy to take charge. PAP and also PLA 
units were reportedly transferred to Urumqi from oth-
er points within the Lanzhou MR.93 According to one 
report, 14,000 PAP troops and 490 tons of equipment 
were also transported by air from Jiangsu, Henan, and 
Fujian Provinces.94
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When they did move in to reassert control, the 
PAP acted, according to at least one foreign observer, 
effectively, with discipline and professionalism.95 PAP 
troops used armored vehicles, water cannon, electric 
batons, tear gas, riot shields, and live fire (both warn-
ing shots and direct fire) to bring Uyghur and Han 
rioters under control.96 As in the case of the unrest in 
Lhasa in 2008, the issue of coordination and respective 
roles of the PAP and the PLA remain unclear. Most re-
ports strongly suggest that PAP units bore the respon-
sibility for restoring order.97 Some reports, however, 
do suggest that the PLA was deployed in response to 
the events in Urumqi, with PLA units acting (as they 
had in Lhasa) in a support capacity and perhaps be-
ing used to secure key installations.98 Clearly follow-
ing some of the lessons drawn from the experience of 
dealing with the Lhasa riots and other mass incidents, 
the authorities worked hard to manage the flow of in-
formation. On the one hand, internet and cell phone 
service were cut off in Urumqi, and problematic in-
ternet sites (such as Youtube, Facebook, and Twitter) 
were shut down all over the country in an attempt to 
stifle unofficial sources of information. At the same 
time, the authorities took the initiative to manage, 
rather than simply suppress, news media coverage. 
In addition to publishing news through the state-con-
trolled news media, the authorities also allowed for-
eign journalists to report from Urumqi, while doing 
their best to guide such foreign reporting into avenues 
considered suitable by the government.
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CONCLUSION: CHINA’S INTERNAL SECURITY, 
THE PLA, AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR 
THE UNITED STATES

China’s military—PLA, PAP, militia, and re-
serves—has faced severe internal security challenges 
over the past 2 years, including natural disasters, mass 
incidents, and ethnic unrest in Tibetan areas and in 
Xinjiang. Overall, what can the Chinese military’s re-
actions to these challenges and the lessons that they 
have learned from them tell us about its operational 
capabilities? What implications do these experiences 
and lessons have for American policy makers?

First, as a number of Chinese analysts have ob-
served, mobilization for natural disasters shares some 
similarities with mobilization for war. In this respect, 
the PLA’s reaction to the winter weather emergency 
and particularly to the Wenchuan earthquake indi-
cates some significant institutional and operational 
weaknesses. On the institutional side, China continues 
to struggle with problems both in the legal framework, 
organization, and mobilization for internal MOOTW. 
Discussions in China	National	Defense, PLA	Daily,	and 
other openly published news media indicate a strong 
interest in building a more complete corpus of legisla-
tion to define the duties and powers of the military as 
an emergency responder and in consolidating and im-
proving China’s national, provincial, and local emer-
gency response plans.

There appears to be particularly strong interest in 
unifying war mobilization and emergency response 
plans and institutions. It is worth noting that some 
Chinese analysts suggest that the United States (along 
with Japan and Russia) might serve as a useful model 
for China’s emergency management and for the role 
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of the military in an emergency management sys-
tem.99 It is likely that some of the lessons derived from 
these experiences have contributed to the drafting of 
the new law on military mobilization.100 The interest 
in constructing a more efficient emergency response 
system and in learning from the United States sug-
gests that the U.S. Government and the American 
military could use cooperation with China in emer-
gency response and disaster relief as a way of pursu-
ing mutually beneficial engagement with the PLA.101 
Possibilities include short-term assistance during 
natural disasters, but also training in techniques and 
equipment, small-scale joint exercises in disaster re-
lief and rescue operations, and consultation regarding 
emergency response law, planning, training, and in-
stitutional frameworks. The absence of Chinese forces 
during the tsunami disaster of 2004 and the Chinese 
role in similar situations in the future are also topics 
of discussion in China. Joint exercises on international 
disaster response and rescue are another area in which 
the United States could engage the PLA.102

In operational terms, the PLA’s recent experiences 
in disaster relief underline continued problems with 
equipment, logistics, airlift capability, and joint op-
erations. Training, specialized rescue units and equip-
ment (both rudimentary and specialized) were all in 
short supply. The lack of heavy helicopter transport 
capability and the PLAAF’s apparent inability to effi-
ciently deliver large numbers of troops to the disaster 
are particularly striking. The PLA has been working to 
increase its force projection capabilities and its ability 
to perform joint operations. Exercises including Peace 
Mission 2007 (a joint exercise with Russia and other 
members of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization) 
involved carefully planned airlift and force projection 
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exercises involving hundreds of troops and were (at 
least in public propaganda) hailed as brilliant exam-
ples of PLA prowess. But the difficulties encountered 
in mobilizing and delivering forces for the earthquake 
disaster relief effort and the vulnerability of south 
China’s transportation and power infrastructure as 
seen in the snow and ice emergency underline just 
how far the PLA has to go before it will be able to reli-
ably project overwhelming force beyond its borders 
under challenging circumstances.103

While the PLA’s performance in disaster response 
indicates some serious weaknesses which should be 
of interest to American policymakers, the military re-
sponse to mass incidents and ethnic unrest represents 
a very different facet of the PLA’s domestic security 
responsibilities, and a less straightforward set of im-
plications for U.S. policy. China’s handling of mass in-
cidents and ethnic unrest tells us relatively little about 
the PLA’s operational capabilities, but the incidents 
themselves do have potential significance for Ameri-
can policymakers.

The Chinese military’s response to mass incidents 
and to the unrest in Lhasa and Urumqi shows that 
China’s military still remembers the lesson of 1989: the 
PAP appears on the front lines, hitting the streets to 
restore order, while the PLA itself remains in the back-
ground, playing a supporting role. When deployed 
in sufficient numbers and with appropriate rules of 
engagement, the PAP (perhaps with some support 
from the PLA in particularly serious incidents) has the 
training, the equipment and the capability of control-
ling violent mass incidents, ethnic and nonethnic. In 
any hypothetical scenario in which China successfully 
invaded and occupied Taiwan and was faced with se-
rious urban unrest or even insurgency, the PLA and 
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PAP would presumably draw on the tactics and tech-
niques that they have developed to prevent, contain, 
and suppress urban mass incidents in cities ranging 
from Shishou to Lhasa to Urumqi. These include se-
curing sensitive installations, sealing off problem 
areas, retaking city streets block by block, and con-
trolling and/or shutting down electronic means of 
communication.104

These techniques for handling mass incidents, 
while successful, have not been without problems. 
One of the challenges of handling mass incidents is 
the control of information, including the domestic and 
foreign media, cell phones, and the internet. Chinese 
specialists and practitioners disagree on the correct 
approach toward information control. The standard 
response (seen in a particularly extreme form with the 
clampdown on Twitter and social networking sites 
like Facebook in the response to the events in Urumqi) 
has been to attempt to limit or even shut down cell 
phone and internet services in the affected areas. But 
some Chinese commentators argue that shutdowns of 
electronic communications and media blackouts only 
contribute to the circulation of inaccurate information. 
They suggest that the authorities should place more 
emphasis on using and channeling media and com-
munications in order to ensure that state-approved 
information gains dominance.105

A second challenge involved in response to mass 
incidents concerns the matter of timing. On the one 
hand, some Chinese analysts criticize local officials for 
being too quick deploy police and PAP units, thus fan-
ning the flames of popular anger and bringing more 
people into the streets. On the other, there have clearly 
been incidents, including in Lhasa in March 2008 and 
in Urumqi in July 2009 when a slow response by inter-
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nal security forces allowed riots to spiral out of control, 
at the cost of substantial property damage and loss of 
innocent civilian lives. Getting the response right—
neither too slow nor too fast—is a challenge that, 
ultimately, requires accurate and timely intelligence 
(something that seems to have been notably lacking 
in the handling of unrest in Lhasa and Urumqi), acute 
judgment, rapid decisionmaking, and a coordinated 
command structure at the base level.

On the whole, China’s mass incidents and ethnic 
unrest and the military’s role in handling them offer 
few opportunities for American policy. In wartime, it 
is possible (particularly if the war were going poorly 
for China) that social, economic, and ethnic tensions 
might weaken the Chinese government from within. 
In this respect, mass incidents are further indication 
of the “fragility” of China’s body politic—a factor that 
the Chinese regime would need to consider in decid-
ing whether or not to engage a foreign power (Tai-
wan and/or the United States in the Taiwan Strait, or 
India on the Sino-Indian border) in military action.106 
American policymakers, too, should give some con-
sideration to the potential for internal unrest in China 
in mind. In general, however, it would be a mistake 
to interpret nonethnic mass incidents as evidence of 
broad-based resistance to or alienation from the cen-
tral government. These incidents are generated by lo-
cal problems, and their primary targets are local Party 
and government officials and local police.

Mass incidents with an ethnic dimension are more 
complex, being generated by a combination of eco-
nomic issues, the styles and policies of local leaders, 
and an ethnic and religious sense of difference from 
the Han Chinese majority. Like nonethnic mass inci-
dents, the unrest in Lhasa (and other Tibetan areas) in 



272

2008 and in Urumqi in 2009 is indicative of a broader 
source of internal instability which could have a nega-
tive impact on China’s unity in times of war. Sup-
pression of incidents like that in Lhasa or Urumqi, in 
which the PAP has played the leading role, says much 
about the PAP’s ability to control isolated incidents of 
internal unrest, but little about the PLA’s warfighting 
strengths or weaknesses. The occurrence and the sup-
pression of mass incidents that have an ethnic dimen-
sion does present American politicians and the U.S. 
State Department with opportunities (many of them 
justified) for criticizing China’s human rights record. 
Such criticism makes a certain amount of sense in 
domestic politics within the United States, but it is of 
little or no assistance to Tibetans or Uyghurs in China 
and is of debatable utility for the furtherance of the 
U.S. national interest in East Asia.

Finally, do internal MOOTW responsibilities rep-
resent a significant and growing burden on the PLA? 
Will these responsibilities detract from the PLA’s abil-
ity to prepare for, train for, and carry out its central 
mission of national defense (including preparation for 
possible conflicts in the Taiwan Strait and the South 
China Sea)? Can the United States expect to be deal-
ing with a PLA that is increasingly focused on internal 
security issues and therefore has fewer resources to 
devote to the development of force projection capa-
bilities?

The short answer to those questions would be: no. 
It is true that China’s military faces serious and prob-
ably increasing internal security challenges over the 
next 5 to 10 years and beyond. In early 2009, Chinese 
analysts predicted that the effects of the global eco-
nomic downturn would lead to an increase in violent 
mass incidents in China. China’s relatively rapid eco-
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nomic recovery may have prevented such an increase, 
but any future rise in economic and environmental 
pressures could cause an upswing in nonethnic and 
ethnic mass incidents. At the same time, global cli-
mate change and its attendant consequences, includ-
ing increases in extreme weather and rising sea levels 
can be expected to contribute to more frequent large-
scale natural disasters. The PLA is not alone among 
the world’s militaries in having to play a significant 
role in emergency response and disaster relief. Schol-
ars note a growing trend toward military involvement 
in disaster response and relief, both within individual 
countries and on an international scale.107 The ques-
tion is:  What impact does that involvement have 
on military budgets, training, and preparedness for 
warfighting?

Faced with the apparently mounting challenges of 
internal security and disaster relief, some within the 
PLA have expressed concern that preparation and 
training for MOOTW such as disaster relief may be 
a distraction from the PLA’s core mission of national 
defense.108 Perhaps in response to these concerns, it 
appears that China places a good deal of emphasis 
on improving the overall quality of the militia and 
reserves and training and equipping specialized mi-
litia and reserves units to deal with specific types of 
disaster (industrial, forest fire, earthquake, and so 
on). These moves suggest a division of labor in which 
the militia, reserves (and also specialized PAP units 
including firefighting units) would be first respond-
ers to major natural and man-made disasters, with the 
PLA acting as a second echelon to be deployed in in-
stances of major disaster.

Aside from these concerns, however, we have no 
evidence that preparation for and participation in in-
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ternal MOOTW has, in fact, had any negative impact 
on the PLA’s core mission or its pursuit of moderniza-
tion. Furthermore, while some within the PLA seem-
ingly resent the burden of MOOTW, others argue that 
MOOTW actually contribute to the PLA’s ability to 
perform its core mission. PLA commentators appear 
to be particularly interested in establishing a unified 
wartime and emergency response mobilization sys-
tem. If designed in a way that guaranteed a leading 
role for the PLA, such a unified system could conceiv-
ably enhance the PLA’s power by providing a legal 
and institutional basis for PLA access to social, eco-
nomic, financial, and human resources, and by pre-
venting the establishment of a competing stand-alone 
civilian emergency response system.

No matter what the outcome of China’s internal 
debate on emergency management, we can expect the 
PLA, the PAP, the militia, and the reserves to continue 
to play significant roles in maintaining domestic secu-
rity, responding to natural and man-made disasters, 
and delivering disaster relief. American scholars can 
continue to gain further insight into some of the op-
erational capabilities and weaknesses of the PLA and 
some of China’s domestic social and infrastructural 
vulnerabilities by further observation and analysis of 
the growing legal and institutional frameworks for 
and prosecution of internal MOOTW. There are, how-
ever, no grounds to conclude that MOOTW represent 
a fundamental distraction from the PLA’s main mis-
sion or that China’s mass incidents and ethnic unrest 
represent a fatal internal weakness. China may be 
more adaptable and less fragile than it sometimes ap-
pears.
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CHAPTER 7

CHINESE SEA POWER IN ACTION:
THE COUNTERPIRACY MISSION IN THE GULF 

OF ADEN AND BEYOND

Andrew S. Erickson*

The dramatic rise of piracy in the waters off of So-
malia in 2008, combined with United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC) resolutions designed to empower 
other nations to fight that piracy, presented the Chi-
nese with an historic opportunity to deploy a naval 
force to the Gulf of Aden. This chapter offers an as-
sessment of the PLA Navy’s (PLAN) mission and its 
implications. Emphasis is placed on the motivations 
and preparations for the mission; relevant operational 
details, including rules of engagement, equipment, 
personnel, and logistic support; degree of coordina-
tion with other militaries; domestic and international 
responses to the mission; and indications of the PLA’s 
own assessment of its achievements regarding the 
deployment. The chapter then uses this case study 
to probe broader implications for the PLAN’s role 
in defending China’s expanding economic interests; 
____________

* The views expressed here are solely those of the author and in no way represent 
the official policies or estimates of the U.S. Navy or any other organization of 
the U.S. Government. He thanks Daniel Alderman for his helpful research as-
sistance; James Lewis for sharing valuable research on replenishment; Nan Li for 
suggesting sources and offering important guidance concerning organizational 
and civil-military issues; William Murray for explanations of surface vessel capa-
bilities; and Bernard Cole, Gabriel Collins, Edward Fiorentino, M. Taylor Fravel, 
Lyle Goldstein, Jesse Karotkin, Daniel Kostecka, David Polatty, Kathleen Walsh, 
and Christopher Weuve for their useful comments on earlier versions of this 
and related papers. It draws on previous work of the author’s, including that 
copublished with Michael Chase, Lyle Goldstein, and Justin Mikolay. A prelimi-
nary partial version of the present argument was published earlier as Andrew 
Erickson and Justin Mikolay, “Welcome China to the Fight Against Pirates,” U.S. 
Naval Institute	Proceedings, Vol. 135, No. 3, March 2009, pp. 34-41.
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its prospects for future participation in the global 
maritime regime; and associated implications for U.S.  
policy.1

UNCHARTED WATERS

For the first time in its modern history, China has 
deployed naval forces operationally (as opposed to 
representationally) beyond its immediate maritime 
periphery to protect merchant vessels from pirates in 
the Gulf of Aden.2 Supported by a supply ship, two 
PLAN vessels are escorting ships from China and 
other nations; the 1,000th was escorted on October 24, 
2009.3 A week later, China’s navy began the fourth de-
ployment. What explains this unprecedented instance 
of long-distance, sustained operations?

MOTIVATIONS

Growing Sea Lines of Communication  
Security Imperatives.

China’s leadership has identified the security of 
China’s seaborne imports and exports as critical to 
the nation’s overall development, and hence a vital 
and growing mission for the PLAN. The last two of 
the four “new historic missions” (新的历史使命) with 
which President Hu Jintao charged the People’s Lib-
eration Army (PLA) in 2004 reflect new emphases, 
and the fourth is unprecedented; all but the first may 
be furthered by naval development,4 provided that 
the operation is UN-led, multilateral, and targeted at 
nontraditional threats.5 Hu has also stated specifically: 
“As we strengthen our ability to fight and win limited 
wars under informatized conditions, we have to pay 
even more attention to improving non-combat mili-
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tary operations capabilities.”6 In an attempt to trans-
form Hu’s general guidance into more specific policy, 
articles in state and military news media have argued 
that to safeguard China’s economic growth, the PLA 
must go beyond its previous mission of safeguarding 
national “survival interests” (生存利益) to protecting 
national “development interests” (发展利益).7 High 
level PLAN officers are now conducting sophisticated 
analysis of the “nonwar military operations” needed 
to promote these interests.8

This guidance and policy implementation is in-
formed by clear economic realities—themselves of 
particular importance for a leadership that has staked 
its political legitimacy on maintaining roughly 8 per-
cent growth of an economy that remains reliant on 
extremely high levels of resource imports and manu-
factured goods exports. China depends on maritime 
transportation for 90 percent of its imports and ex-
ports. By some metrics, China has more seafarers, 
deep sea fleets, and ocean fishing vessels than any 
other nation.9 As of 2006, maritime industries ac-
counted for $270 billion in economic output (nearly 10 
percent of gross domestic product [GDP]).10 Already 
at least tied with South Korea for status as the world’s 
largest shipbuilder, China aims to become the largest 
by 2015.11 Chinese oil demand, growing rapidly, has 
reached 8.5 million barrels per day (mbtd) even amid 
the global recession.12 China became a net oil importer 
in 1993, and will likely become a net gasoline importer 
by the end of 2009. While still a very significant oil 
producer, China now imports half of its crude oil, with 
4.6 mbpd in imports as of July 2009. Seaborne imports, 
which even ambitious overland pipeline projects lack 
the capacity to reduce, constitute more than 80 per-
cent of this total.13  At present, therefore, 40 percent of 
China’s oil comes by sea.
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Why Beijing Had to Act.

Security of the sea lines of communication (SLOC) 
around the Horn of Africa is especially critical to major 
Chinese economic interests. China imports 16 percent 
of its overall energy (including one-third of its oil), as 
well as numerous strategic resources critical to manu-
facturing, from Africa. China is the European Union’s 
(EU) second largest trading partner, the EU is China’s 
largest, and much of their trade transits the Red Sea 
and Indian Ocean via container ship. Of the vessels 
transiting the Indian Ocean, 40 percent are Chinese.14 
Some of China’s 2,000 distant water fishing vessels, 
subsidized by Beijing, balance East Asia’s dwindling 
fish stocks by exploiting the more numerous ones off 
the Horn of Africa.15

Perhaps nothing exemplified this vulnerability and 
Beijing’s inability to address it more directly than two 
incidents at the end of 2008.16 On November 14, Somali 
pirates captured the fishing boat Tianyu	8 and held its 
24-member crew captive for 3 months.17  On December 
17, nine men attempted to pirate the tanker Zhenhua	4, 
using makeshift rocket-launchers and AK-47 assault 
rifles. An otherwise defenseless crew unnerved the pi-
rates with improvised Molotov cocktails,18 but it was 
a Malaysian military helicopter that compelled the at-
tackers to retreat.19 All told, a fifth of the 1,265 Chinese 
–owned, -cargoed, or –crewed ships transiting Somali 
waters in 2008 faced piracy, and seven were attacked.20 
This was part of a growing international problem that 
showed no sign of abating: of the 100 attempted pira-
cies in 2008, 40 were successful, including the capture 
and detention of the VLCC Sirius	Star.21

Official	 Explanations.	 China’s government por-
trayed its decision to deploy naval vessels as a respon-
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sible solution to an unexpected but tangible challenge 
to its sovereignty, security, and commerce.22  “Piracy 
has become a serious threat to shipping, trade, and 
safety on the seas,” Foreign Ministry spokesman 
Liu Jianchao explained. “That’s why we decided to 
send naval ships to crack down.”23 This was part of 
a carefully-orchestrated campaign. Various Chinese 
strategists floated “trial balloons” in the news media 
in mid-December, giving the government a chance to 
gauge possible international reactions.24 As part of a 
larger effort to increase foreign perceptions of Chi-
nese transparency, the Ministry of National Defense 
Information Office (MNDIO), conceived in late 2007 
and active from January 8, 2008, plays new role both 
at home and abroad in interfacing with the outside 
world and consolidating public consensus.25

On December 17, 2008, MNDIO office director and 
chief spokesman Senior Colonel Hu Changming told 
the Financial	 Times	 that “China would likely deploy 
warships to the Gulf of Aden.” On December 20, he 
stated officially that three vessels would depart in a 
week’s time. Then, on December 23, Senior Colonel 
Huang Xueping, MND Secondary Spokesman and 
MNDIO Deputy Director, convened a news confer-
ence at MNDIO’s News Release Office.26 There he 
and two other PLA representatives stressed that the 
primary goal of the mission—to safeguard Chinese 
shipping—represented neither a shift in noninterven-
tionist foreign policy nor a commitment to further 
blue-water operations. In the words of the director of 
the Operations Department at PLAN Headquarters, 
China wants to protect “ships of international orga-
nizations [such as the UN World Food Program] that 
are carrying humanitarian supplies to Somalia.”27 This 
allows China to shift from being the only permanent 
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member of the UNSC not to have contributed to in-
ternational maritime security operations toward be-
coming a responsible power that makes all types of 
contributions.28 Of course, as repeated Chinese state-
ments underscore, the central purpose of the mission 
is to escort Chinese ships. As criminal law researcher 
Huang Li, who has published one of the few Chinese 
books available thus far on the deployment, empha-
sizes, “sending warships on an escort mission is one’s 
own business, as the country which joins the escort 
operation is the boss of its own. This is a transition of 
status from the employee to the boss.”29

Unofficial	 Explanations.	 The above rationales are 
accurate, but incomplete. First, all easier options had 
been exhausted. Second, Beijing was under mounting 
popular pressure to act. Third, deploying naval ves-
sels offered a politically-safe opportunity to do what 
many decisionmakers likely regarded as a logical next 
step in China’s military development.

The heart of the matter was lack of further options 
to solve the piracy problem indirectly. According to 
Huang Li, “It took nearly a whole year to find a so-
lution to this problem.”30 Unable to afford high pri-
vate security fees, Chinese ships had started to detour 
around the Cape of Good Hope, raising shipping 
rates and risking the loss of market share if Chinese 
merchant ships broke contracts.31 This, in turn, risked 
making China’s government look ineffectual. Preoc-
cupied with the May 12, 2008, Wenchuan Earthquake 
and the August 2008 Olympics,32 Beijing tried a vari-
ety of alternatives to muddle through, but all failed; 
hence its pursuit of a unilateral approach under a mul-
tilateral aegis.
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China’s 3 decades of involvement in internation-
al organizations and a decade of increased military 
spending present a double-edged sword: They offer 
more options for safeguarding Chinese interests, but 
raise expectations among the public at home, and pol-
icymakers abroad. China’s leadership was undoubt-
edly concerned about retaining legitimacy in the eyes 
of its citizens, some of whom expressed in Internet 
postings increasing frustration at governmental in-
ability to protect Chinese shipping.33 Reportedly, in 
mid-October, the PLAN “launched a feasibility study 
of an operation ‘to send troops to Somalia on an escort 
mission’,”and in mid-November, the PLA General 
Staff Department initiated a related study.34 Unusu-
ally rapid and effective interagency coordination be-
tween China’s Ministry of Transportation, Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, and Navy (following an initial 
meeting between the first two in mid-October 2008) 
succeeded in laying the groundwork for the counter-
piracy deployment;35 these agencies and the Ministry 
of Commerce reportedly held a joint symposium on 
December 2.36 Meanwhile, on November 15, 261 stu-
dents of four PLAN academies aboard the training 
vessel Zheng	He participated in an anti-piracy exercise 
in Southeast Asia. On December 4, Major General Jin 
Yinan, director of the National Defense University’s 
Institute for Strategic Studies, advocated PLAN par-
ticipation to “gain experience” both in “fighting pi-
racy” and “carrying out ocean-going quasi-combat 
missions.”37

Although its decisionmaking process appears to 
be long term and gradual, China’s State Council and 
Central Military Commission (CMC) likely approved 
the Aden mission in part to exercise the PLAN’s grow-
ing naval capability. “Apart from fighting pirates, an-
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other key goal is to register the presence of the Chinese 
navy,” states Senior Captain Li Jie, a prominent expert 
at the Navy Military Studies Research Institute in Bei-
jing. His institute, the PLAN’s strategic think tank,38 
and the PLAN more generally,39 had earlier analyzed 
relevant maritime legal issues and found nothing to 
prevent such a mission. The relatively limited U.S. re-
sponse to piracy in the Horn of Africa arguably offered 
China a particularly useful strategic opportunity in 
this regard. As Huang Li put it, “to achieve ‘peaceful’ 
entry into the Indian Ocean, we need[ed] a legitimate 
cause so that other people could not criticize [us].”40

RELEVANT OPERATIONAL DETAILS

Platform Capabilities.

On December 26, 2008, China deployed two South 
Sea Fleet destroyers—Wuhan (DDG-169 052B Luyang) 
and Haikou	(DDG-171 Type 052C Luyang-II)—and the 
supply ship Weishanhu (#887 Qiandaohu/Fuchi class) 
10,000 kilometers (km) from their homeport in Sanya, 
Hainan Province. After about 3 months, the destroyer 
Shenzhen	and the frigate Huangshan	were dispatched 
to replace them, while the supply ship Weishanhu re-
mained on station. This second escort fleet conducted 
operations for about 112 days before being relieved by 
a third escort fleet composed of the frigates Zhoushan 
and Xuzhou and another supply ship, Qiandaohu. Three 
months later, frigates Ma’anshan	and Wenzhou relieved 
their predecessors and joined Qiandaohu in the Gulf of 
Aden. On March 4, 2010, missile destroyer Guangzhou 
and supply ship Weishanhu left Sanya to join missile 
frigate Chaohu in a fifth task force.
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The PLAN chose some of its newest, most ad-
vanced (and indigenously constructed) vessels and 
most distinguished, experienced officers and crew to 
carry out this mission. This suggests that it is serious 
about using this opportunity to test some of its fore-
most systems and gain modern seafaring experience. 
For the first two deployments, the PLAN selected ves-
sels from the South Sea Fleet, closest to the theater of 
operations. The next two deployments have come from 
the East Sea Fleet, which suggests a broader effort to 
expose as many units as possible to new experiences. 
Beijing reportedly sent large, impressive vessels for 
four reasons: to withstand difficult sea states, to com-
pensate for lack of overseas military bases, to preclude 
a “mistaken bombing” of China’s assets à la that of its 
Embassy in Belgrade in 1999, and to preempt percep-
tions of subsequent deployment escalation if it had to 
send major vessels in the future.41

Consider the first deployment. The flagship Wu-
han, and even the newer Haikou	(constructed in 2003), 
were never previously dispatched this far. Each dis-
place 7,000 tons, have a maximum speed of 30 knots, 
and can carry a helicopter for patrol and surveillance.42 
For this mission, both ships embarked a Ka-28 Helix 
from the East Sea Fleet,43 and piloted them with senior 
colonels with several thousand hours of flight expe-
rience.44 The selection of East Sea Fleet helicopters to 
accompany warships from the South Sea Fleet on the 
initial rotation of the anti-piracy mission was likely 
due to the fact that the Helix is superior platform to 
the Chinese built Z-9.45  Wuhan boasts anti-ship and 
surface-to-air missiles and a close-in weapon system. 
Haikou’s first generation phased-array radar and verti-
cally launched long-range air defense missile system 
offer the fleet area air defense previously unavailable 
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to the PLAN. Additionally, the 052B class destroyers 
(168 and 169) are outfitted to serve as task group com-
mand ships; Wuhan, though less advanced, reportedly 
served as the task group flagship because of its “op-
erational tasks” and “arrangement of equipment.”46 

The 23,000-ton Fuchi-class Weishanhu, China’s 
largest supply ship and one of its three newest, has a 
maximum speed of 19 knots, can carry two helicop-
ters, is armed with eight 37 mm guns, and carries 130 
crew members. It was China’s most experienced re-
plenishment ship, having participated in Sino-British 
Friendship 2007 exercise near the English Channel 
and Sino-French Friendship 2007 exercise in the Medi-
terranean.47 Table 1 provides further details for vessels 
deployed in the first four task forces.
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Rules of Engagement.

Following the careful interagency coordination 
and PLAN legal preparations noted above, Beijing has 
reaffirmed the practical reasons for the deployment, 
and stressed that China has explicit UN authorization 
for its presence in the region. The UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea of December 10, 1982, provides 
specific legal authority for the international effort to 
fight piracy outside a coastal state’s territorial sea. The 
Security Council, necessarily with Beijing’s support, 
has passed four relevant resolutions under Chapter 
VII of the UN Charter (authorizing states to take “all 
necessary measures”): 1816, 1838, 1846 (on December 
2, 2008), and 1851 (on December 16).49 Affirmed under 
that umbrella, UNSC resolution 1846 authorizes par-
ticipating states to engage pirates within the 12-nauti-
cal mile territorial waters off the coast of Somalia.50

Resolution 1851, passed unanimously by the 
UNSC, authorizes international navies to pursue pi-
rates from the Gulf of Aden to the shores of Somalia 
and—if conditions warrant—to engage in related ac-
tivities “in Somalia” itself.51 Beijing also voted in fa-
vor of Resolution 1816, which authorizes members of 
the international community to “enter the territorial 
waters of Somalia for the purpose of repressing acts 
of piracy and armed robbery at sea.”52  But China’s 
government, having obtained from Mogadishu’s am-
bassador to China, Ahmed Awil, a specific request to 
participate,53 emphasized that international assistance 
“should be based on the wishes of the [Somali] Gov-
ernment and be applied only to the territorial waters 
of Somalia.”54 To build on this somewhat exceptional 
sense of legitimacy with Chinese characteristics, Bei-
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jing’s official news media constantly publishes appre-
ciation from Somali officials and civilians.55

The PLAN itself has pledged a cautious, reactive 
approach limited to defense of its ships and any ves-
sels under their escort. The explicit objective is to es-
cort Chinese vessels (and those of other nations on a 
case-by-case basis) and thus deter pirates from attack-
ing them in the first place, not to actively search for 
pirates and engage in combat with them. PLAN forces 
will not even “take the initiative to search for captured 
vessels and personnel at sea and carry out armed res-
cues.”56 

Moreover, according to Senior Colonel Ma Lup-
ing, director of the navy operational bureau under the 
headquarters of the General Staff, PLAN forces will 
not normally enter another nation’s national territori-
al seas (within the internationally recognized 12 nauti-
cal-miles limit) to chase pirates.57 At a press conference 
accompanying the departure of the Chinese destroyer 
contingent on December 26, 2008, the high-ranking 
lead commander of the first deployment, South Sea 
Fleet Chief of Staff Rear Admiral Du Jingcheng, said 
the ships would “independently conduct escort mis-
sions” and not land on Somali shores.58 According to a 
senior Chinese military official: “For us to use force is 
a very complex matter . . . it is not just a simple ques-
tion based on an operational requirement. . . . There 
are political questions—and these are not issues dealt 
with by military commanders alone. Our warships off 
Somalia are very well aware of this. We are fully pre-
pared to use force, but we do not take that step light-
ly.”59  It thus seems clear that China wants to avoid 
using force in another nation’s land or territorial sea60 
to avoid setting a precedent that might later be used 
against it. Huang Li emphasizes that, according to 
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Article 107 of UNCLOS, “warships, military aircraft, 
or other aircraft or vessels carrying clear markings of 
service for a government may pursue, attack, and de-
tain all pirate ships. . . .”61 However, there have not 
been any signs yet that the PLAN is permitted even 
to board and inspect suspicious ships. Beyond basic 
escort duties, PLAN vessels have pursued two of the 
following three modes of emergency operation:

1. On-call	support: “Rapid and flexible actions” that 
the task force takes after receiving a request for sup-
port from vessels passing through high-risk zones 
or anticipating pirate attacks. If the PLAN detects a 
“suspicious vessel,” it will deploy a helicopter for sur-
veillance and reconnaissance. Only after that will the 
Chinese ship(s) approach the vessel in question.

2. Pirate	deterrence: After the fleet receives emergen-
cy rescue signals from vessels under attack but not yet 
controlled by pirates, PLAN platforms take air and sea 
deterrence measures. This typically entails helicopter 
deployment—with potential for engagement, at least 
in theory. It can also involve having a PLAN vessel 
approach the pirates, if available and close enough to 
arrive in time. In the event that pirates are seizing a 
ship and the PLAN vessels are close enough to stop 
it, the fleet commander will give orders based on his 
evaluation of the situation.

3. Vessel	rescue: sustained pressure and rescue ac-
tions that the fleet takes when it receives calls for help 
or instructions that pirates have seized vessels. In the 
unlikely event that pirates attack, the PLAN ships with 
their overwhelming firepower—which they practice 
regularly at sea—will engage in “self-defense.” Un-
derscoring this defensive posture to an extreme, Chi-
nese Rear Admiral Xiao Xinnian stressed: “[If] our 
naval vessels are ambushed by pirate ships, we will 
resolutely fight back to protect our own safety.”62
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These very cautious rules of engagement (ROE) 
suggest that Beijing wants to support the efforts of 
the UN, but does not want to have its forces subordi-
nate to (or appear subordinate to) those of any other 
nation; that it wishes to avoid political and legal is-
sues associated with engaging pirates directly if pos-
sible; and that it probably wishes to avoid capturing 
them for fear of the responsibility involved, the lack 
of viable legal options, and the possibility of negative 
political ramifications internationally, particularly in 
the Muslim world. Huang Li adds that killing pirates 
could lead to harming of crew members and target-
ing of Chinese vessels for revenge, neither of which is 
currently a problem.63 To the extent that Beijing takes 
risks in any of these areas, it would almost certainly 
be to defend crewmembers of a Chinese vessel in the 
absence of other options.

Deployment, Operations, and ROE Employment.

The PLAN offers three methods of protection 
against pirates: “area patrol,” “accompanying escort,” 
and “on-ship protection.” Area patrol, the method 
least-used (at least as a discrete approach), involves 
monitoring relevant zones. PLAN has maintained two 
rendezvous points 550 nautical miles apart, at 100 
nautical miles north of Yemen’s Socotra Island and 
75 nautical miles southwest of Port Aden, and seven 
patrol zones along the main shipping route in the sea 
area east of the Gulf of Aden.64

Accompanying escort, in which PLAN ships travel 
next to or near groups of commercial vessels, is by far 
the most-used method. Through the China Ship Own-
ers’ Association, Beijing now accepts applications from 
ship owners in mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, 
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and Taiwan for the PLAN to escort their vulnerable 
ships through the Gulf of Aden.65 Foreign ships may 
apply on a case-by-case basis. The Ministry of Trans-
portation (MoT), which is subordinate to the State 
Council, processes the applications, determines ship-
specific requirements, and suggests a method of escort 
to the PLAN. After the PLAN determines the proper 
plan, the MoT then guides the ships to be escorted to 
the predetermined location where they are to meet the 
relevant PLAN vessel(s).66

China has already escorted a wide variety of Chi-
nese, and even some foreign, ships in an area west 
of longitude 57 degrees east and south of latitude 15 
degrees north.67 Even in the first deployment, Wuhan	
and Haikou worked around the clock and could escort 
multiple ships simultaneously in opposite directions.68 

In response to initial problems with commercial 
ships not adhering to the details of escort proce-
dures during the first month, the PLAN now offers 
pre-scheduled group escorts. Starting after the 2009 
Spring Festival, escort was offered based on marine 
traffic conditions, as determined by PLAN and MoT 
research. Now this has become routinized, like a train 
schedule. Announcements posted on the China Ship 
Owners’ Association’s website before the 15th of each 
month announce “fixed escort times” (e.g., weekly) 
and merchant ships must make arrangements accord-
ingly.69  The PLAN must be notified a week in advance 
regarding ships which are slower than 10 knots/hour 
or have other special requirements.70

The configuration of the escort formation is gener-
ally determined by the number of merchant ships to be 
escorted. They are divided into one or two columns, 
organized to facilitate communication, and separated 
at a standard distance. For single-column escort, the 
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PLAN warship(s) will maintain similar speed and 
course from a position outside the column. For dou-
ble-column escort, a single warship would operate on 
the inside, whereas two warships would each take one 
side. Occasionally one ship will be relieved by another 
coming in the opposite direction, as in a “relay race.” 
Escort columns can incorporate more than a dozen 
ships and extend over a dozen km.

To save fuel and wear and tear on PLAN vessels 
on routes that are less traveled, with ships that travel 
fast enough to better evade pirates, the PLAN relies 
on embarked special forces and helicopter operations. 
On-ship protection involves stationing special forces 
personnel on one or more vessels in a group of civil-
ian ships. Here the PLAN draws on its 70-90 highly 
trained Marine Corps Special Operations Forces. 
Building on earlier land-based training, during transit 
to the Gulf of Aden, members of a special force unit 
aboard the warships carry out anti-piracy training 
with a ship-borne helicopter, from which they rappel 
onto the deck to simulate landing on hijacked or pirate 
vessels. The helicopters also practice nighttime land-
ing operations at sea, a new area for the PLAN.

The special forces are sufficient to protect at least 7 
convoys of merchant ships. The typical procedure is to 
use helicopters to embark 5-7 special forces on the first 
and last ships of a convoy. With a range of up to 2,000 
meters, their deck-mounted grenade launchers enable 
them to destroy pirate boats before the pirates could 
threaten them. They are also equipped with a variety 
of shorter range weapons, including Type-56 assault 
rifles, QBZ-95 automatic rifles, and QBU-88 sniper 
rifles, as well as infrared night-vision equipment. In 
emergencies, civilian crewmembers may be allowed 
to use some of the weapons.71
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ENCOUNTERS WITH PIRATES

While the PLAN has sought to minimize contact 
with pirates during all three types of operations, it has 
encountered, and demonstrably deterred them, on 
several occasions. Of all PLAN platforms, helicopters 
have made the closest and most numerous encounters. 
On January 18, 2009, Tianhe, a vessel owned by China 
Ocean Shipping Company (COSCO), radioed to Wuhan 
that two speedboats were chasing it and—following 
suspicious communications breakup—requested im-
mediate assistance. Task Group commander Admiral 
Du Jingcheng ordered the ships to assume battle for-
mation, with helicopters readied. Wuhan approached 
the speedboats, chasing them away. The fleet received 
a similar distress call earlier that day from a mainland 
cargo ship, which evaded speedboats without needing 
PLAN assistance.72 On February 6, seven embarked 
special operations forces organized crew members 
of Oriental	Oil	Explorer	1	against an oncoming pirate 
speedboat, fired three warning shells, and prepared 
to fight when the speedboat, deterred, sped away.73 
On February 24, Lia, a Liberia-flagged Italian mer-
chant ship, had to leave a Haikou-escorted formation 
to repair an engine. Almost immediately, in response 
to two rapidly-approaching speedboats, it requested 
help from Haikou. Haikou	dispatched a helicopter with 
three special forces and a photographer. The helicop-
ter fended off the speedboats by circling and firing 
two signal flares at each of them.74 A similar proce-
dure, this time using Huangshan	as well, was used on 
July 13 to protect Liberian oil tanker, A.	Elephant,	and 
Maltese merchant ship, Polyhronis.75 On August 6, 
Zhoushan “expelled several suspected pirate ships and 
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guarded the Chinese merchant ship Zhenhua	25.”76 A 
further helicopter deterrent mission on November 12 
also succeeded, even though pirates had already fired 
and attempted to board COSCO vessel Fuqiang, injur-
ing two of its crew in the process.77

THE DEXINHAI INCIDENT: LOGICAL RESULT, 
OR EVIDENCE OF ONGOING LIMITATIONS?

A dramatic incident has called into question the 
extent to which Beijing can, and will, use naval means 
to safeguard civilian ships. Dexinhai, a Chinese-
flagged bulk carrier which had failed to register ac-
cording to Chinese procedures, was pirated 700 NM 
east of Somalia on October 19, 2009. Early rumors that 
Zhoushan	 and Xuzhou were steaming to its rescue78 
gave way to reports that as of November, Dexinhai 
and its 25 crew members were trapped in the pirate 
stronghold of Hobyo on the central Somali coast. Li-
ang Wei, South Sea Fleet deputy chief of operations, 
reportedly explained that Zhoushan	and Xuzhou	had 
been too far away (over 1,000 nautical miles, accord-
ing to another source)79 to reach the pirates during the 
3 days they piloted Dexinhai	to shore. Apparently, the 
PLAN did convene an emergency meeting on Octo-
ber 21.80 Fudan University professor Zhang Jiadong 
predicted that because the priority is to save lives, not 
fight pirates, China would establish communications 
with Somali government and warlords; approach the 
site with naval ships for deterrence and control; and 
pay the pirates to release the hostages.81 

China’s official press seemed to convey a sense of 
relief when Dexinhai entered Somalia’s territorial wa-
ters because it provided a rationale for inaction. While 
UNSCR 1846 and 1851 authorize operations within So-
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malia’s territory to include land, waters, and airspace, 
they were passed by the Security Council unanimous-
ly. This highlights the cautious approach that Beijing 
is taking although to be fair to the Chinese, other na-
tions are taking a fairly conservative approach as well. 
Anthony Wong Dong, president of the International 
Military Association in Macau, offers an additional 
Chinese consideration: “If Beijing fails to save the 
Chinese crew, it will set a bad example for Chinese 
laborers who are working in energy-rich countries.”82 
Huang Li adds more generally that China’s deploy-
ments are “conducted under the watchful eyes of the 
whole world and any small error will be magnified 
over a hundred times . . . it will be an irretrievable 
loss if one hostage is injured or dead.”83 One Chinese 
analyst sees the incident as revealing not just politi-
cal caution per	se	but also deficiencies in Chinese ISR, 
force scale, quick response, and calls for more robust 
“far seas presence,” as well as overseas bases.84

Chinese Shipowners’ Association secretary gener-
al Zhang Zuyue has reported that Chinese representa-
tives were engaged in secret negotiations with the pi-
rates.85 Meanwhile, the Chinese task force “enhanced 
helicopter patrols, observation, lookout, guard, and 
patrols by small boats.”86 On December 28, 2009, Dex-
inhai and its crew were released after a reported $4 
million ransom payment. While this caution is un-
derstandable, Beijing’s apparent pursuit of a separate 
peace with pirates—without seeking publicly to con-
fer with other maritime stakeholders—risks leaving 
other vessels worse off. 
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EQUIPMENT, PERSONNEL, AND LOGISTICS 
SUPPORT

At-Sea Replenishment.	

In what might be considered the linchpin of the 
entire mission, the PLAN handled the logistics and 
supply requirements associated with the counterpira-
cy deployments through a combination of underway 
replenishment and port visits (see Table 2).

Table 2. Port Visits through August 2009.

First	 Deployment:	 Three PLAN vessels (Wuhan87 
and Haikou88	 destroyers and the replenishment ves-
sel, Weishanhu89), commanded by Rear Admiral Du 
Jingchen and his deputy Rear Admiral Yin Dunping,90 
departed Sanya on December 26, 2008, and arrived in 
waters off of Somalia on January 6, 2009. On Decem-
ber 30, 2008, transiting the Strait of Malacca, Weishanhu	

Port Date Vessel Vessel Type Purpose/Details
Port Aden, Yemen February 24, 2009 Weishanhu replenishment replenishment

April 25, 2009 Weishanhu replenishment replenishment
July 23, 2009 Weishanhu replenishment replenishment

Port Salalah, Oman June 21- July 1 2009 Shenzhen destroyer rest and replenishment
June 21- July 1 2009 Huangshan frigate rest and replenishment
June 21- July 1 2009 Weishanhu replenishment replenishment
mid-August 2009 Zhoushan frigate rest and replenishment
mid-August 2009 Xuzhou frigate rest and replenishment
mid-August 2009 Qiandaohu replenishment rest and replenishment

Kochi, India August 2009 Shenzhen destroyer good will; four-day visit
Karachi, Pakistan August 5-7, 2009 Huangshan frigate three-day visit; joint 

exercises
Karachi, Pakistan August 5-7, 2009 Weishanhu replenishment three-day visit; joint 

exercises
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performed its first at-sea replenishment.91 Wuhan and 
Haikou	spent 124 days at sea before returning on April 
28 but did not make any port visits. Weishanhu	made 
two brief replenishment stops at Port Aden, Yemen 
(February 24 and April 25).

Second	Deployment: In April 2009, a destroyer and a 
frigate (Shenzhen and Huangshan), under the command 
of Rear Admiral Yao Zhilou, replaced the first two 
combatants. They conducted separate rest and replen-
ishment port visits at Port Salalah, Oman, between 
June 21 and July 1, 2009. Resupply vessel Weishanhu 
made one more replenishment stop at Port Aden on 
July 23, as well as rotating Rest and Repenishment 
port visits to Port Salalah, Oman, between June 21 and 
July 1. Rotation ensured that five groups of 54 mer-
chant ships were escorted during this time. This first 
ever shore rest for crew involved with the anti-piracy 
missions entailed group shopping and sightseeing 
and recreational activities with civilians.92 On its way 
home in August, Shenzhen	conducted a 4-day port vis-
it in Kochi, India. The crew visited the Southern Na-
val Command’s training facilities and interacted with 
their Indian counterparts.93 Concurrently, Huangshan 
and Weishanhu visited Karachi, Pakistan, on August 
5-7, 2009, to engage in joint exercises with Pakistan’s 
navy simulating a variety of combat situations.94 The 
task force returned to its home port on August 21.95
 Third	 Deployment: Combatants Zhoushan and Xu-
zhou, along with replenishment vessel Qiandaohu, 
left Zhoushan, Zhejiang Province on the morning of 
July 16, 2009, under ESF deputy commander Wang 
Zhiguo.96 They relieved the second trio on August 1.97 
All three vessels made alternating Rest and Replen-
ishment port visits to Port Salalah, Oman, in mid-
August.98 Like Weishanhu, Qiandaohu has significant 
medical facilities.99
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Fourth	 Deployment: On October 30, 2009, missile 
frigates Ma’anshan	and Wenzhou left Zhoushan under 
the command of the East Sea Fleet Deputy Chief of 
Staff Qiu Yuanpeng to join replenishment vessel Qi-
andaohu	 in the Gulf of Aden. The task force has two 
helicopters and a crew of more than 700, including a 
special forces unit.100

The initial destroyer deployment made PLAN his-
tory in numerous ways. It was:
 •  The first time multiple naval service arms, in-

cluding surface vessels, seaborne aircraft, and 
special forces, were organized to cross the 
ocean and execute operational tasks;

 •  The first long-term ocean task execution that 
did not include port calls throughout its entire 
course, breaking records in continuous time un-
derway and sailing distance of a PLAN vessel 
formation and in flight sorties and flight time of 
seaborne helicopters;

 •  The first execution of escort tasks with the na-
vies of multiple countries in the same sea area 
and holding of shipboard exchanges and infor-
mation cooperation;

 •  The first sustained, high-intensity organization 
of logistical and equipment support in unfamil-
iar seas far from coastal bases, accumulating 
comprehensive ocean support experience;

 •  The first organization of base-oriented logisti-
cal support using commercial methods in a for-
eign port;

 •  The first time civilian vessels delivered replen-
ishment materials for a distant sea formation;

 •  The first all-dimensional examination of mul-
tiple replenishment methods, including un-
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derway, alongside connected, helicopter, and 
small vessel replenishment;

 •  The first long-range video transmission of med-
ical consultations and humanitarian assistance 
such as medical care for casualties from other 
vessels conducted on the ocean.

 •  In addition to these, this first escort formation 
set a record of 61 days for the longest sustained 
support of a formation at sea, without calling at 
port for replenishment, and also set a record for 
the longest number of days of sustained sup-
port of a combatant vessel at sea without call-
ing at port.101

The most significant sign from the Gulf of Aden 
mission is that the PLAN was able to keep the ships 
underway and steaming for this length of time.102 
Previously, PLAN ships transiting to the AMAN-07 
and AMAN-09 exercises had refueled in Colombo, Sri 
Lanka, but China had little other experience on which 
to draw. As of November 2009, however, the replen-
ishment vessels have been able to supply food and 
water, as well as ammunition, on smooth and even 
somewhat choppy seas. Fuel and spare parts are sup-
plied both in this manner and via port calls; the latter 
is true for personnel rotation.103 

Little information is available on maintenance and 
repairs, which are essential on a taxing mission of this 
duration. The situation appears to be far better than 
that during the 2002 global circumnavigation, when 
German technicians had to be flown in to repair im-
ported MTU diesel engines on the Type 052 destroy-
er Qingdao (DDG 113);104 this time, the PLAN even 
helped a civilian vessel fix its own engine problems. 
According to Senior Colonel Xie Dongpei, deputy di-
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rector of the PLAN headquarters general office, ves-
sels deployed for anti-piracy operations would go to 
Karachi, Pakistan, for major repairs if needed.105

Replenishment progress builds on China’s devel-
oping combined civilian-military logistics system.106 

Here, China’s commercial sector is already a tremen-
dous asset. Two of China’s top shipping companies, 
China Shipping Development and China Ocean Ship-
ping (Group) Company (COSCO), have established 
several logistics-based joint operations with power 
and mining companies in China.107 China Ocean Ship-
ping and China Shipping Container Lines have also 
launched their own logistics operations, which sup-
port their mainstream shipping ventures. The West 
Asia division of COSCO Logistics, which has been 
rated China’s biggest logistics firm in revenue terms 
5 years running, has played a major role in support-
ing the current missions.108 Smaller companies such as 
Nanjing Yuansheng Shipping Co. Ltd. have also been 
used.109

Satellite Tracking and Communications.	

Unprecedented and innovative use of satellite 
communications has been a major highlight of China’s 
deployment. While the United States and most West-
ern (as well as the former Soviet) navies have engaged 
in related operations for years, this is a new and im-
portant step for the PLAN. Satellite communications 
has played some role in previous counterpiracy ef-
forts. According to Director-General Ju Chengzhi, 
International Cooperation Department, MoT, on De-
cember 17, 2008, the captain of fishing vessel Zhenhua	
4 requested the MoT’s Maritime Search and Rescue 
Center’s assistance via maritime satellite. There, the 
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rear command team directed Zhenhua	4 to engage in 
self-defense, then secured the assistance of Malaysian 
warships via the International Maritime Bureau’s anti-
piracy center.110 However, there has also been concern 
that unsecure communication via maritime satellite 
in the past meant that “secrets were divulged in PLA 
exercises”; subsequent use of the Beidou navigation 
satellite system’s “short messaging” and “time service 
and position locating functions” has “solved the prob-
lem of secrets being divulged in communication to a 
certain extent.”111 

Now, apparently for the first time, China is relying 
on its own capabilities from start to finish. From the 
first counterpiracy deployment, PLAN Control Center 
(海军指挥中心) and MoT’s China Search and Rescue 
Center (中国海上搜救中心) track all relevant Chinese 
merchant ships, on which the MoT has installed de-
vices to support a maritime satellite-based ship move-
ment tracking system (船舶动态跟踪系统). Supported 
by freshly developed software, this permits “all-di-
mensional tracking (全方位跟踪)” and video-based 
communications “at all times.”112 Here Beijing’s abil-
ity to locate PRC-flagged vessels clearly benefits from 
the China Ship Reporting (CHISREP) System, which 
requires “all Chinese-registered ships over 300 GT en-
gaged in international routes” to report position daily 
to the PRC Shanghai Maritime Safety Administra-
tion.113 At least one drill has been conducted, and MoT 
is confident that “sufficient preparations have been 
made.”114 Rear Admiral Yang Yi was paraphrased as 
saying that communications between ships of differ-
ent nations should not be difficult: “Surface ships are 
visible and usually tracked to avoid collisions. They 
are sometimes monitored by both satellite and sur-
veillance aircraft.” 115
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The most dramatic innovations in satellite applica-
tions are in PLAN operations themselves. At a April 
29 symposium to welcome the first deployment home, 
General Political Department Director and CMC mem-
ber Li Jinai praised the PLAN for “active exploration 
of the new ‘shore and ship integrated’ political work 
mode.” This has entailed shifting from transmission of 
political materials via “plain code telegraph” (明码电
报) (a process that once took as long as an entire day 
during a month-long deployment) to more sophisti-
cated satellite communications. The deployment wit-
nessed many other firsts, including “a communication 
satellite [being] used to provide 24-hour coverage for 
the oceangoing formation . . . shipborne helicopters 
[being] used to provide surveillance on battlefield sit-
uations, and . . . the formation [being] connected to the 
Internet.”116 A web-based IP communication network 
was developed to allow crewmembers to call any land 
line or cell phone in mainland China.117

In 2002, the PLAN sent Luhu-class guided-missile 
destroyer Qingdao (#113) and composite supply ship 
Taicang (#575), and 506 crew members on a global cir-
cumnavigation. During their 132-days, 33,000 kilome-
ters voyage, “the Navy utilized telecommunications 
technologies for the first time to send domestic and 
international news to the formation.” The PLAN re-
fers to this new information transmission method as 
“cross-ocean ‘information supply’” (“跨越大洋的 ‘信
息补给’”).

For the December 2008 mission, Wu Shengli and 
Liu Xiaojiang, PLAN Commander and Political Com-
missar, demanded “comprehensive coverage, all-time 
linkage, and full-course support” (全面覆盖, 全时链接, 
全程保障). The PLAN Political Department worked 
with the PLAN Headquarters Communications De-
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partment and the State Information Center to improve 
the “shore and ship integrated” political work plat-
form that integrates a land base information collection 
and transmission system, an information integration 
and distribution system, a shore-to-ship information 
wireless transmission system, and an information ter-
minal receiving system. They also sent technical per-
sonnel to Sanya to conduct satellite receiving equip-
ment debugging, system installation, and personnel 
training on the three combat ships that were about to 
set sail for escort operations. Moreover, they specially 
developed and improved a total of seven informa-
tion processing software programs, which can send 
text, images, as well as video and audio documents 
quickly.118 PLAN vessels support command and coor-
dination during escort missions by “releasing for use 
high-frequency Chinese and English channels,” and 
maintain constant communication with escorted ves-
sels “through emails and satellite faxes.”119

Communicating more effectively at sea, in part 
by increasing reliance on space-based assets, appears 
to be a major step for the PLAN. This could allow a 
PLAN task force commander to act more indepen-
dently of other navies in a tense political situation, in 
part by receiving clear real time directions from civil-
ian authorities in Beijing.

Coordination with Other Militaries.

Most of the 14 nations that have sent ships to con-
duct counterpiracy operations in the Gulf of Aden 
region do so under five types of Combined Maritime 
Forces (CMF): two multi-national ones, and those 
from the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
and the EU, which coordinate with their multina-



323

tional counterparts. Combined Task Force 151 (CTF-
151) was established on January 8, 2009, under U.S. 
leadership, specifically to combat piracy in the Gulf of 
Aden.120 The Commander of CTF-151, Rear Admiral 
Terry McKnight, has indicated that he will continue 
to recruit partner nations to expand the current 14-na-
tion, 20-ship effort.121 A separate German-led coalition 
of NATO and EU allies, along with other willing par-
ticipants, conduct Maritime Security Operations in the 
region under the broader charter of CTF-150. 

From the outset, Beijing has been “ready to ex-
change information and cooperate with the warships of 
other countries in fighting Somalian pirates,” accord-
ing to MNDIO deputy spokesman Huang Xueping.122 
Admiral Du Jingcheng, commander of the first de-
ployment, said his forces would “not accept the com-
mand of other countries or regional organizations,” 
but rather “facilitate exchanges of information with 
escort naval vessels from other countries.”123 There has 
been gradual increase in communications with vessels 
from the United States and over 20 other countries and 
several shipboard exchanges of commanding officers 
and CTF 151 staff.124 Email exchanges have increased 
markedly over time, with over 300 exchanged with 
foreign vessels during the first deployment alone. The 
PLAN uses a Yahoo email account and “unclassified 
chat” on an instant messaging system.125 Methods for 
sea and air coordination and intelligence sharing have 
been exchanged, with exchange of relevant videos 
and photos, as well as best practices on identifying 
and handling pirate vessels discussed.126 According 
to a U.S. destroyer commanding officer in the Gulf of 
Aden: “[We] talk with the Chinese destroyers by VHF 
radio to coordinate search patterns and to exchange 
information on suspicious ships. [We] also have co-
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ordinated Chinese helicopter flight operations with 
the ScanEagle launches and recoveries. The exchanges 
are professional, routine and positive. . . .”127 On Sep-
tember 10, 2009, China began its first ever joint global 
security action with Russia on the world stage. All 
three vessels from the PLAN’s third deployment will 
work with Russian vessels similarly deployed. As part 
of joint Blue Peace Shield 2009 exercises, the two na-
vies have conducted “tests of communications links, 
simulated missions to identify ships from helicopters, 
coordinated resupply efforts, and live firing of deck 
guns.”128

CLOSER COOPERATION?

Despite shared goals, China—like India and Rus-
sia—has yet to join any of the multinational counter-
piracy efforts.129 Instead, starting in mid-October 2009, 
Beijing made an official proposal that waters around 
the Horn of Africa be apportioned into discrete zones 
in which participating nations exercised responsibility 
for security to better cover the unexpectedly broaden-
ing of Somali pirate attacks beyond the 60th merid-
ian in the more dangerous waters to the south and 
east.130 In November, China convened a conference 
to promote the proposal. Despite extremely positive 
overtures in Shared Awareness and Deconfliction 
(SHADE) meetings and other venues and optimistic 
expectations from EU officials and Commodore Tim 
Lowe, deputy commander, CTF-150, China appears to 
have “deftly parried appeals . . . to lead” existing CTF 
initiatives. At the same time, at least one Chinese ana-
lyst states that while China’s proposal would reduce 
costs and increase effectiveness, relative gains con-
cerns on the part of other nations may well prelude its 
implementation.131
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So why is Beijing making this effort? Rear Admiral 
Yin Zhuo, director of a naval expert committee, ex-
plains that China lacks formal relations with NATO.132 
Closer cooperation “would involve the sharing of 
intelligence codes, which is a sensitive military and 
political issue.”133 There are several broader potential 
explanations for China’s hesitation: lack of experience 
and preparation, sensitivity regarding sovereignty, 
and concerns about revealing Chinese capabilities (or 
lack thereof). For example, there appear to be some 
Chinese concerns that their vessels will be subject to 
scrutiny. Rear Admiral Yang Yi states that “some se-
cretive reconnaissance does take place”; Sr. Captain Li 
Jie of the Naval Research Institute adds that “As long 
as all parties keep their activities to a minimum, mili-
tary powers will not engage in disputes.”134

The author is concerned that the “patrol zone” ap-
proach, if adopted, is unlikely to be effective. First, di-
viding the sea among different nations evokes a sort of 
“Cold War” mentality, just as post-war Germany was 
divided into different sectors that later led to a pain-
ful and prolonged national division. Second, some sea 
areas are much busier than others, so this would result 
in an inefficient distribution of forces. Third, some na-
tions navies may be more capable and/or experienced 
than others, so there is a risk that some areas might be 
less-secured than others. This could be very difficult 
to solve, as it might be very difficult for any nation to 
acknowledge that its forces were not able to perform 
adequately. Fourth, such a “distributed unilateral” 
approach seems regrettable when there is sufficient 
support in the international community for a genuine 
“cooperative multilateral” approach.

For all these reasons, a far more effective approach 
would be to support the truly cooperative Combined 
Task Force-151. CTF-151 has been led by a Pakistani 
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Admiral, so it is a genuinely multilateral initiative. 
Unlike other approaches, CTF-151 offers the flexibility 
needed to combat pirates: it allows for deployment of 
assets to sea areas where they are most needed, and 
withdrawal of assets from areas where they are not 
needed. At least 10 of the 14 nations that have de-
ployed vessels to fight piracy in the Gulf of Aden have 
participated in CTF 150 and/or CTF-151; this is the 
vast majority. Perhaps most importantly, it meets gen-
eral principles for cooperation with the United States 
in multilateral frameworks, as outlined by Rear Ad-
miral Yang Yi: “all activities should be strictly within 
the framework of U.N. authorization and consistent 
with international laws; the sovereignty and territory 
of other countries must be respected and the use of 
force in order to intervene in a country’s affairs shall 
be avoided; the target of the activity should be nontra-
ditional security threats . . .; efforts should be made to 
increase mutual understanding and promote deeper 
cooperation. . . .”135  With all these advantages, such an 
approach is widely accepted and is worthy of careful 
consideration. The United States and other participat-
ing nations would certainly welcome the PLAN into 
CTF-151.

What, then, are the prospects for China joining 
CTF-151 or a related cooperative action? One academic 
and retired PLA officer suggested optimistically that 
the United States publicly invite China to join CTF-
151.136 But another individual of similar background 
was more measured in his assessment: 

China knows that the U.S. is willing to lead, and the 
PLAN is prepared operationally, but China is not ready 
politically. The overall political climate is not ready: 
there are still misunderstandings and mistrust resulting 
from many issues, especially Taiwan. Differences in po-
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litical systems and ideology are at the very roots of the 
problem.137

This individual believed that “anti-piracy cooperation 
on the high seas should be separated” from these is-
sues, but that there were still many “hardliners” who 
disagreed.138  In Huang Li’s view, if China joined CTF-
151, 

the naval commander of China has the chance to be 
the commander of a few dozen warships from various 
countries, including those of the sea powers of the day. 
In this way, [he] will not only develop ability to direct 
the concerted actions of large-sized squadrons of many 
countries, but also gain the chance of directly commu-
nicating and cooperating with the U.S. Navy. Of course, 
when not serving as the commander of the combined 
force, we also need to accept the directions of others, 
and that may be something which we are most unwill-
ing to do.139

REACTIONS TO THE MISSION

Responses to the mission both at home and abroad 
appear to have exceeded the expectations of China’s 
leadership and analysts. For the PLA, for which these 
dimensions are intimately connected, this is particu-
larly good news. As a party army, it must rely to an 
unusual degree on the support of both China’s increas-
ingly sophisticated and informed public—who have 
been disenchanted by the PLA’s involvement in gov-
ernment corruption and crises since the 1980s—and its 
civilian leaders, who must grapple increasingly with 
how other nations view China’s rapid military devel-
opment even as they count on the PLA to safeguard 
their rule and defend the nation’s security interests.140
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International.

Surveying relevant academic and media sources, 
as well as interviews with Chinese interlocutors,141 
suggests that foreign responses to the missions were 
far more encouraging than many expected. One Chi-
nese source does see a “China threat theory,” and 
questions the need for warships to address the piracy 
issue.142 But the vast majority of assessments are far 
more positive. Fudan University scholar Shen Dingli 
states that “China’s ‘harmonious diplomacy’ has been 
well received by countries in the region.”143 Accord-
ing to a mainland-owned Hong Kong newspaper, 
“the current expedition by Chinese naval vessels to 
Somalia has not stoked the ‘China threat theory’ in the 
West; quite the contrary, China is being seen as a ‘re-
sponsible global player’.”144 Two professors from Lan-
zhou University’s Central Asia Studies Institute have 
categorized piracy, with terrorism, as collective evils 
that a great power like China must oppose.145

Domestic.

The Chinese public has expressed great pride in 
the missions’ success. PLA analysts have seized on 
this precedent to call for relevance to other military 
operations. Many suggest that such missions should 
increase in the future, and that therefore better plat-
form capabilities, and even improved access to over-
seas port facilities, are needed. Major General Peng 
Guangqian (Ret.), who played a significant role in 
shaping PLA strategy as an adviser to China’s pow-
erful CMC and Politburo Standing Committee, states 
that deploying to Somalia will teach the PLAN how 
to interoperate with other navies.146  Major General 
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Zhang Zhaoyin, deputy group army commander, 
Chengdu MR, argues that the PLA should use mis-
sions other than war to increase warfighting capabili-
ties.147

PLA(N) Assessments.

On May 25-27, 2009 the PLAN used the occasion of 
the first group’s return to convene a high-level confer-
ence to assess the mission. Admiral Wu Shengli, PLAN 
Commander, proclaimed it a success, which “rendered 
a satisfactory answer to the party and the people, and 
won extensive praise at home and abroad.” He stated 
that such missions should become “a routine func-
tion of the navy,” and called for “further raising the 
Navy’s capability of performing missions in the open 
ocean.”148

China is attaining a new level of blue-water expe-
rience with a mission that requires rapid response, 
underway replenishment, on-station information-
sharing, and calls in foreign ports to take on supplies 
and engage in diplomacy. Sending an 800-member 
crew surface action group five time zones away, with 
70 special forces embarked and combat contingencies 
possible, presents unprecedented challenges and op-
portunities.149  PLAN personnel continue to learn new 
techniques, test their equipment, and can be expected 
to advocate improvements upon their return.

This is likely to catalyze breakthroughs in logis-
tics, intelligence, and communications. Such routine 
operations as at-sea replenishment will allow Chinese 
sailors to develop best practices for use in future op-
erations. According to a “Professor Zhang” at China’s 
National Defense University, reportedly a senior 
PLAN figure, “It is also a very good opportunity to 
rehearse sea rescue tasks and telecommunication with 
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other military forces.”150  The value of air support is 
becoming clear, perhaps accelerating prospects for 
Chinese deck aviation development (e.g., ships that 
can accommodate larger numbers of helicopters as 
well as an increased number of shipboard helicopters): 
“The experiences of the naval forces of other countries 
show that the helicopters carried onboard the naval 
vessels and small-caliber artillery systems will play 
an important role.”151  Even more important, the Aden 
deployment opens up new ideas and discussions that 
were unthinkable in PLA even 1 year ago, such as the 
advocacy of overseas bases. 

Although the deployment represents a break-
through for the PLAN, the amount of time each of 
the escort fleets can spend in the area is constrained 
by logistics and supply limitations. This mission has 
therefore been viewed by some Chinese strategists 
as insufficient to safeguard Beijing’s growing mari-
time interests. According to PLA Air Force (PLAAF) 
Colonel Dai Xu, “The Chinese expeditionary force 
in Somalia has been attracting a lot of attention from 
around the world, but with only a single replenish-
ment oiler, exactly how much long-term escort time 
can two warships provide for commercial vessels from 
various countries?”152 As such missions become more 
common place, China will need to carry them out in 
wider areas, at lower costs, and over longer periods of 
time. According to Dai, “moves toward establishing 
an overseas base are a logical extension of this line of 
thinking.” Similarly, Senior Captain Li Jie, a strategist 
at the PLAN’s Naval Research Institute, has recom-
mended establishing a supply and support center in 
East Africa to facilitate PLAN operations in the region. 
Li argues that the setting up a support center in the 
area is a real possibility, given that the PLAN has al-
ready set the precedent of conducting resupply and 
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maintenance activities in African ports and China has 
very good relationships with some countries in the re-
gion153 (e.g., Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka).
 
Future Equipment, Personnel, and Logistics  
Capabilities.

Now that the PLAN has begun moderate blue 
water deployments in the form of counterpiracy mis-
sions, what are its prospects for developing power 
projection capabilities by 2020, the projected end of 
Beijing’s “strategic window of opportunity,”154 and 
beyond? Broadly speaking, at least theoretically, the 
PLAN’s future force posture may progress along a con-
tinuum defined by the ability to sustain high intensity 
combat under contested conditions at progressively 
greater distances from China’s shores, as represented 
in Table 3.

Table 3. Potential Future PLAN Force Postures.
 

The first two benchmarks fall under the rubric of 
“sea denial,” or the ability to prevent opponent(s) 
from using a given sea area without controlling it 
oneself. The second three benchmarks may be consid-

Posture Sea Denial Sea Control Scope and Nature
Regional Anti-Access X China’s maritime periphery (within First 

Island Chain)
Extended Blue Water Anti-
Access

X Maritime periphery and approaches 
thereto (out to Second Island Chain, full 
extent of South China Sea)

Limited Expeditionary X Noncombatant Evacuation Operations 
(NEO) and Marine Interception Opera-
tions (MIO), when necessary, in Western 
Pacific and Indian Ocean

Blue Water Expeditionary X Core strategic areas (e.g., Persian Gulf)
Global Expeditionary X Major strategic regions of world
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ered variants of “sea control,” or command of the sea 
sufficient to allow one’s own vessels to operate freely 
in a given sea area by preventing opponent(s) from 
attacking them directly. Most naval theorists would 
differentiate these two approaches, the latter of which 
is far more demanding than the former and requires 
a much broader range of capabilities, even for opera-
tions within the same geographic area—it is not sim-
ply a question of “being able to do more from further 
away.” As such, the first benchmark is arguably with-
in China’s grasp today; there is no guarantee that the 
last will ever be pursued.

China’s naval development thus far has been fo-
cused largely on developing a variant of regional 
anti-access to prevent Taiwan from declaring inde-
pendence, in part by developing credible capabilities 
to thwart U.S. forces should Washington elect to inter-
vene in a cross-Strait crisis. Taiwan’s status remains 
the most sensitive, and limiting, issue in U.S.-China 
relations. But Taiwan President Ma Ying-jeou’s March 
2008 landslide election, and his pragmatic policies, 
have greatly reduced the risk of conflict. Now, with 
cross-Strait relations stable and China continuing to 
grow as a global stakeholder, China’s navy is likely to 
supplement its Taiwan and South China Sea-centric 
access denial strategy that its current naval platforms 
and weaponry largely support with “new but limited 
requirements for protection of the sea lanes beyond 
China’s own waters, humanitarian assistance/disas-
ter relief, and expanded naval diplomacy.”155  Table 4 
outlines the PLAN’s current order of battle. 
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Table 4. China’s Naval Order of Battle (2009).156

According to Scott Bray, Senior Intelligence Offi-
cer-China, Office of Naval Intelligence, “Between 2000 
and 2009, the number of major surface combatants ca-
pable of carrying long-range ASCMs (anti-ship cruise 
missiles) has tripled from 12 to 36. Additionally, the 
PLA(N) has built more than 50 small combatants with 
long-range ASCMs.” Still, this is part of an emphasis 
on improving quality and anti-access capability; the 
PLAN as a whole remains far from supporting a sub-
stantial SLOC security posture.

There appears to be leadership support for a least 
a gradual increase in long-range Chinese naval capa-
bilities of lower intensity. Hu requires the PLA “to not 
only pay close attention to the interests of national 
survival, but also national development interests; not 
only safeguard the security of . . . territorial waters . . . 

Platform
North Sea 

Fleet
East Sea Fleet

South Sea 
Fleet

Total

Nuclear Attack
 Submarines

4 0 2 6

Nuclear Ballistic Missile 
Submarines

2 0 1 3

Diesel Attack 
Submarines

20 19 14 53

Destroyers 10 8 8 26

Frigates 8 22 18 48

Amphibious Ships 9 19 30 58* 

Missile Patrol Craft 15 32 33 80+

Mine Warfare Ships N/A N/A N/A 40

Major Auxiliaries N/A N/A N/A 50 (5 are fleet 
AORs)

Minor Auxiliaries and 
Service/Support Craft

N/A N/A N/A 250+
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but also safeguard . . . the ocean. . . .”157  On Decem-
ber 27, 2006, in a speech to PLAN officers attending a 
Communist Party meeting, Hu referred to China as “a 
great maritime power (海洋大国)” and declared that 
China’s “navy force should be strengthened and mod-
ernized” and should continue moving toward “blue 
water” capabilities.158 China’s 2008 Defense	White	Paper 
stated that “the Navy has been striving . . . to gradu-
ally develop its capabilities of conducting cooperation 
in distant waters.”159 Chinese defense policy intellec-
tuals who are not directly connected with the PLAN 
also generally consider SLOC security to be a major 
issue.160

China may already be pursuing the ability to proj-
ect naval power further than would be necessary in a 
Taiwan contingency. China’s 2008 Defense	White	Paper 
for the first time treats the ground forces as a distinct 
service equivalent to the Navy, Air Force, and Second 
Artillery,161 and there are increasing indications that 
the PLA may abandon the present configuration of 
military regions in favor of a more streamlined and 
outward-looking organizational posture.162 These 
emerging developments, and the gradually increasing 
though still disproportionately low representation of 
PLAN officers on the CMC, CCP Central Committee, 
and at the helm of PLA institutions suggests that the 
ground forces are becoming less dominant within the 
military and that the PLAN may grow correspond-
ingly over time in funding and mission scope. 

As the most technology intensive,163 comprehen-
sive, strategic-level (day-to-day), multirole, multi-
dimensional, diplomatically-relevant, and naturally 
internationally-oriented of the services, the PLAN 
might stand to benefit most from such an increasingly 
“externalized” orientation.164 
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To be sure, proponents of SLOC defense as a mis-
sion for the PLAN are not the only ones contributing 
to what seems to have become a robust debate within 
China. Some Chinese views acknowledge the costs and 
difficulty of building the power-projection capabilities 
necessary to carry out credible SLOC defense missions 
(e.g., aircraft carriers), as well as the potential for bal-
ancing against China by regional neighbors and the 
political costs that would likely occur in the event that 
China procured a carrier battle group. Many writers 
express similar or related reservations, either directly 
or indirectly. Moreover, there are competing priori-
ties: enhanced expeditionary capabilities (e.g., LPDs, 
LHAs, helicopters) to protect overseas Chinese work-
ers may be more important over the next decade. It 
could well be argued that China is more likely to need 
to conduct a NEO somewhere in the Indian Ocean 
littoral than protect its SLOCs against a major naval 
threat.165 The presence of these views within China 
may help explain why the arguments for energy/
SLOC-defense missions have not yet gained greater 
traction. 

Chinese writings suggest a range of views on how 
to organize the PLAN for operations further afield. A 
sustained movement of assets to the South China Sea 
could imply a PLAN mission beyond Taiwan, in pur-
suit of genuine, if limited, SLOC protection capability. 
Increased PLAN presence in key SLOC areas could 
also have a valuable “shaping” function, as it can 
“strengthen [China’s] power of influence in key sea 
areas and straits” in peacetime and thereby decrease 
the chance of its interests being threatened in war. 166

Here hardware acquisition and deployment is a 
useful indicator, because it is relatively easy to moni-
tor. To be sure, modern warships are capable of per-
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forming many missions, and hence are not restricted 
to a specific role in specific waters. Their political mas-
ters presumably find them useful to perform a variety 
of missions in a wide range of circumstances and lo-
cations (e.g., both a Taiwan context and deployments 
farther afield). But to fully pursue robust long-range 
capabilities, new platforms and force structures would 
be needed. With respect to force structure, indicators 
of a more ambitious Chinese naval presence, particu-
larly in the area of SLOC protection, would likely in-
clude the following, as Table 5 indicates.

Table 5: Indicators of Emerging PLAN Blue Water
SLOC Protection Capabilities.

The PLAN’s capabilities in key areas (assets, 
trained personnel, and experience) are currently in-
sufficient to support long-range SLOC defense mis-

Capability Approach

Anti-Submarine 
Warfare

Construction of nuclear attack submarines and deployment of additional 
units of these and other platforms with significant demonstrated ASW 
capabilities.167

Long-range Air 
Power

Development of carriers, aircraft and/or helicopters to operate off them, 
and related doctrine and training programs.168

Military Ship 
Production

Establishment of new, modern shipyards dedicated to military ship 
production or expansion of areas in coproduction yards that are dedicated 
to military ship production.169

At-Sea 
Replenishment

Expansion of the PLAN auxiliary fleet, particularly long-range, high-speed 
oilers and replenishment ships.170

Remote Ship 
Repair

Development of the ability to conduct sophisticated ship repairs remotely, 
either through tenders or overseas repair facilities.171 

Operational 
Readiness

Steady deployment of PLAN forces to vulnerable portions of the sea lanes 
to increase operational familiarity and readiness.

Overall Capacity Maturation of advanced levels of PLA doctrine, training, and human 
capital.
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sions, but it may gradually acquire the necessary 
funding and mission scope. China’s growing mari-
time interests and energy dependency may gradually 
drive more long-ranging naval development; indeed, 
repeated reports of imminent aircraft carrier develop-
ment seem to represent an initial step in this direction. 
China is likely to develop some form of deck aviation 
capability, both for national prestige and for limited 
missions beyond Taiwan.172 ONI estimates that Chi-
na’s former Ukrainian Kuznetsov	class aircraft carrier 
Varyag will become operational as a training platform 
by 2012, and “the PRC will likely have an operational, 
domestically produced carrier sometime after 2015.”173 
Developing the necessary forces, training, and experi-
ence for true blue water combat capabilities would be 
extremely expensive and time-consuming, however. 
Building an aircraft carrier is one thing; mastering the 
complex system of systems that enable air power pro-
jection costs years and precious lives.174

Overseas Facilities Access?

Perhaps the strongest indicator of Chinese inten-
tions to develop blue water power projection capabili-
ties would be pursuit of reliable access to overseas air 
and naval bases. At present, China appears far from 
having overseas naval bases of its own.175 But recent 
debate among PLA scholars and other analysts sug-
gests that China may be actively reconsidering its 
traditional approach of avoiding “power politics and 
hegemonism” by avoiding any kind of overseas mili-
tary facilities.176

PLAAF Colonel Dai Xu, for instance, has openly 
advocated Chinese development of “overseas bases 
(遠洋基地)” to “safeguard commercial interests and 



338

world peace.”177 Specifically, Dai argues that sup-
port facilities are required not only to protect China’s 
growing global economic interests, but also to enable 
PLA participation in peacekeeping missions, ship es-
cort deployments, and humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief operations.178 Moreover, Dai argues 
that overseas bases or support facilities are required 
if China is to “effectively shoulder its international re-
sponsibilities and develop a good image.” Perhaps an-
ticipating the possibility that setting up overseas bases 
would heighten international concerns about China’s 
growing power, however, Dai states that Chinese bas-
es would not be part of a global military competition 
and “would not require long-term stationing of large 
military equipment or large-scale military units.” Fur-
thermore, Dai suggests that a strategic communica-
tions campaign would help to alleviate concerns about 
China’s intentions.179  As a first step, Dai advocates the 
establishment of a prototypical “test” base in the stra-
tegically vital South China Sea,180 presumably in addi-
tion to existing facilities at Woody Island and Mischief 
Reef. Future bases should then be established in other 
areas where China has important strategic interests; 
when possible, bases should be located in countries 
with which China already has what Dai—perhaps 
somewhat optimistically—characterizes as “friendly, 
solid relationships.” 

While there are indications of growing Chinese 
influence in the South Pacific for commercial and per-
haps even signals intercept purposes,181 it is the Indian 
Ocean with its rich littoral resources182 and busy en-
ergy SLOCs that seems the most likely future area of 
Chinese naval power projection. A range of Chinese 
analyses state that from ancient times through the 
Cold War, the Indian Ocean has been a critical theater 
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for great power influence and rivalry.183 Some PLA 
analysts argue, for instance, that it should be perfectly 
acceptable for China to advance to the Indian Ocean 
with changes in its national interests.184 A second as-
sessment in China’s official news media suggests that 
to protect its newly emerging interests, China should 
learn from the United States, develop several overseas 
bases (e.g., in Pakistan, Burma, and Sudan), and build 
three or four aircraft carriers.185 Huang Li states that as 
other nations become accustomed to the PLAN mak-
ing “frequent appearances” in the Indian Ocean, “to 
look for a base on land will naturally follow” (物色陆
上基地也就顺理成章了).186

It must be emphasized, however, that any change 
is likely to be gradual, and that many countervailing 
factors are likely to be at work. Countless debates over 
security policy issues have failed to produce change. 
Some powerful individuals are likely to resist chang-
ing the status quo, citing concerns about cost, impact 
on competing priorities, image, and departure from 
historical precedent/ideology in the form of self-im-
posed prohibition on foreign basing, outside of UN 
missions. Moreover, the PLAN’s use of civilian and 
commercial (both Chinese and host country) entities 
to support its ships in the Gulf of Aden, both during 
port visits as well as at sea, demonstrates that China 
does not need a military presence/basing to support 
military operations.

It thus seems likely that China will not establish 
a “string of pearls,” with extremely expensive and 
hugely vulnerable “bases.”187  While the Chinese gov-
ernment’s anti-overseas basing statements appear 
to be less strident and frequent than in the past, this 
would not necessarily alter Beijing’s position on for-
eign “basing.” This is most in keeping with Chinese 
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tradition and ideology and will be seen by Beijing’s 
leadership as less threatening; China will be aware of 
the implications for its international image. Change is 
likely to be incremental.188 

Instead, the most likely approach may be to pur-
sue access to “overseas support facilities” capable of 
supporting expanded PLA participation in nontradi-
tional security missions such as anti-piracy and hu-
manitarian assistance and disaster relief operations in 
a very modest version of the U.S. “places, not bases” 
strategy. These support centers could presumably 
handle the requirements of nonwar military opera-
tions—such as food, fuel, and maintenance and re-
pair facilities—without the prepositioned munitions 
and large-scale military presence typically associated 
with full-fledged overseas bases. In theory, any port 
in any country could do this, so long as the host coun-
try agrees. In practice, however, Beijing is likely to 
want access in countries that it considers politically 
reliable and immune to pressure from such potential 
competitors as the United States and India. China has 
been making small steps in this direction since around 
2000, including participation in UN peacekeeping op-
erations (PKOs).

In the absence of the ability to win a naval battle 
in the Indian Ocean, China is seeking to influence in 
areas proximate to Indian Ocean sea lanes through di-
plomacy, trade, humanitarian assistance, arms sales, 
and even strategic partnerships with countries in the 
region—including several nations traditionally hos-
tile to India (e.g., Pakistan and Bangladesh). This “soft 
power” approach is designed to maximize access to 
resource inputs and trade in peacetime, while attempt-
ing to make it politically difficult for hostile naval 
powers to sever seaborne energy supplies in times of 
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crisis, as they would be harming regional interests in 
the process.189  Greater access to regional port facilities 
may be one outcome of China’s soft power initiatives.

For several years now, China has been develop-
ing a number of what Kamphausen and Liang refer 
to as “access points,” or “friendly locations” that are 
intended to enhance the PLA’s ability to project power 
in Asia.190 Pakistan’s port of Gwadar and Sri Lanka’s 
port of Hambantota represent possible candidates. 
China has invested significantly in their develop-
ment, and has made contributions over the years to 
the welfare of their host governments in the areas of 
politics, economics, and infrastructure.191 Perhaps the 
PLAN is making greatest progress in Burma, where it 
has reportedly assisted in the construction of several 
naval facilities (their precise nature undefined) on the 
Bay of Bengal.192 A major entrepôt sitting astride key 
transit lanes, with a large ethnic Chinese population 
and  good relations with the PRC, and with its pri-
mary security concerns Malaysia and Indonesia, not 
a rising China, Singapore might ultimately allow the 
PLAN some form of access.193 Table 6 details tenta-
tively some of the potential ports to which the PLAN 
might attempt to gain some form of special, if limited, 
access in the future.
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In the future, any facilities that China did establish 
or plan to use would have to be defended effective-
ly in the event of conflict. Gwadar, for instance, has 
been designed in part to “serve as an alternate port to 
handle Pakistani trade in case of blockade of existing 
ports,” however, and Pakistan might be reluctant to 
grant the PLAN access during a conflict.195 Gwadar, 
like any other potential port for PLAN use on the 
Pakistani coast, the Saudi peninsula, or the East Africa 
coast is located west of India and is thus too easily 
interdicted for any significant use by PLAN forces—
unless India agrees to such use.196  While it is easy to 
look at a map of the Indian Ocean and make shallow 
historical analogies to Mahan and the age of navalism 
a century ago, in this era of long range precision strike, 
a series of exposed and nonmutually supporting bases 
is unlikely to pay off in the event of war.

IMPLICATIONS

China’s leaders approved the Gulf of Aden deploy-
ment to protect Chinese ships, which were being at-
tacked and sometimes captured by pirates, under the 
aegis of furthering international security. This does 
not necessarily signify a change in Beijing’s sensitive 
approach to national sovereignty issues: four UN res-
olutions and the Somali Transitional Federal Govern-
ment itself explicitly support these missions. Instead, 
it represents China’s debut as an international mari-
time stakeholder, and a vital training opportunity for 
its navy. Significant logistics capabilities constitute the 
vital backbone of the mission; their largely commer-
cial nature suggests dynamism and sustainability that 
could make future efforts in this area both feasible 
and affordable. In sum, the PLAN is clearly attaining 
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a new level of blue-water experience; it remains to be 
seen how that knowledge will be spread throughout 
the service, and to what ends Beijing will put the new 
capabilities that result.

The PLAN’s evolving role in defending China’s 
expanding economic interests, as demonstrated in its 
ongoing Gulf of Aden deployments, has broader im-
plications. For now, China seems to be pursuing a two-
level approach to naval development, with consistent 
focus on increasingly formidable high-end anti-access 
capabilities to support major combat operations on 
China’s maritime periphery (e.g., a Taiwan scenario), 
and relatively low-intensity but gradually growing 
capabilities to influence strategic conditions further 
afield (e.g., Indian Ocean) in China’s favor. 

Some expect Beijing to pursue a more ambitious 
approach. One American scholar believes that “the 
main disadvantage from Washington’s perspective 
could be that, should Chinese leaders consider the So-
mali mission a success, they would likely prove more 
willing to promote the continued growth of China’s 
maritime power projection capability.”197 Robert 
Ross envisions Chinese “construction of a power-
projection navy centered on an aircraft carrier.”198 
One predeployment Chinese analysis advocates just 
such a redirection of PLAN strategy: priorities from 
a submarine-centric navy to one with aircraft carriers 
as the “centerpiece.”199  Such a shift would have major 
domestic and international implications. Internally, 
it would mean that the PLAN would likely capture a 
much larger portion of the defense budget, especially 
as the carriers themselves would need a complement 
of aircraft and a dedicated fleet of escort vessels to be 
useful in actual combat conditions. Its internal clout 
would be further enhanced by the fact that aircraft 
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carriers might rapidly become an important diplo-
matic instrument for projecting Chinese presence and 
influence in Asia, and perhaps (eventually) globally. 

By this logic, moving toward a carrier-centric navy 
could prompt other navies in the region and further 
afield to upgrade their own forces in anticipation of 
China’s taking a more assertive stance regarding na-
val power projection. Despite efforts both to channel 
China’s maritime development in a peaceful direction 
and to portray it accordingly to the rest of the world, 
history suggests that any major military moderniza-
tion program is likely to antagonize other powers. 
Internationally, moving toward a carrier-centric navy 
could prompt other regional and global navies to up-
grade their own forces in anticipation of China’s tak-
ing a more assertive stance regarding naval power 
projection.

I foresee a very different trajectory for China’s 
navy. While China will no doubt build as many as 
several carriers over the next decade, its two-level ap-
proach to naval development is likely to persist for 
some time, with parallel implications for American 
security interests. China’s military has achieved rap-
id, potent development by maintaining an anti-access 
posture along interior lines and exploiting physics-
based limitations inherent in the performance param-
eters of U.S. and allied platforms and C4ISR systems.200 
This should be of tremendous concern to Washington. 
But dramatic breakthroughs here should in no way be 
conflated with developments further afield: the core 
elements of this approach cannot easily be transferred 
to distant waters. In perhaps the most graphic exam-
ple of this strategic bifurcation, the Chinese military, 
as it develops increasing capabilities to target aircraft 
carriers, is likely becoming acutely aware of their vul-
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nerabilities—and hence reluctant to devote more than 
a modest level of resources to their development.

Just as these limiting factors increasingly threaten 
U.S. platforms operating in or near China’s maritime 
periphery, they likewise haunt China’s navy as it ven-
tures further afield—a navy that is still far, far behind 
that of the United States in overall resources and ex-
perience. Thus far, Chinese decisionmakers, having 
carefully studied the lessons of Soviet overstretch, 
seem unlikely to expend overwhelming national re-
sources to fight these realities. Despite their growing 
concerns abroad, they have too many imperatives 
closer to home that demand ongoing funding and fo-
cus. Additionally, in two separate articles, one in writ-
ten in 2007 and one in 2009, Admiral Wu Shengli, the 
commander of the PLAN, clearly states that the PLAN 
will continue to develop into a force that is smaller 
in quantity, yet greater in quality. In the 2009 article, 
he also states that naval modernization must be put 
within the overall context of national modernization 
as well as the overall context of military moderniza-
tion. This suggests an honest acknowledgement of the 
reality that resources allocated to the PLAN are and 
will continue to be finite.201 Given ongoing require-
ments for the PLAN to provide security for Chinese 
interests in the South and East China Seas, it is highly 
unlikely that a PLAN that is smaller in quantity will 
be able to sustain the sort of robust footprint in the 
Indian Ocean that some Western analysts claim it is 
moving toward, no matter how much greater in qual-
ity it may be.

It thus seems likely that for the foreseeable future 
China will have limited capabilities but significant 
shared interests with the United States and other na-
tions in the vast majority of the global maritime com-
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mons. In fact, the prospects for China to participate 
further in the global maritime regime as a maritime 
strategic stakeholder look better than ever, now that 
Beijing increasingly has the capabilities to do so sub-
stantively.202  The United States, in accordance with its 
new maritime strategy, has welcomed China’s deploy-
ment to the Gulf of Aden as an example of cooperation 
that furthers international security under the concept 
of Global Maritime Partnerships. Admiral Timothy 
Keating, Commander, U.S. Pacific Command, has 
vowed to “work closely” with the Chinese task group, 
and use the event as a potential “springboard for the 
resumption of dialog between People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) forces and the U.S. Pacific Command 
forces.”203  In this sense, the Gulf of Aden, with no Chi-
nese territorial claims or EEZ to inflame tensions, may 
offer a “safe strategic space” for U.S.-China confidence 
building measures and the development of “habits” of 
maritime cooperation.204 

Washington’s real security challenges in the Asia-
Pacific, for now, are fostering stability and develop-
ment while preventing transnational terrorism in 
southwest Asia; preserving peace in the Taiwan Strait; 
reassuring U.S. allies; and cooperating with China 
and other nations to restrain North Korea’s reckless 
brinksmanship. Beyond that, the United States and 
China have considerable shared interests in maritime 
security and prosperity. In the words of Sun Zi, they 
are “crossing the river in the same boat, and should 
help each other along the way” (同舟共济). There is a 
lot the two great powers can accomplish together, if 
both sides do their part.205
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CHAPTER 8

PEOPLE’S LIBERATION ARMY AND PEOPLE’S 
ARMED POLICE GROUND EXERCISES

WITH FOREIGN FORCES, 2002-2009

Dennis J. Blasko

 Since October 2002, Chinese People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) ground forces (i.e., Army units) and 
People’s Armed Police (PAP) units have conducted 
approximately 24 combined exercises with foreign 
military, law enforcement, or emergency rescue orga-
nizations.1 The general trend lines observed include 
an increasing number of relatively small-scale, short-
duration exercises, conducted mostly with forces 
from China’s immediate neighbors, in nontraditional 
security missions that support Beijing’s larger foreign 
policy objectives.
 PLA and PAP units from all over the country, 
with the exception of Nanjing Military Region (MR), 
have participated in these exercises.2 The official sce-
narios for all combined exercises have been described 
as nontraditional security missions, not directed at 
any third party.3 Most exercises have been designed 
as anti-terrorist operations, with a few disaster relief, 
humanitarian assistance, anti-drug smuggling, border 
security, and emergency response exercises also in-
cluded.
 The annual number of combined exercises in the 
first years after 2002 was low (one or two per year), 
but in 2006 the pace picked up, reaching its current 
high point of nine training events in 2009 (2008 was 
an exception to that trend due to China’s hosting of 
the Olympics). With one exception, combined ground 
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force exercises have involved relatively limited num-
bers of personnel, numbering from a few dozen to a 
few thousand. The largest exercise was the combined 
and joint Sino-Russian “Peace Mission-2005” with ap-
proximately 10,000 total participants of which about 
8,000 were Chinese. Exercise duration varies from a 
day (or less) to more than a week (not counting de-
ployment, acclimation, and redeployment times).
 In the course of these exercises, Chinese forces 
have gained valuable experience in operating with 
foreign forces, command and control, staff planning 
procedures, long-distance rail or air deployment, lo-
gistics, and to a lesser extent actual battlefield tactics 
and combat methods. The operational phase of most 
exercises is relatively brief, small in scale, and heav-
ily choreographed. Many exercises highlight Special 
Operations Forces (SOF) operations. Frequently live 
firepower demonstrations are the climax of the exer-
cises followed by parades and reviews as friendship-
building components.
 When enemy forces are part of the scenario, they 
are carefully calibrated to be comparatively small ter-
rorist or criminal forces, usually with only limited, if 
any, high-technology weapons and equipment. Re-
alistically, many exercise take place in mountainous 
regions where many actual terrorist organizations op-
erate. At times, the enemy may have access to radioac-
tive, biological, or chemical weapons, or the combined 
forces may have to respond to chemical emergencies 
and accidents. Portrayal of the enemy in such small 
numbers with minimal advanced weaponry lends 
credence to the official terrorist scenarios. Moreover, 
no PLA Second Artillery units have been involved in 
these combined exercises whereas the featured SOF 
participation is appropriate for anti-terrorist opera-
tions.4
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 Though limited in number, these exercises contrib-
ute to China’s foreign and security policy objectives.5 
In particular, China’s exercise partners conform well 
with Hu Jintao’s four-tiered diplomatic agenda: the 
“great powers are the key, neighboring areas are the 
primary task, developing countries are the basic work, 
and multilateral relations are an important stage.”6 
The majority of exercises have been conducted with 
Russia (the largest number overall) and the neigh-
boring Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) 
members (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan). Other partners include forces from the 
bordering countries of India, Pakistan, and Mongolia, 
as well as the more distant Thailand, Singapore, Ga-
bon, and Romania. So far, the U.S. military and Chi-
nese forces have not conducted combined land train-
ing. That may change in the future with some sort of 
bilateral humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 
exercise as discussed during the visit of the Chief of 
Staff of the U.S. Army to Beijing in August 2009.7

 In addition to the variety of combined exercises 
PLA Army and PAP units have conducted since 2002, 
Chinese ground forces also have had other contacts 
with foreign militaries beyond routine military diplo-
matic visits and exchanges. For example, PLA person-
nel have participated in and held multinational train-
ing seminars, attended foreign military schools, and 
conducted military training overseas. Though not the 
subject of this chapter, a few of those training events 
will be mentioned after more detailed discussion of 
the combined ground force exercises executed since 
the turn of the new century.
 The Appendix to this chapter summarizes the 24 
combined exercises conducted since 2002, including 
names, dates, participants, location, number of per-
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sonnel, and major Chinese units involved. (In nearly 
all cases, complete PLA or PAP units did	not participate 
in these events. Rather, the only elements, i.e., compo-
nent parts, of larger units deployed.) Figure 1 charts 
the number of exercises by year. Figure 2 enumerates 
the training partners; and Figure 3 identifies which 
PLA Military Regions or PAP provided the main forc-
es for the exercises. It is noteworthy that not just “the 
best” or “showcase” units in the PLA and PAP have 
participated in these exercises.

Figure 1. Yearly Number of Combined Ground  
Exercises.
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Figure 2. Training Partners.

Figure 3. Military Regions/PAP Providing  
Chinese Forces.

THE EARLY EXERCISES (2002-04)

 Without much fanfare, Chinese and Kyrgyzstan 
forces executed a bilateral, combined anti-terrorism 
exercise, “Exercise 01,” in the border area of the two 
countries on October 10-11, 2002.8 Unlike the media 
attention provided later exercises, little was written or 

Russia 6
Multiple SCO Members 4
Kyrgyzstan 1
Kazakhstan 1
Tajikistan 1
Pakistan 2
India 3
Mongolia 1
Thailand 2
Singapore 1
Gabon 1
Romania 1

Lanzhou MR (Xinjiang MD) 5
Chengdu MR (Tibet MD) 4
Guangzhou MR 3
Shenyang MR 3
Beijing MR 2
Jinan MR 1

Nanjing MR 0
Unknown 2
PAP 4
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broadcast about the exercise at the time. Little also is 
known about the national-level decisionmaking pro-
cess that led to the reversal of the decades-old policy 
of not training with foreign militaries. Such a decision 
would likely have to be made within the Central Mili-
tary Commission (CMC), probably with the consent 
of the Chinese Communist Party Politburo and/or the 
Foreign Affairs Leading Small Group. While the ter-
rorist attacks of September 11, 2001, (9/11), probably 
added impetus to this decision, the Chinese govern-
ment previously had been concerned about the threat 
of terrorism and other non-traditional security chal-
lenges. For example, as early as the first White Paper 
on National Defense in 1998 the government had 
identified “terrorism, arms proliferation, smuggling 
and trafficking in narcotics, environmental pollution, 
waves of refugees, and other transnational issues” 
as “new threats to international security.”9 In March 
2000, the defense ministers of the “Shanghai Five” (the 
precursor to the SCO) declared:

They would never tolerate national separatism, reli-
gious extremism or terrorism, and that they would res-
olutely oppose any activity by such forces on their re-
spective territory against other countries. They pledged 
to jointly take effective measures to crack down on such 
activities so as to safeguard regional peace and stability. 
The five agreed that they would further study the possi-
bility of strengthening confidence- building measures in 
the military field, promote cooperation between frontier 
departments, and jointly combat transnational crimes, 
stage joint exercises in preventing dangerous military 
activities, combating international terrorists and car-
rying out emergency rescue and disaster relief, share 
peace-keeping experiences and coordinate with each 
other in their peace- keeping operations.10
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 The post-9/11 threat of al-Qaida and other terror-
ist organizations on China’s western borders provided 
additional incentive to prepare for potential anti-ter-
rorist operations in the region. Having no recent ex-
perience in conducting operations as part of a military 
alliance, China’s decision to hold such exercises seeks 
to identify early-on problems inherent in multilateral 
operations while also learning from the experience 
of other countries. The American and NATO use of 
bases in Central Asia to support military operations 
in Afghanistan also may have encouraged Beijing to 
further cement military ties with SCO members.
 Held in the Pamir-Alay mountain range, “Exer-
cise-01” involved “several hundred men of the two 
countries’ border defense units and more than 10 ar-
mored combat vehicles and numerous helicopters.” 
The scenario posited that “more than 100 ‘terrorists’ 
had secretly assembled on the Kyrgyz side of the bor-
der with a great quantity of weapons and ammuni-
tion, and were attempting to take advantage of the 
complex terrain to sneak into China. After consulta-
tions, the Chinese and Kyrgyz forces launched a joint 
operation to surround and annihilate these ‘terror-
ists’.” Using “hammer and anvil” tactics, the Kyrgyz 
border defense troops attacked the terrorists forcing 
them to flee into China. There their retreat was cut off 
and they were mopped up by the combined forces of 
both countries.11 The exercise also included a live-fire 
phase. Friendly and enemy forces in this exercise were 
constructed according to attack ratios found in any ba-
sic military doctrine. Attackers outnumbered defend-
ers at a ratio of at least 3:1 (“several hundred” Chinese 
and Kyrgyzstan troops versus about 100 terrorists). 
The Chinese coalition also had more advanced weap-
ons (in this case, armor and helicopters) than the ter-
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rorists. Similar doctrinally sound force ratios will be 
included in future combined exercises against other 
theoretical terrorist threats.
 The first low-level, small-scale military exercise 
with Russian forces took place in January 2003. In an 
unnamed, unpublicized training event, Chinese and 
Russian border units carried out a small combined 
exercise along the Heilongjiang border aimed at the 
“apprehension of illegal border crossers.”12  No fur-
ther details of the exercise are available, and one must 
assume the PLA force involved was a Shenyang MR/
Heilongjiang Military District (MD) border defense 
unit.13 This exercise was so small, it was not included 
in the list of nontraditional security exercises in the 
2004 White Paper, nor was it included in other lists 
of “Major PLA-related joint anti-terror military train-
ings” published by PLA	Daily because it was neither 
“major” nor was it an “anti-terrorist” exercise. As will 
be seen, other small-scale exercises along the border 
also receive only minor press coverage.
 Less than a year after “Exercise-01,” five SCO mem-
ber countries (Uzbekistan had recently been admitted 
and did not participate) held the first multilateral SCO 
combined anti-terror exercise, “Coalition-2003” (also 
called “Joint-2003”), in the border areas near Ucha-
ral, Kazakhstan and Yining (Ili) in Xinjiang from Au-
gust 6-12, 2003. In total, about 1,300 troops of all five 
countries participated, with the majority, some 700 
personnel, coming from China. The Xinjiang MD pro-
vided PLA main force units composed of mechanized 
infantry, tanks, artillery, helicopters, and SOF. Sig-
nificantly, consistent with PLA doctrine, PAP, civilian 
special police forces, and militia personnel from the 
Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps also par-
ticipated.14 Coalition forces responded to a scenario in 
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which “a group of international terrorists [about 25] 
hijacked a plane in a country, took hostages and in-
vaded the air space of Kazakhstan. At the same time, 
some international terrorists [more than 100] secretly 
entered the Ili region of Xinjiang, China. They formed 
an armed base and sought opportunities to commit 
terrorist and violent acts.”15 A Joint Counterterrorism 
Central Headquarters, manned by the commanders 
and staff from all countries, directed the operations. 
The exercise emphasized intelligence collection and 
reconnaissance (including satellite and electronic sur-
veillance and human intelligence such as gathering 
information from local civilians), electronic warfare 
(jamming terrorist communications), psychological 
operations (dropping leaflets), helicopter movement, 
special operations including hostage rescue, medical 
evacuation, and application of massive firepower as 
necessary.
 China had proposed holding such a multilateral 
SCO anti-terrorist exercise in November 2002. At the 
time SCO members responded positively with the fi-
nal decision for the exercise made at the March 2003 
meeting of the SCO general headquarters in Moscow. 
In April, military representatives from all five coun-
tries met in Astana and Moscow. On April 29, the five 
ministers of defense signed a memorandum to con-
duct the exercise. A final preparatory meeting was 
held in July.16 This was a fairly rapid planning cycle 
for such a complex exercise. Other combined exercises 
could take a year or more from initial proposal to ex-
ecution.
 A year after Coalition-2003, China and Paki-
stan held their first combined anti-terrorist exercise, 
“Friendship-2004,” in Tajik County, Xinjiang, on 
August 6, 2004. The two countries deployed about 
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200 total personnel to hunt down “several dozen in-
ternational ‘terrorists’” who had “fled to the China-
Pakistan border from a third country, carrying light 
weapons and explosive devices” where they “con-
structed hasty fortifications.” After establishing a joint 
command post, reconnaissance forces (which may or 
may not have been special SOF troops) found the en-
emy hideout. Chinese and Pakistani forces, supported 
by a psychological operations vehicle, mortars, and 
recoilless rifles, attempted to surround and destroy 
the “terrorists,” using the reconnaissance element to 
block enemy movement. After the terrorists ignored 
an offer to surrender, the Chinese and Pakistani units, 
acting as separate units, assaulted the enemy in a co-
ordinated attack from the flanks. Following their link-
up, the troops of the two countries “held a dignified 
troop review ceremony.”17

 Probably in an effort to balance relations with Paki-
stan and India, shortly after “Friendship-2004” on Au-
gust 15, 2004 (India’s Independence Day), a 46-mem-
ber Chinese border defense troop delegation visited 
an Indian armed forces frontier station to celebrate the 
occasion. (Similar cross-border good will visits have 
been reported with other countries.18) Then on August 
24, 2004:

A dozen or so smiling Indian soldiers entered the Chi-
nese territory through the Chang La Pass [Lipu-Lekh 
Pass on the Indian side] to participate in the Chinese-
Indian border defense forces’ joint mountaineering 
training that took place in Purang County on that day. 
At 1500, 12 capable mountain climbers from each side, 
selected by the border defense forces on either side, set 
off from a location 4,412 meters above sea level, tra-
versed a 3,000-meter-long mountainside strewn with 
riprap, and smoothly completed the joint training. In 
their exchange, the soldiers from the two countries hit it 
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off with each other just like old friends and found each 
other’s company natural and easy-going. . . .19

 Like the January 2003 border exercise with Russia, 
this “joint mountaineering training” is not listed by 
some Chinese sources as an official combined exercise 
with India. It is, however, the type of exchange that 
allied or friendly forces routinely conduct with each 
other as part of their annual training schedules. Such 
low-level training allows troops to hone specialized 
skills, build confidence in their abilities, and gain ex-
posure to foreign forces. Exactly what level of head-
quarters within the PLA does the detailed planning 
for such small-scale, cross-border exchanges or train-
ing is unclear, but it seems reasonable that the CMC 
and General Staff Department would have to approve 
the general concept of the operation which is then su-
pervised by MR and MD headquarters.

THE MID-YEARS (2005-07)

 Following what would have likely required some 
months of extensive lower level preparations and ne-
gotiations, on July 6, 2004, CMC Vice Chairman Guo 
Boxiong signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
with Russian Defense Minister Ivanov concerning 
combined (joint) military exercises to be conducted 
by China and Russia. By the end of the year, Minister 
of Defense Cao Gangchuan and his Russian counter-
part agreed that “the first joint military exercise be-
tween the two countries was an important event in 
relations between the two countries and their military 
forces.”20 The timing of these high-level agreements 
would allow the General Staff Department to insert 
a major combined exercise into the annual training 
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schedule for 2005 and commit appropriate resources 
for planning and execution. The exercise, “Peace Mis-
sion-2005,” was to be conducted based on the United 
Nations (UN) Charter and in accordance with “gener-
ally recognized international laws and the principle of 
respect for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of 
other countries.” At the end of January 2005, the Rus-
sian first vice minister for national defense declared 
the hypothetical enemy was “terrorists on a global 
scale.”21

 The scenario for “Peace Mission-2005” involved 
Countries N (Russia) and V (China) responding to the 
aid of Country S. According to Russian reporting, as a 
result of the “sharp worsening in the domestic-polit-
ical situation on political, economic, interethnic, and 
religious grounds, the confrontation of the two main 
peoples populating the country [S] was starting to 
turn into total mutual destruction.” After “opposition 
forces and armed formations seized a number of cities 
and rural regions in the western part of the state and 
established their own government there. . . . Country 
S turned to the international community with an ini-
tiative on adopting measures to prevent the internal 
conflict from possibly escalating into a local war.” 
The mission of forces from Countries N and V was to 
restore “constitutional order effectively and with the 
least losses in the territory of State S.”22  With respect 
to Beijing’s foreign policy principle of “noninterfer-
ence” in the internal affairs of other countries, “Peace 
Mission’s” intervention in Country S’s affairs was 
“legal” because “the international community,” i.e., 
the UN, approved Country S’s appeal for help. With 
some local modifications, such a scenario could argu-
ably apply to real-world situations found in Lebanon, 
Somalia, or Afghanistan.
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 After the air forces had attained dominance in the 
air, naval forces sought to blockade Country S from 
the sea on first day of the exercise (August 23). This 
prepared the battlefield for an amphibious assault 
conducted by elements of the PLA Navy’s 1st Marine 
Brigade supported by airborne and SOF operations 
on the second day. (Russian ground forces included 
naval infantry and airborne forces of the same size as 
Chinese Marine and Airborne units involved.) On the 
third day, a PLA Air Force (PLAAF) airborne mecha-
nized infantry company dropped with 12 armored 
fighting vehicles and helicopter-inserted SOF forces 
linked up with elements of the “Ye Ting” Regiment of 
127th Light Mechanized Infantry Division. The exer-
cise culminated in a live-fire ground and air pounding 
of the enemy who had retreated to defensive positions 
in what was termed a “forced isolation” drill.23

 Exercise artificialities in timing and locations were 
imposed upon this exercise as they are on most such 
events, so that visiting dignitaries from both countries 
could watch the events from viewing stands along the 
side of the battlefield. The approximately 8,000 PLA 
Army, Navy, and Air Force personnel who took part in 
“Peace Mission-2005” were the largest number of PLA 
troops yet to participate in a combined exercise. (No 
Second Artillery units were involved.) Though other 
significant events occurred in 2005, such as the joint 
Army-Air Force “North Sword-2005” which allowed 
40 military observers from 24 countries to attend the 
final phase, “Peace Mission-2005” was the highpoint 
of the PLA’s training year.
 A full year would pass before the next combined 
exercises. The first of three combined exercises in 2006 
featured Xinjiang PAP border troops and a PAP An-
ti-Terror Reconnaissance Unit in what was billed as 
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“the first antiterrorism exercise held by the Chinese 
law enforcement and security departments together 
with the relevant departments of a foreign country, 
and it is also the first joint antiterrorism exercise held 
by the two countries of China and Kazakhstan within 
the SCO framework.”24 “Tianshan-1” was conducted 
in two phases, beginning with indoor drills in Almaty 
Province, Kazakhstan, on August 24, 2006, and then 
with live force maneuvers in Yining, China, on August 
26. Government forces from the two countries con-
ducted a five-part operation against the terrorist en-
emy: (1) reconnaissance and positioning of forces, (2) 
multidirectional encirclement and three-dimensional 
blockade, (3) psychological operations, (4) sudden 
attack, and (5) battlefield clearance and withdrawal 
from combat. In addition to ground forces using ar-
mored vehicles, armed helicopters, patrol dogs, and 
artillery were employed.25 Senior public security offi-
cials from both countries and observers from Russia, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan attended the exercise.
 “Coordination-2006,” China and Tajikistan’s first 
joint anti-terrorism exercise, followed from September 
22-23, 2006, in Kulyab, Tajikistan. In another “first,” 
for “the first time the Chinese Air Force has flown 
outside China’s borders to deliver an organic unit; a 
150-soldier reinforced special operations company of 
Xinjiang MD’s Special Operations Battalion” to Ta-
jikistan. An unknown number of PLA Army Aviation 
helicopters from the Army Aviation Regiment in Xin-
jiang MD also self-deployed to support the SOF unit.26 
The 2-day exercise consisted of “a command post 
exercise and live rehearsal.” PLA	Daily reported that 
training “difficulties” included “rapid delivery, com-
munication across a language barrier, adapting to the 
environment of another country, and logistical sup-
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port.”27 The live-fire portion of the exercise appeared 
to be mainly a series of small unit demonstrations on 
a training range against a notional enemy.28  “Coordi-
nation-2006” was probably about as rudimentary as a 
combined exercise can be.
 The year 2006 concluded with the second Sino-Pak-
istani combined exercise, “Friendship-2006.” This time 
the exercise was conducted in Abbottabad, Pakistan, 
from December 11-18. The Chengdu MR “Cheetah” 
SOF Group sent 100 personnel to the event.29 Other 
than its focus (an “anti-terror operation in mountain-
ous terrain”), the use of helicopters, and the fact it 
ended with “a colorful closing ceremony with an im-
pressive display of hang, para, and motorized gliding 
mark[ing] the end of the 8-day long joint exercises,” 
details of the exercise scenario were not published. 
Chinese television carried reports on the exercise.30

 “Strike-2007,” the first combined exercise with a 
non-contiguous neighbor, was held at the Military 
Sports Comprehensive Training Base, Guangzhou 
MR, from July 15-31, 2007, with Thailand. In an Eng-
lish-language report on the exercise, Guangzhou MR 
commander Zhang Qinsheng used the word “com-
bined” to describe the event (or the translator used the 
word “combined,” which was attributed to Zhang). 
The report made the following distinction between 
“combined” and “joint” exercises: “Compared with 
joint military exercises, the combined training means 
cooperation in a deeper sense,” he said. As a combined 
training generally lasts longer than a joint military ex-
ercise, it offers trainees more opportunities to have a 
closer observation of other military forces, regarding 
arms equipment, campaign-related thinking, and per-
sonnel quality, Zhang said.31
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 Zhang’s explanation (the Chinese version of this 
interview is not available) does not conform to the 
U.S. definition of “combined” training (between two 
countries). What Zhang did not say specifically here, 
but probably is an important difference from prior ex-
ercises with other countries, was that in “Strike-2007,” 
“the Chinese and Thai sides each sent 15 people to 
participate in the training. They formed up into two 
mixed groups, one with a Chinese leader and the oth-
er with a Thai leader. The participants ‘ate together, 
lived together, and trained together’.”32  Unlike other 
exercises where each nation’s forces maintained their 
national integrity while operating in coordination with 
each other, here the Chinese and Thai were combined 
into mixed small units. After preparatory training that 
included “climbing, shooting, combat techniques, jun-
gle crossing, and study on tactics of special forces,” the 
teams executed two live exercises in which they first 
rescued teachers and students held hostage by an in-
ternational drug smuggling organization and then at-
tacked the smugglers’ camp. A Guangzhou	Ribao report 
goes into some detail of the tactics (deception, snipers, 
psychological operations, etc.) used in these exercises. 
Of note, “the Chinese and Thai sides communicated 
mainly with gestures and simple English.”33 In sub-
sequent reporting about combined exercises, Chinese 
sources continued to use the word “joint,” even when 
the forces were integrated into multinational units so 
the use of “combined” here appears to be an anomaly.
 In August 2007, the second multilateral SCO exer-
cise, “Peace Mission-2007,” was held in Chelyabinsk, 
Russia. Although it was smaller in personnel size 
(more than 7,500 total personnel including 1,600 Chi-
nese) than “Peace Mission-2005,” more countries par-
ticipated (all six SCO members). The PLA deployed 



393

elements from two Mechanized Infantry Divisions in 
the Xinjiang MD, an airborne mechanized infantry 
company, an SOF company, and elements of two Army 
Aviation Regiments, one from Lanzhou MR (Xinjiang 
MD, 16 transport helicopters, probably Mi-17 series) 
and the other from Beijing MR (16 WZ-9 helicopters).34

 According to the 2008 White Paper, “this was the 
first time for the PLA to participate in a major land-air 
joint exercise outside the Chinese territory.”35 Defense 
Minister Liang Guanglie described the anti-terrorist 
exercise as follows:

After the exercises began, adopting such methods as 
railroad and air transport and flight transitions, we or-
ganized and implemented - for the first time in our ar-
my’s history-large-scale, organizational-system-based 
[involving full-scale original army units: corps, bri-
gades, etc.], transnational long-distance maneuvers in-
volving different services and arms, and carrying heavy 
weapons and equipment. The practice improved our 
military’s strategic transportation and campaign ma-
neuvering capabilities.  In Chelyabinsk, we and other 
SCO member state armed forces trained jointly in such 
combat operation patterns as firepower assaults, special 
assaults, aerial landings under attack, and airborne at-
tacks.36

 Based on media reports, the largest single PLA unit 
to deploy was probably a reinforced infantry battalion. 
Significantly, “before leaving for Russia, Chinese sol-
diers underwent about 60 days of intensive training in 
the Gobi desert in Xinjiang.”37 Chinese reports noted 
positive aspects of the exercise, such as “the first time 
Chinese Army Aviation helicopters have transported 
foreign soldiers in an exercise. And the two sides had 
only trained together twice prior to this joint airland-
ing.”38 On the other hand, some Russian reports were 
considerably more condescending:
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Following the 2 hours of field firing and the departure 
of the presidential motorcades, the military eased up 
and confessed in a whisper that there had been surpris-
es. The Chinese, for example, refused for a very long 
time to rehearse the assault. Wrongfully, it turned out. 
During the general run-through and at the exercises 
themselves directly five of the servicemen’s parachutes 
failed to open. . . .

But we observed with interest how every day, armed 
with pans, the Chinese strewed with crushed stone the 
places where their armored equipment passed: our hill-
ocks were too much for their light six-wheel APCs. . . .

And one further story: at one rehearsal an absent-mind-
ed Chinese tank driver accidentally pulled the trigger. 
In the adjacent village the blank shell destroyed a barn, 
fragments of which killed three geese. So casualties 
were not avoided, for all that. . . .

Foreign reporters viewed all this and hastened to share 
their conclusions with the viewers and readers. Each of 
them probably observed that “the armies operated very 
formidably, and the peaceful population had practically 
no chance of survival in such concentrated carnage. . .”39

There is a language barrier between the Russian and 
Chinese military servicemen. . . . The national military 
contingents are guided by their commanders in their 
native language, but there are 200 interpreters who are 
helping to overcome the language barrier during in-
teraction between the military of the two countries. . . 
. Russian military converse with their colleagues from 
other SCO countries exclusively in Russian. . . .

The official also said that the first joint training of the 
military contingents of Russia, China, and Kazakhstan 
on August 6 had shown that “we have certain com-
plaints about how China’s army aviation approaches 
the targets and strikes to destroy the enemy.”40
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 Observers frequently hear similar statements from 
Russian military personnel about their PLA counter-
parts reflecting cultural tensions and suspicions be-
tween the two countries. Other comments expose the 
kinds of problems that exercises are intended to reveal 
so that they may be fixed on future exercise and battle-
fields. Nonetheless, the safe movement of such a large 
force over such distances in the heat of summer is not 
a trivial accomplishment. The Chinese were serious 
about the mission and accomplished it successfully.
 Shortly after the PLA’s participation in “Peace 
Mission-2007,” the PAP sent approximately 600 per-
sonnel from the “Snow Leopard Commando” unit to 
Moscow for the bilateral anti-terrorist exercise, “Co-
operation-2007.” The 3-day, three-phase event culmi-
nated on September 6 with “a surprise assault on the 
‘sanatorium’ occupied by the ‘terrorists’ and success-
fully rescued the kidnapped ‘hostages’.”41  Prior to the 
exercise, in a relatively rare instance of the military 
media officially providing the true unit identifier for a 
unit, the Chinese text of a PLA	Daily article identified 
the unit as the PAP Beijing Zongdui 13th Zhidui Spe-
cial Duty Group.42 PAP commander Wu Shuangzhan 
traveled to Moscow and told reporters the exercise 
was “carried out within the framework of the ‘Year of 
China in Russia,’ was not targeted at any third coun-
try and did not infringe on the interests nor pose any 
threat to any third state.”43

 In order to provide balance in China’s relation-
ships with Pakistan and India, 2007 ended with a bi-
lateral Sino-Indian anti-terrorist exercise, “Hand-in-
Hand-2007.” Held outside of Kunming from December 
19-27, 2007, a company of Indian infantry paired up 
with a reconnaissance company from the 14th Group 
Army in the Chengdu MR.44 The exercise elements 
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were reinforced by PLA tanks, armed helicopters, and 
a electronic warfare unit to jam the terrorists’ com-
munications. A Chinese Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 
also performed reconnaissance.45 Like “Strike-2007” 
where PLA and Thai troops formed integrated units, 
the Chinese and Indian forces also formed two mixed 
companies for the drills and exercises.46

 “Strike-2007” was the last combined exercise of a 
year that saw the highest number of combined exer-
cises up to that time. In 2008, there would be fewer 
activities with foreign militaries than in 2007 due to 
the PLA and PAP’s participation in Olympic security 
and ceremonial missions. It is possible that Sichuan 
earthquake disaster relief efforts caused the cancel-
ation or postponement of previously planned events 
(though no evidence to support such a possibility has 
been found). Even so the PLA sent units to two com-
bined training exercises to reciprocate for events held 
in China the previous year. Then in 2009, the number 
of combined activities reached its high water mark to 
date.

RECENT YEARS (2008-09)

 It seems reasonable that much of the nego-
tiation and planning for “Strike-2008” and “Hand-
in-Hand-2008” occurred as part of a package 
during the initial work for “Strike-2007” and “Hand-
in-Hand-2007” (with subsequent adjustments made 
due to lessons learned and changing circumstances). 
In both cases, forces similar to the type that partici-
pated in the original exercise traveled to the partner 
country.
 “Strike-2008” took place exactly a year after its 
predecessor exercise, this time, though, in Chiang 
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Mai, Thailand. “Strike-2008” was a week longer and 
involved about twice as many personnel (34) from the 
Guangzhou MR SOF Group than the 2007 exercise. 
Once more, the two sides formed mixed units and 
engaged in multiphase training consisting of basic 
training, skills training, combat tactics training, and a 
comprehensive exercise.47

 Likewise, “Hand-in-Hand-2008” was executed a 
year after its predecessor, with an infantry company 
(137 personnel) from the 14th Group Army travelling 
to Belgaum, India (via two PLAAF aircraft) for about 
a week. Again, the Chinese and Indian units formed 
mixed companies commanded by their respective bat-
talion headquarters.48 The exercise consisted of three 
phases: equipment display with technical and tacti-
cal exchanges; joint training; and a comprehensive 
anti-terrorist exercise, which included a heliborne 
assault using Indian helicopters.49 The PLA battalion 
commander expressed surprise that “the Indian side 
did not prepare slogans and banners to welcome the 
Chinese side”; nonetheless, he felt “the Indian Army 
looked upon our arrival with great importance. Not 
only did the Indian side have everyday living needs 
ready for us, such as mosquito nets, bedsheets, and 
mattresses, they are even providing us with network 
access free of charge!”50  The Chinese participants ap-
peared also to appreciate the military professionalism 
displayed by their Indian hosts:

The Indian Army has also embodied high efficiency in 
training and administration. An example of that could 
be seen in a training coordination meeting which took 
place last night. When explaining plans and arrange-
ments for training in the coming days, the informa-
tion presented was brief yet clear, and the multimedia 
courseware we were shown was concise and all-encom-
passing.51
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Though there have been more PLA and PAP com-
bined exercises with foreign countries in 2009 than any 
other year, many of the exercises were short, small-
scale events, or the Chinese participants were only mi-
nor players on a larger canvas. As always, however, 
there were a series of “firsts” for China.
 With the threat of cross-border terrorism, smug-
gling, and drug trafficking in mind, on February 26, 
2009, Heilongjiang MD border troops and frontier 
forces of the Border Defense Bureau of the Russian 
Far East Federation Area conducted a “joint border 
blockading and controlling military exercise” along 
the Amur River between Heihe, China, and Blagove-
schensk, Russia. Though it lasted only for the morn-
ing, the exercise was “the first joint border blockading 
and controlling military exercise” conducted between 
China and Russia.52 The event appeared to have en-
tailed increasing alert levels at sentry posts, establish-
ing check points (or blockades), additional patrolling, 
and heightened communications among commanders 
with joint mobile command. Little else is known about 
this exercise.
 Similarly, in August 2009, two more brief low-level 
exercises were conducted between Chinese and Rus-
sian government organizations on the river between 
Heihe and Blagoveschensk. On August 18, undefined 
Chinese and Russian agencies held a river emergency 
exercise. The exercise included ship rescue and fire 
fighting operations, which might have involved PAP 
forces.53  Two weeks later, PAP border security patrol 
boats were among the participants in a “bilateral port 
emergency situation” involving 14 boats and 240 per-
sonnel. The exercise was described as the first-ever 
“drill between the two countries to promote coopera-
tion in dealing with cross border crimes.”54  This may 
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have been the “first” such event for the PAP, differing 
from the land-based PLA exercise in February. The 
two events in August were more like functional drills 
than full-fledged exercises. It would not be surprising 
for more such low-level, short emergency drills to be 
conducted along border areas between government 
forces without much media attention.
 The exercises on the Russian border received mini-
mal media coverage, as did two other combined ex-
ercise Chinese forces participated in April and May. 
Four more combined exercises in June and July re-
ceived much greater coverage and scored several 
more “firsts” for China.
 Chinese troops (possibly a small element of an 
SOF unit) were among the supporting elements in 
the “Nurek-Antiterror-2009” exercise held in April 
at Fakhrabad, south of Dushanbe, Tajikistan. Russian 
and Tajik troops formed the main exercise contingent, 
while Kazakhstan, China, and Kyrgyzstan sent fewer 
personnel. The scenario required the SCO troops us-
ing combat aircraft, helicopters, and armored vehicles 
to rescue hostages taken by terrorists who had entered 
Tajikistan from Afghanistan.55  No details are avail-
able about the role played by the Chinese force in this 
exercise.
 In May, a 20-man contingent from the from the 
China International Search and Rescue Team and 
China Emergency Fire Rescue Team traveled to Mos-
cow to participate in the “Bogorodsk Disaster Relief 
Exercise.” This event was called “the first joint disas-
ter relief exercise to be held since the establishment of 
the SCO.”56  The Search and Rescue Team is composed 
of personnel from the China Earthquake Administra-
tion, a PLA engineering unit, and the PAP General 
Hospital.57  The Fire Rescue Team is composed of 
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PAP personnel from the Shanghai Firefighters Spe-
cial Duty Force.58  The exact composition of the Chi-
nese contingent was not disclosed, but exercise events 
included reaction to a serious earthquake, fire, explo-
sions, and chemical leaks, as well as procedures for 
personnel rescue from collapsed buildings, tunnels, 
and traffic accidents. Observers at the exercise judged 
the Chinese team’s chemical disaster capability to 
have reached “advanced level of the world.”59

 Defense officials from China and Gabon agreed in 
2007 to conduct a joint humanitarian medical opera-
tion. “Peace Angel-2009,” conducted from June 17-30, 
2009, was “the first medical service joint operation con-
ducted by the Chinese military with [a] foreign mili-
tary and the first bilateral joint operation co-organized 
by the Chinese military with an African country in Af-
rica.” Some 60 PLA medical personnel and epidemic 
prevention personnel from the Bethune International 
Peace Hospital and the Academy of Military Medical 
Sciences traveled to Ogooué-Ivindo Province in Ga-
bon to take part in a three-part operation consisting of 
professional training, a rescue exercise, and medical 
aid consisting of providing free medical services to the 
local people. The rescue exercise scenario involved a 
mine collapse and included poisonous gas detection, 
medical rescue, classification of wounded, and evacu-
ation elements.60 The humanitarian assistance aspect 
of the deployment was very busy as “the participants 
both from China and Gabon diagnosed and treated 
18,000-odd patients and performed more than 300 op-
erations in 4 different areas in Gabon.”61

 At the same time as “Peace Angel-2009” was un-
derway in Africa, chemical defense and medical per-
sonnel from China and Singapore were executing 
“Cooperation-2009” at the Guangzhou MR Compre-
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hensive Training Base, Guilin. Sixty-one PLA person-
nel from a Chemical Defense Regiment and the Center 
for Diseases Control and Prevention from the Guang-
zhou MR worked with a like number from the Singa-
pore Armed Forces (SAF) 2nd People’s Defense Force, 
and the SAF Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and 
Explosives Defense Group focused on “the prevention 
and emergency handling of nuclear, chemical and bi-
ological terror attacks.”62 After holding seminars, the 
PLA and SAF forces formed mixed teams to conduct 
hands-on training.
 Rounding out activities, from June 26 to July 4, Chi-
nese and Mongolian forces conducted “Peacekeeping 
Mission-2009,” the “first joint peacekeeping exercise 
China has held with another country, as well as the 
first joint military training between China and Mon-
golia.” The exercise included lectures, joint training, 
and comprehensive simulation drills, such as “trans-
port and defensive missions against the backdrop of a 
simulated United Nations peacekeeping mission.” In 
that exercise, the participants formed a peacekeeping 
company. A total of 91 personnel from both countries 
participated, with China providing 46 troops.63 The 
Chinese contingent likely included personnel from 
the Engineer Brigade stationed in Beijing that has sent 
forces to several UN missions. The exercise was prob-
ably conducted at the newly opened PLA “Peacekeep-
ing Training Center” in Huairou, northeast of Beijing.64

 The third in the “Peace Mission” series of exercises 
was another bilateral Sino-Russian event (though oth-
er four SCO member states sent observers). A 1-day 
“strategic consultation” phase held in Khabarovsk 
preceded the live troop phase from July 24-26, 2009, 
at the Taonan Combined Arms Training Center in 
Jilin. “Peace Mission-2009” was the smallest exercise 
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of the series, with a total of about 2,600 personnel, 
half of which were Chinese. The main participating 
PLA ground force units were elements of the 190th 
Mechanized Infantry Brigade, the 9th Army Aviation 
Regiment, and the Special Operations Group of 39th 
Group Army, Shenyang MR, supported by a PLAAF 
battle group of 20 fighters (J-8II), ground attack air-
craft (Q-5), and fighter-bombers (JH-7), along with an 
air defense missile and radar unit.65

 According to Senior Colonel Lu Chuangang, head 
of the PLA’s command group in the exercise director-
ate, “The preparation time for the joint exercise has 
been shortened from 10 months in the previous exer-
cises to 4 months this year, which show how Chinese 
and Russian armed forces can mobilize and deploy 
to a location within a very short time.”66 The exercise 
scenario was constructed around actions to rescue 
hostages taken by an armed terrorist group in an ur-
ban setting and included blowing up a chemical plant. 
In particular, the enemy was said to have “a certain 
degree of organization and combat capability rather 
than disbanded militants who could be easily put to 
rout.”67 The terrorists used man-portable surface-to-
air missiles in their defense and had access to some 
sort of aircraft (exact specifications unknown). As a 
result, for the first time in a “Peace Mission” exercise, 
PLA and Russian forces were required to integrate 
air and air defense operations, including the use of 
their own surface-to-air missiles.68 Senior Colonel Lu 
also indicated that despite the smaller number of per-
sonnel involved, the exercise used “few to represent 
many” suggesting that the units on the exercise field 
may have been smaller than would actually be used in 
a combat scenario.69
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 The live demonstration phase of the exercise lasted 
only 1 hour and 20 minutes, but a lot of action was 
packed into that time period. SOF operations were 
highlighted, including helicopter insertions, recon-
naissance activities, use of snipers, and close quar-
ters combat. The ground assault on the terrorists in 
the village of “Kunshan” emphasized Russian lessons 
learned in Chechnya. Several PLA leaders acknowl-
edged that the PLA had much to learn from Russian 
experience. For example, 190th Brigade Commander 
Hua Yi stated:

. . . during the plan consultation, the Chinese side pro-
posed that armored vehicles advance into city blocks 
to provide firepower coverage, which was quickly and 
specifically denied by the Russian side. According to 
them, once entering city blocks, armored vehicles would 
become targets and would be quickly destroyed. The of-
fense should be launched with special forces as the lead, 
the infantry as the main force, and armor providing the 
coverage.70

 Guo Yaodong, commander of the 9th Army Avia-
tion Regiment observed:

 . . . in every shooting with live ammunition, Russian 
helicopters always entered at extremely low altitude, 
fired at extremely low altitude, and exited at extremely 
low altitude. Such an assault method was capable of 
thoroughly making use of a helicopter’s advantage in 
launching attacks from a treetop level and rapidly and 
stealthily engaging the enemy.

From the exercise, I felt that in our regular flight train-
ing, we must further enhance the training according to 
actual combat, transform from seeking stable flights to 
rapid mobility, accurate strikes and effective command 
of the air, and test the training quality according to the 
requirements of actual combat.71
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 The difference in helicopter attack profiles was 
mentioned in another article noting “the Chinese and 
Russian sides each used helicopters in its own way. In 
attacking the enemy, the Chinese helicopters would 
generally pull up, then dive and fire, then pull up 
again and withdraw. Russian helicopters would gen-
erally go straight in and straight out, fire directly at 
the enemy, and then depart on a level flight path.”72

 Pan Liangshi, commander of the 39th Group Army, 
“was deeply impressed by the Russian military’s ‘tak-
ing everything seriously.’ The Russian military strict-
ly follows regulations and rules. . . . When cleaning 
and maintaining equipment, the Russian troops did 
not miss any key parts in the equipment that could 
determine its tactical and technical performance. The 
maintenance was meticulous and thorough. But they 
did not care too much about a clean and beautiful ap-
pearance of the equipment.”73

 The Chinese side expended great efforts in provid-
ing a comfortable base camp for the Russian visitors. 
The large tent city was equipped with television, 24-
hour hot water, a bank, and two “supermarkets.”74 
Naturally, “slogans and banners” were prepared to 
welcome their guests.
 Planning is underway for “Peace Mission-2010” to 
be held in Kazakhstan from September 9-17, 2010. Ac-
cording to Moscow Interfax, “up to 10,000 personnel” 
will be involved with the largest number provided 
by the Kazakh armed forces. “Russia and China’s 
contingents will be large, too.”75 People’s	Daily quotes 
the “famous Russian military commentator Vladimir 
Muhin”:

. . . the separatism issue that emerged in Xinjiang also 
exists in Kazakhstan to some extent. The Kazakh gov-
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ernment has cracked down on several separatist orga-
nizations set up by ‘Eastern Turkestan’ activists. Some 
‘Eastern Turkestan’ armed terrorists have also appeared 
in Chechnya, Afghanistan and other Central Asian na-
tions. Therefore, it is not hard to understand why the 
‘Peace Mission-2010’ military drill, in which all SCO 
members will participate, is to be held in the Otar range 
near the border of China and Kazakhstan.76

 Finally, in another “first,” small elements from 
Chinese “mountain troops” and the Romanian armed 
forces conducted a mountain training event in west-
ern Romania from September 14-23, 2009. The training 
was reported to focus on “climbing, shooting, moun-
tain rescues, and field drills.”77 Reporting does not in-
dicate the parent organization of the Chinese troops.

OTHER COMBINED GROUND FORCE  
TRAINING ACTIVITIES

 PLA personnel have taken part in numerous other 
training events with foreign countries that go beyond 
military diplomacy and routine visits and exchanges. 
Such activities include participation in international 
military skills competitions and topical workshops, 
as well as receiving and providing military training 
in foreign countries. These events allow the PLA to 
observe and learn from others and for outsiders also 
to learn about PLA doctrine and capabilities.
 Small PLA SOF or reconnaissance teams partici-
pated in the Estonian Erna long-range reconnaissance 
competition from 1998 to 2005. Teams from all over 
the world compete in tasks lasting from 2 days to a 
week including day and night cross-country move-
ment (orienteering), escape and evasion from enemy 
forces, weapons handling, and soldier’s skills such 
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as day and night live fire, first aid, minefield cross-
ing, etc.78  The PLA apparently has not sent teams to 
Erna since 2005 when they placed fifth and sixth out 
of 26 teams (in 2002, they had come in first and second 
places). In 2009, the Jinan SOF Group sent two 4-man 
teams for the first time to the “Antropoid 2009” In-
ternational Military Competition in Zilina, Slovakia. 
Events included parachuting, overcoming water ob-
stacles, mountaineering, hand-to-hand combat, and 
shooting. Though a Czech team won, China finished 
second and third. Other teams came from Belgium, 
Britain, Croatia, the Netherlands, Slovakia, and the 
United States.79

 China also has hosted workshops on functional 
topics. For example, in June 2008, the PLA hosted a 
3-day “ASEAN+3 international disaster relief work-
shop” at the Shijiazhuang Army Command Col-
lege.80 There the Chinese proposed a tentative plan 
for standard operating procedures for cooperation in 
disaster relief efforts by armed forces of ASEAN plus 
China, Japan, and the Republic of Korea (ROK). The 
participants also watched a field drill by the Bethune 
Military Medical College.81  Most recently, for the first 
time China hosted a meeting of the Pacific Area Senior 
Officer Logistics Seminar (PASOLS). General Liao 
Xilong, director of the General Logistics Department 
(GLD), made a speech at the opening ceremony, and 
Liu Weiping, deputy chief of staff of the GLD, gave 
the keynote speech on joint logistics support.82

 The PLA and PAP also send officers to foreign 
countries for specific job-related training and to mis-
cellaneous exercises as required. In particular, sev-
eral PLA SOF personnel have attended the “Hunter 
School” in Venezuela, including officers whose units 
participated in “Friendship-2006” and “Peace Mis-
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sion-2009.” As for PAP training in Russia, “39 Chinese 
specialists, including 14 anti-terrorism chiefs, trained 
in Russia in 2005 alone. The [Ministry of Interior] lead-
ership also invited representatives of the PAP and the 
Ministry of Public Security of the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) to take part in a special anti-terrorism 
exercise that will take place at the training center of 
the Ministry of the Interior (MOI) Interior Troops’ 
Novosibirsk Military Institute (Siberia, Russia) from 
September 25 to October 2, 2006.”83 In April 2009, an 
unspecified contingent of PLA representatives were 
among officers from 14 states, such as Russia, the 
United States, Korea, and Great Britain, who partici-
pated in a “joint command and staff exercise” called 
“Security-2009” in the Batken region of Kyrgyzstan.84

 China’s White Paper on African Policy states, it 
“will continue to help train African military person-
nel.”85 For example, since the 1960s, China has trained 
at least 20 Zimbabwean officers each year in China.86 
In addition to training African military personnel in 
China, this commitment also includes dispatching 
PLA training teams to the continent. In one of its most 
efficient efforts, the PLA has a team of Chinese mili-
tary instructors at the Zimbabwe Staff College where 
they teach officers and civilians from Zimbabwe, Bo-
tswana, Tanzania, Malawi, Zambia, Namibia, Leso-
tho, and Mozambique.87 China also provides directly 
the Armed Forces for the Defense of Mozambique 
with “logistical assistance and training [of] personnel 
at various levels and with different specialty require-
ments.”88

 Additionally, over the past 10 years, China has 
trained “about 300 mine clearers for 15 countries and 
offered various kinds of humanitarian mine clearing 
assistance for nearly 20 countries.” In September 2009, 
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the PLA University of Science and Technology began 
a 2-month course for 40 Afghani and Iraqi officers in 
mine clearing operations.89

 These examples are not included among combined 
exercises that are the main subject of this chapter, but 
they provide a degree of insight into PLA relations 
with other countries and topics of contemporary in-
terest to the Beijing leadership.

CONCLUSIONS

 In general, Chinese armed forces training focuses 
on accomplishing “diversified military tasks.” Accord-
ing to a December 2008 article in Guofang	Bao, diver-
sified military tasks “cover both war operations and 
non-war military actions.” The PLA’s core	mission is 
preparing to win local wars under informatized con-
ditions. Nonwar military actions include deterrence; 
counterterrorism; safeguarding stability; border clos-
ing and control; emergency response; disaster rescue; 
peacekeeping; sea and air security protection; and nu-
clear, biological, and chemical protection and rescue. 
Based on conclusions attributed to the U.S. Army, this 
report also states that “improving the capability to 
perform non-war military actions does not necessar-
ily mean improvement in, and may even negatively 
impact, the core military capability.”90 Despite this 
warning, the PLA leadership believes the risk to per-
forming the core mission is worth the gain that comes 
from training in non-war actions – missions that the 
Chinese armed forces have found themselves actively 
and increasingly undertaking in the real world.
 Combined training with foreign countries contrib-
utes to improving PLA capabilities both to fight local 
wars and to conduct nontraditional security missions, 
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but only to limited degrees for the former. Combined 
ground force training, which has focused exclusively 
on non-traditional security missions with anti-ter-
rorism at the fore, requires detailed staff planning, 
implementation of multinational command and con-
trol procedures, often long-distance rail or air deploy-
ment, and logistics support and sustainment of troops 
frequently in austere environments. These tasks are 
necessary for warfighting, so some operational ben-
efit accrues to the PLA in these aspects. Many non-
traditional security missions, especially anti-terrorist 
operations, also include the execution of tactical pro-
cedures that have important warfighting applications, 
such as reconnaissance and surveillance, the tactical 
use of helicopters, close quarter battle drill, sniper op-
erations, chemical defense, and medical evacuation, to 
name a few topics.
 Yet, the combined exercise scenarios have been 
carefully constructed for the most part to deal with rel-
atively small, ill-equipped, and immobile terrorist or 
criminal forces. The enemy is more the “Terrorist Ver-
sion One” bad guy who takes hostages and hides out 
in the hills than the various forms of flexible, thinking 
foes that have emerged on contemporary battlefields. 
So far, Chinese forces and their exercise partners ap-
parently have not had to contend with the use of im-
provised explosive devices, suicide bombers, rocket 
and mortar attacks, rocket-propelled grenades fired at 
low-level helicopters, or unsecure supply lines, rear 
area logistics bases, and command posts. Movements 
into the exercise zone have been conducted adminis-
tratively with time allotted for arriving troops to ac-
climate, orient themselves to their new situation, and 
rehearse battle drills. Friendly forces have had total 
control of the air and sea or achieve it with little en-
emy resistance.
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 Exercise artificialities, such as compressing the 
battlefield so it can be observed from nearby review-
ing stands, limited timeframes (often counted in min-
utes or hours), daylight operations (so that VIPs can 
see the festivities), result in many exercises devolving 
into heavily scripted tactical drills or firepower dem-
onstrations. Because the demonstrations take place 
in daylight, night operations have not been required. 
Since these exercises are over within hours, supplies 
of batteries are not expended, vehicles do not run out 
of fuel, troops and commanders do not need to sleep 
in the field, and the enemy does not vary much from 
its initial disposition. When the battlefield is confined 
to what can be seen from the reviewing stand, SOF 
and airborne forces are not employed in the enemy’s 
rear when and where they would be in actual opera-
tions. When the exercise is completely preplanned, 
commanders follow timelines instead of making deci-
sions based on actual conditions. In other words, the 
military operations on display at most of the larger 
combined exercises lack the reality of modern com-
bat against either an unconventional enemy or larger, 
modern military opponent.
 Nonetheless, some training value is generated as 
staffs plan and monitor initial operations, troops prac-
tice combat drills, and logistics personnel maintain 
equipment and support troops away from base. Ironi-
cally, individual soldiers probably improve their own 
skills most during the smallest combined exercises 
where they are teamed up with foreign forces and test 
themselves in extended exercises.
 The PLA is attempting to rectify similar shortcom-
ings in its own unilateral exercises by emphasizing 
realistic conditions (currently operations in a complex 
electro-magnetic environment is the buzzword), in-
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creasing time and distance traveled, employing force-
on-force (confrontational) maneuvers, and incorporat-
ing all services, reserve forces, and civilian support in 
many training scenarios. Perhaps in the future some 
of these same realities will be applied to combined 
exercises. As National Defense University professor 
Ouyang Wei recently told a reporter, “in the future, 
joint military exercises between China and foreign 
countries will focus more on pragmatic cooperation 
and on resolving ways to jointly deal with actual secu-
rity issues. For example, to jointly deal with terrorism 
and separatism, it is necessary to aim at actual needs in 
organizing a joint military exercise in terms of exercise 
subjects, use of troops, application of tactics, perform-
ing command, and providing support for action.”91

 Most combined exercises China has conducted 
are tiny compared to the combined exercises NATO 
conducted during the Cold War or the United States 
and the ROK conducted for decades. For example, in 
1990, 55,000 troops took part in the Return of Forces to 
Germany (REFORGER) exercise “compared with the 
97,000 soldiers that took part in the 1988 REFORG-
ER.”92 Or, as reported by GlobalSecurity.org, “about 
200,000 U.S. and South Korean service members par-
ticipated in Team Spirit.”93 These numbers varied 
from year to year, but the scale of such exercises was 
exponentially larger than the largest Chinese com-
bined exercise to date.
 The limitations described above, particularly the 
carefully prescribed enemy which does not require 
fighting a war at sea, in the air, or with ballistic mis-
siles, support the official Chinese contention that 
combined exercise scenarios are not directed at any 
third party such as Taiwan reinforced by U.S. forces. 
Many combat actions, mandated by PLA doctrine for 
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fighting a local war, have not been included in Chi-
na’s combined exercises. Moreover, it is unlikely that 
any of China’s exercise partners, Russia specifically 
but also the other land-locked SCO members, would 
agree to be associated with actual practice to invade 
Taiwan or fight the United States at sea and in the sky 
and space.
 In the eyes of the senior Chinese leadership, com-
bined exercises and allowing observers to watch uni-
lateral PLA exercises contribute to the specific foreign 
policy goal of establishing “a fine image of our mili-
tary as open, confident, and transparent and reached 
the goals of advancing troop development, deepening 
pragmatic cooperation with foreign countries, and 
improving communications.”94 Nontraditional secu-
rity exercises and real world missions are viewed as 
contributing to the cause of “world peace and devel-
opment.” Many exercises also have the stated goal 
of deterrence towards the “three evils” of “terrorists, 
separatists, and extremists” to ensure both regional 
and domestic stability.
 The Chinese propaganda machine has become 
more sophisticated in supplying the media with con-
tent to get its message to both internal and external 
audiences. The amount of newspaper, television, and 
internet information about recent large combined 
exercises has skyrocketed since 2002, especially the 
amount of material available in English. While there is 
plenty of fluff within this mass of information, many 
useful details are also included so that limited judg-
ments on capabilities can be made.
 The PLA and PAP have been at this task for less 
than a decade. Based on recent experience, the steady 
stream of exercises is likely to continue with scenarios 
becoming more challenging, complex, and realistic. 
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As such, they present outsiders an opportunity to bet-
ter understand both China’s military capabilities as 
well as its intentions.
 Beijing appears to be willing to discuss the possi-
bility of conducting combined ground humanitarian 
or disaster relief exercises with U.S. forces (Army or 
Marines). It seems feasible that American military 
planners and operators could construct a worthwhile 
training event within the parameters set by the Na-
tional Defense Authorization Act. There is no doubt 
the militaries of both countries will be involved in 
humanitarian or disaster relief operations in the fu-
ture, possibly in third countries in adjacent areas at 
the same time. Prior practice on the training field may 
permit greater efficiencies in getting that future mis-
sion accomplished while contributing to mutual un-
derstanding and trust between the nations.

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 8

1. In U.S. military terminology “combined exercises” involve 
forces from two or more countries. They may or may not be “joint 
exercises,” involving two or more services, such as Army and Air 
Force. In most cases, the Chinese use only the term “joint” (lian-
he, 联合) for both types of exercises the United States defines as 
“combined” or “joint.” Most Chinese lists of “joint exercises” with 
foreign forces include only PLA exercises. Adding PAP exercises 
to the list, as is done in this chapter, significantly increases the 
number of exercises. Since 2002, the Chinese Defense	White	Papers 
have listed combined exercises but have not provided much de-
tail, if any, about their content. Chinese media sources (newspa-
pers, internet, and television) have provided increasingly more 
detailed reports of many of these exercises. Frequently, official 
sources like PLA	Daily or Xinhua will compile numerous exercise 
reports and photos on dedicated webpages. However, no Chinese 
source available has attempted a comprehensive analysis of this 
series of exercises, and no Chinese source includes every exercise 
described in this chapter.
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2. Nanjing MR is located directly across from Taiwan and is 
considered the PLA’s main force preparing for Taiwan contin-
gency operations. As such, many foreign exercise partners may 
be hesitant to be involved in an exercise that could be construed to 
threaten Taiwan. With the improvement of cross-Strait relations 
in recent years, Beijing may also seek to avoid the appearance of 
looking for allies in a cross-Strait military scenario. Finally, Nan-
jing MR shares no land borders with foreign countries and thus 
is less inclined to be involved in ground exercises with China’s 
neighbors.

3. “Nontraditional security” missions are also known as Mili-
tary Operations Other Than War (MOOTW) or “nonwar/non-
combat operations.”

4. Ballistic missile forces are frequently included in unilateral 
PLA joint operations training as part of the joint firepower cam-
paign, but are not appropriate for most nontraditional security 
missions. Ground attack cruise missiles with greater accuracy, 
which are now entering the PLA inventory, might be useful and 
suitable for some nontraditional security scenarios, such as at-
tacking terrorists in caves or other isolated shelters.

5. China’s lack of formal military alliances influences the 
number, focus, and duration of these combined exercises. Coun-
tries which maintain active military alliances routinely conduct 
combined exercises with much greater frequency, size, and inten-
sity than the Chinese exercises untaken to date.

6. Hu Jintao’s Speech on China’s Diplomatic Direction, 
CPP20090805710012, Beijing, China, Liaowang in Chinese, July 27, 
2009, No. 30, p. 58, translated by the Open Source Center (OSC).

7. Charlie Reed, “Casey: U.S., China to begin joint humanitar-
ian relief training,” Stars	 and	Stripes, August 26, 2009, available 
from www.stripes.com/article.asp?article=64377&section=104. Sec-
tion 1201 of the National Defense Authorization Act For Fiscal 
Year 2000 Public Law 106-65 prohibits U.S. exchanges and con-
tacts with the PLA that “would create a national security risk 
due to an inappropriate exposure” in force projection operations, 
advanced combined-arms and joint combat operations, advanced 
logistical operations, and chemical and biological defense capa-
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bilities, among other subjects. However, the act contains the ex-
ception for “any search-and-rescue or humanitarian operation or 
exercise.”

8. A list of reports on many combined exercises is found at 
the PLA	 Daily webpages, “Chinese Military Open and Trans-
parent” available from english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/special-reports/
2007zgjdgjtm/node_15213.htm and english.pladaily.com.cn/site2/
special-reports/2007zgjdgjtm/node_15414.htm. The 2002, 2004, 2006, 
and 2008 Chinese Defense	White	Papers also carry very brief de-
scriptions of the combined exercises held during their reporting 
periods.

9. “China’s National Defense,” July 1998, available from www.
china.org.cn/e-white/5/index.htm. The threats identified here even-
tually became a large part of nontraditional security missions.
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available from english.gov.cn/official/2005-07/27/content_17524.htm.

11. PRC Article Discusses Upcoming SCO Joint Exercise, 
CPP20030606000230, Beijing, China, Huanqiu	Shibao	(Internet	Ver-
sion-WWW) in Chinese, June 2, 2003, translated by OSC.

12. “China: ‘Peace Mission 2005’ Exercises Reflect Growing 
Sino-Russian ‘Mutual Trust’,” CPP20050827000080, Beijing, Chi-
na,	Jiefangjun	Bao	(Internet	Version-WWW) in Chinese, August 27, 
2005. Of note, this exercise was framed as a result of the “birth of 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in 2001.”

13. PLA border defense units are light infantry elements, or-
ganized into regiments, battalions, and companies. They are con-
sidered “local forces,” not “main force units” which are the sub-
ject of most foreign analysis.

14. “PRC: Details of ‘Coalition 2003’ SCO Joint Military Ex-
ercise,” CPP20031128000177, Urumqi, China, Renmin	 Jundui 
in Uyghur, August 30, 2003; and “PLA Daily Gives On-The-
Spot Coverage of Stage Two of ‘Coalition-2003’ Exercises,” 
CPP20030818000110, Beijing, China, Jiefangjun	Bao	 (Internet	Ver-
sion-WWW) in Chinese, August 18, 2003, p. 11, translated by OSC.
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16. “PLA Daily Gives On-The-Spot Coverage of Stage Two of 
‘Coalition-2003’ Exercises.”

17. “Details of PRC-Pakistan Joint Antiterrorism Exercise 
‘Friendship-2004’,” CPP20040809000097, Beijing, China, Zhong-
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2004, translated by OSC.
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Russian, August 24, 2005, translated by OSC.
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APPENDIX - CHAPTER 8

CHINESE COMBINED GROUND EXERCISES
WITH FOREIGN FORCES

Name Dates Participants
Operational

Location Total # of Personnel; # of 
Chinese

Major Chinese Unit
(elements of)

Exercise-01 October 10-11, 
2002

China, Kyrgyzstan China-Kyrgyzstan 
border region Several hundred; # of Chinese 

not specified
Xinjiang MD border troops

Apprehension of Illegal 
Border Crosser Exercise

January 2003 China, Russia
Heilongjiang 
border region Unknown Heilongjiang MD border troops

Coalition-2003
(also called Joint-2003) August 6-12, 2003 China, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Russia, 
Tajikistan

Ucharal, Kazakh-
stan and Yining, 
Ili, Xinjiang

About 1,300; 
700 Chinese Xinjiang MD mechanized infantry, 

SOF, PAP, militia, and police

Friendship-2004 August 6, 2004 China, Pakistan Tajik County, 
Xinjiang More than 200 Xinjiang MD border troops

Joint Mountaineering 
Training August 24, 2004

China, 
India Purang County, 

Tibet

24; 
12 Chinese Tibet MD border defense unit

Peace Mission-2005 August 18-25, 
2005

China, Russia Multiple locations 
in Shandong 10,000; 8,000 Chinese

Jinan MR 
“Ye Ting” Regiment/127th Light 
Mechanized Division/54th Group 
Army; SOF unit; PLAN 1st Marine 
Brigade battalion; 15th Airborne 
Army mechanized infantry 
company

Tianshan-1
August 24-26, 
2006 China, Kazakhstan

Almaty, Kazakh-
stan; Yining, 
Xinjiang Over 700 Chinese

Xinjiang PAP border troops; 
Xinjiang PAP Anti-Terror Recon-
naissance Unit

Friendship-2006 December 11-18, 
2006

China,
Pakistan Abbottabad, 

Pakistan More than 400; 100 Chinese Chengdu MR SOF unit

Strike-2007 July 16-29, 2007 China, Thailand

Military Sports 
Comprehensive 
Training Base,
Guangzhou MR

30; 15 Chinese Guangzhou MR SOF unit

Peace Mision-2007 August 9-17, 2007

China, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Russia, 
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan

Chelyabinsk, 
Russia

More than 7,500; 1,600 
Chinese

Xinjiang MD, two Mechanized 
Infantry Divisions; airborne 
company; SOF company; two 
Army Aviation Regiments
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Name Dates Participants
Operational

Location Total # of Personnel; # of 
Chinese

Major Chinese Unit
(elements of)

Cooperation-2007 September 4-6, 
2007 China, Russia Moscow, Russia

1,000;
600 Chinese PAP Beijing Zongdui Snow 

Leopards

Hand-in-Hand 2007 December 19-27, 
2007 December 19-27, 2007 Kunming, Yunnan

206;
103 Chinese Chengdu MR 14th Group Army 

Recon Company +

Hand-in-Hand 2008 December 5-14, 
2008

China, 
India Belgaum, India About 270; 137 Chinese Chengdu MR 14th Group Army 

Infantry Company

Border Blockade Exercise February 26, 2009 China, Russia
Heihe- Blagove-
schensk border 
area

Unknown Heilongjiang MD border troops

Nurek-Antiterror-2009 April 2009

Russia, Tajikistan,
Kazakhstan, China,
Kyrgyzstan

Fakhrabad, south 
of Dushanbe, 
Tajikistan

1,000; Russia, Tajikistan 
in lead (Small PLA SOF participation?)

Bogorodsk Disaster Relief 
Exercise May 19-22, 2009 China, Russia, Kazakh-

stan, Tajikistan

Noginsk, Mos-
cow, Russia

200;
20 Chinese

China International Search 
and Rescue Team (Earthquake 
Administration, PLA, and PAP); 
China Emergency Fire Rescue 
Team (PAP)

Peace Angel 2009 June 17-30 2009 China, Gabon Ogooué-Ivindo 
Province , Gabon

70; 
60-66 Chinese

Bethune International Peace 
Hospital; Academy of Military 
Medical Sciences (located in 
Beijing MR)

Cooperation-2009 June 18-26, 2009 China, Singapore

Guangzhou MR 
Comprehensive 
Training Base, 
Guilin, Guangxi

122; 
61 Chinese

Guangzhou MR anti-chemical 
regiment and Center for Diseases 
Control and Prevention

Peacekeeping Mission-2009 June 26 -July 4, 
2009 China, Mongolia

Beijing, Huairou 
Peacekeeping 
Training Center

91;
46 Chinese Probably Beijing MR UN PKO 

Engineer Brigade

Peace Mission-2009 July 24-26, 2009
China,
Russia

Taonan 
Combined Arms 
Training Center, 
Jilin Province

2,600; 1,300 Chinese

Shenyang MR 190th Mech 
Infantry Brigade; SOF unit; and 
Army Aviation Regiment/39th 
Group Army

River/port Emergencies 
Exercises

August 18 and 
31, 2009

China,
Russia

Heihe, Heilongji-
ang and Bla-
goveshchensk, 
Russia

240 Heilongjiang PAP border troops

Friendship Operation-2009 September 14-23, 
2009 China, Romania Western 

Romania About 20; about 10 PLA mountain troops

CHINESE COMBINED GROUND EXERCISES
WITH FOREIGN FORCES (Continued)
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CHAPTER 9

MILITARY EXCHANGES WITH CHINESE  
CHARACTERISTICS:

THE PEOPLE’S LIBERATION ARMY EXPERIENCE 
WITH MILITARY RELATIONS

Heidi Holz and Kenneth Allen

INTRODUCTION

 In the last 2 decades, the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) has interacted with the international commu-
nity in more ways, more often, and more effectively. 
The increased frequency and sophistication of China’s 
employment of military diplomacy as a tool of state-
craft mirrors trends in overall Chinese diplomacy as 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) becomes in-
creasingly engaged in the international community. 
 This chapter discusses the role of PLA military 
diplomacy in China’s foreign relations.1 It examines 
the various activities encompassed by PLA military 
diplomacy and the ways in which these activities help 
to fulfill China’s larger foreign policy objectives. It be-
gins by discussing the current strategic objectives that 
guide Chinese foreign policy and the role that military 
diplomacy plays in fulfilling those objectives. It then 
seeks to identify trends and key themes in the PLA’s 
conduct of each of the activities that constitute its for-
eign military relations program. Finally, it examines 
the role that PLA military diplomacy plays in PRC 
foreign relations. 
 This chapter concludes that, within the context of 
the PRC’s overall diplomatic efforts, China uses PLA 
military diplomacy to: 
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 • Reassure select countries;
 •  Enhance China’s image as a responsible mem-

ber of the international community;
 •  Gain access to foreign military technology and 

expertise;
 •  Deter threats to stability by demonstrating the 

PLA’s improving capabilities.

MILITARY DIPLOMACY IN THE CONTEXT OF 
PRC FOREIGN RELATIONS

 Current Chinese leaders share certain overarching 
strategic objectives that shape both their domestic and 
foreign policies. Key among those objectives is that of 
preserving the rule of the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) in the face of the declining popularity of com-
munist ideology. The CCP sees modernizing China’s 
economy and improving living standards as crucial to 
maintaining domestic stability and ensuring regime 
survival.2 A second objective is to establish China as a 
leading power in Asia, making it capable of influencing 
the policies of other countries in the region. In keeping 
with this goal, Chinese leaders seek to build China’s 
global influence and prestige.3 Chinese foreign policy 
is therefore guided by a strategy that emphasizes the 
need for a stable international and regional environ-
ment in which it is free to pursue economic growth 
and development and expand its influence abroad.4 
Since the mid 1990s, China has become increasingly 
engaged in the international system and progressively 
more adept at promoting its influence and protecting 
its interests.5

 China’s swift rise in economic and diplomatic in-
fluence, in conjunction with the PLA’s rapid modern-



431

ization, has caused anxiety among the international 
community concerning the PRC’s intentions and aspi-
rations as a rising power. This is one of the key drivers 
behind the Chinese government’s decision to adopt a 
general policy of reassurance and “good neighborli-
ness” toward other nations. Part of this reassurance 
effort consists of characterizing China’s rising power 
in nonthreatening terms such as “peaceful develop-
ment.”6 PLA military diplomacy plays a vital role in 
these reassurance efforts. It also serves to further a 
number of other PRC foreign policy objectives. 

What is PLA Military Diplomacy?

 The PLA	Encyclopedia defines military diplomacy 
as “diplomatic activities that represent the military in-
terests of the nation.”7 According to David Finkelstein 
and Michael McDevitt, “The PLA’s conduct of foreign 
military relations is considered a strategic-level activ-
ity that is expected to help achieve the national secu-
rity objectives of the People’s Republic of China.”8 
Based on these definitions, PLA military diplomacy 
is a strategic political activity conducted for the pur-
pose of furthering the Chinese government’s national 
objectives.9 The following statement from Xinhua, the 
PRC’s state-run news agency, further supports this as-
sessment: 

China’s military diplomacy will continue to be an inde-
pendent foreign policy of peace, serve the state’s overall 
diplomacy and the national defense and army modern-
ization drive, further increase mutual understanding, 
friendship and cooperation with the armed forces of 
other countries so as to contribute still more to world 
peace and stability and common development.10
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Although, the Xinhua article quoted above describes 
China’s military diplomacy as an “independent for-
eign policy of peace,” the PLA is not free to conduct 
foreign military relations on its own, as indicated by 
the directly following statement that military diploma-
cy “serve[s] the state’s overall diplomacy.” Evidence 
suggests that, although the PLA is responsible for 
managing and carrying out foreign military relations, 
it is required to coordinate and consult with PRC state 
and Party bureaucracies.11 According to the PLA	Ency-
clopedia,	military diplomacy is a “major component of 
the nation’s foreign relations” that is overseen by both 
the national foreign affairs apparatus and the military 
leadership.12

What Are the Goals of PLA Military Diplomacy?

 PLA military diplomacy has its own subset of 
objectives that fall within the overarching mandate 
to further the Party-State’s broader diplomatic, eco-
nomic, and security agendas. According to the 2002 
supplemental to the PLA	 Encyclopedia, PLA military 
diplomacy has at least nine main goals:
 1. To uphold national sovereignty, unity, territo-
rial integrity, and security;
 2. To conduct military diplomatic activities that 
counter Taiwan independence, promote unification, 
and uphold the one-China principle;
 3. To oppose imperialism, colonialism, hegemon- 
ism, aggression, and expansion and to uphold world 
peace; 
 4. To strengthen unity and cooperation with the 
militaries of developing countries;
 5. To pursue an independent and peaceful foreign 
policy and to oppose military interventionism, gun-
boat policies, and Cold War policies;
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 6. To independently develop military relations 
based on the five principles of peaceful coexistence 
with all countries; 
 7. To send military experts and military diplomats 
to participate in bilateral and multilateral discussions 
related to the definition of national boundaries;
 8. To participate in multilevel, multichannel re-
gional bilateral and multilateral security dialogue and 
cooperation, and to actively participate in internation-
al arms control; and,
 9. To use various foreign policy channels to in-
crease exchanges with the defense ministries, armed 
forces, military academies, scientific research estab-
lishments, and defense industries of countries around 
the world.13

 
 It is interesting to note that some of what West-
ern observers might consider the major components 
of foreign military relations—military dialogue, coop-
erative activities, and exchanges—rank relatively low 
on the PLA’s list of diplomatic priorities, well behind 
countering threats to China’s sovereignty, deterring 
Taiwan independence, and opposing imperialism. In-
deed, the first five goals are strategic-level goals that 
are to be supported by the following four operational-
level activities. This further illustrates that PLA mili-
tary diplomacy is not regarded as a freestanding set 
of activities with its own intrinsic value, but rather 
as a vehicle for furthering the Party-State’s strategic 
national objectives. The recurring use of the words 
“peace,” “peaceful,” and “cooperation” is representa-
tive of China’s efforts to use military diplomacy as a 
vehicle for implementing its general policy of reassur-
ance. 
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Military Diplomacy in Practice. 

 The PLA interacts with the international commu-
nity and foreign militaries through a number of chan-
nels. PLA military diplomacy includes, but is not lim-
ited to, the following activities:
 • Strategic security dialogues;
 •  The exchange of military attaché offices and the 

establishment of embassy/ consulate websites;
 •  The establishment of a Ministry of National 

Defense Information Office and spokesman 
system;

 • High-level military exchanges.
 • Functional and educational military exchanges;
 • PLA Navy port calls;
 • Combined exercises with foreign militaries;
 •  The opening of military exercises and opera-

tional units to foreign observers;
 • Peacekeeping and antipiracy operations;
 • Humanitarian operations.

 The PLA’s recent conduct of each of these activities 
is described in detail in the sections below. 
 Strategic	 Dialogues	 and	 Consultations. China uses 
strategic dialogues and consultations, as a mechanism 
for “promoting better mutual trust and understand-
ing,” with those countries it perceives as being vital 
to maintaining regional and international stability. 
Strategic dialogues and consultations play an impor-
tant role in China’s military diplomacy. China uses 
high-level consultations to promote cooperation with 
countries with which it shares strategic interests and 
to manage relations with countries with which it has 
conflicting interests.14 The Chinese purportedly view 



435

defense consultations as an important mechanism for 
promoting “better mutual trust and mutual exchange 
and cooperation.”15 The frequency with which China 
has participated in security consultations in recent 
years underscores the emphasis that the central gov-
ernment places on maintaining a stable regional and 
international environment. China reportedly par-
ticipated in a total of 46 security consultations with 
at least 20 different countries in 2005-06.16 The coun-
tries that engage in defense consultation with China 
include Japan, the United States, France, the United 
Kingdom (UK), Australia, Greece, Russia, Thailand, 
Malaysia, India, and Poland.17 
 The PLA does not always participate in strategic 
dialogues and consultations. Therefore, new develop-
ments or changes in the level of direct PLA participa-
tion can be indicators of improvement or deterioration 
in China’s relations with a given country. A significant 
development occurred during the fifth round of the 
China-U.S. Strategic Dialogue in January 2008. Major 
General Ding Jingong, deputy director of the Foreign 
Affairs Office of the Chinese Ministry of National De-
fense, became the first Chinese military official to par-
ticipate in the dialogues. His American counterpart, 
Assistant Secretary of Defense James Shinn, was the 
first Department of Defense (DoD) representative to 
attend the dialogues.18 Although PLA officials have 
participated in consultations with other countries, in-
cluding Greece, France, and Germany, they had not 
previously participated in dialogues with the United 
States. This development took place during a relative-
ly positive period in U.S.-China military relations. 
 Military	Attaché	Offices	and	Embassy/Consulate	Web-
sites. As China has become increasingly engaged in 
the international community, it has correspondingly 
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increased its exchange of military attachés with oth-
er nations. Attaché offices represent direct channels 
through which the PLA can communicate with for-
eign militaries. In addition, PRC embassy and consul-
ate websites represent a new mechanism for manag-
ing perceptions of the PLA.
 PRC military attaché offices and embassy and con-
sulate websites represent a key channel for military 
diplomacy. China’s exchange of military attachés with 
other countries has expanded greatly in the last 2 de-
cades, and the websites represent a completely new 
channel of communication. Five of the six national de-
fense white papers published by China to date have 
given prominent mention to the number of attaché of-
fices that China has around the world and the number 
of foreign attaché offices in China. From 1988 to 2008, 
the number of Chinese military attaché offices abroad 
has grown from 58 to 109, and the number of foreign 
countries with attaché offices in Beijing has more than 
doubled from 44 to 100.19  Based on this data, it ap-
pears that China has markedly expanded its exchange 
of attachés with other countries within the last 2 de-
cades.
 The majority of China’s military attachés abroad 
are Army officers, most of whom are career intelli-
gence officers. This is in large part a reflection of the 
PLA’s ground-force dominated culture. In early 2009, 
the PLA had naval attaché billets in only 3 countries 
(United States, UK, and Germany) and air force at-
taché billets in only 2 countries (United States and 
UK).20 In contrast, 21 of the 100 countries with military 
attaché offices in China in early 2009 had air force at-
tachés and 20 had naval attachés assigned to their em-
bassies in Beijing. Based on discussions with current 
and former U.S. military attachés stationed in Beijing, 
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it appears that foreign naval and air force attachés sta-
tioned in Beijing do not have many opportunities to 
interact with PLA Navy (PLAN) and PLA Air Force 
(PLAAF). In fact, the only opportunity that they and 
other foreign attachés have to interact with PLA offi-
cials is when they escort a visiting delegation or when 
they arrange for a PLA delegation to visit their coun-
try. 
 Many PRC embassies and consulates abroad also 
use their websites to provide yet another channel for 
the PLA to communicate with the international com-
munity. Each website offers information in Chinese 
and at least one other language. The websites offer 
general information about the PLA, as well as infor-
mation about Chinese military exchanges with that 
particular host country.21

 It appears that at least some of the information car-
ried by individual embassy and consulate websites is 
used as a tool for portraying the desired image of the 
PLA. For example, the PRC embassies in Cape Town, 
South Africa, and the Republic of Albania each car-
ried the same article about the PLA Navy’s history fol-
lowing the PLAN’s 60th anniversary in April 2008.22 
The article painted a highly positive picture of the 
PLAN, placing particular emphasis on its role as an 
international envoy of “world peace.” In addition, the 
websites of the PRC embassies in Grenada and Latvia 
published short articles showcasing senior PLA del-
egations that visited those countries during 2006.23 
 Ministry	 of	National	Defense	 Information	Office	 and	
Website. The new Ministry of National Defense (MND) 
Information Office serves as a perception management 
tool by creating a direct interface between the PLA and 
the international media. The MND Information Of-
fice and spokesman system represent a relatively new 
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channel for PLA military diplomacy. In early January 
2008, the MND announced that it was in the process 
of creating an information office that would provide 
information concerning China’s military for both do-
mestic and international news media.24 The spokes-
man of the new Information Office, Senior Colonel Hu 
Changming, made his debut on the afternoon of May 
18, 2008, at a press briefing concerning the recent Sich-
uan earthquake.25 At present, the MND does not hold 
regularly scheduled press briefings. Press briefings 
are organized on an ad hoc basis. On August 20, 2009, 
MND launched an official website to serve as a new 
platform for releasing military and defense related in-
formation.26 
 The establishment of an information office has 
been touted as a step forward in the PLA’s transparen-
cy toward the international community. PLA sources 
argue that it represents an effort to create an interface 
between China’s defense establishment and both do-
mestic and foreign news media.27 In August 2008, Hu 
arranged for 103 domestic and foreign journalists to 
visit the PLA’s 6th Armored Division.28  During the 
visit Hu pointed out: “Several years ago, it was un-
imaginable for us to have an exchange opportunity 
like what we are having today.”29 The 2008 National	
Defense	 White	 Paper states that the new spokesman 
system is intended to “further military exchanges 
and cooperation, and enhance mutual military confi-
dence.”30 However, it is equally likely that the MND 
Information Office and spokesman system represents 
an effort to enhance centralized control over the re-
lease of defense and military information under the 
guise of transparency. 
 MND	 Website. The MND website appears to be 
similar to the embassy/consulate websites in that it 
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communicates a positive and reassuring image of the 
PLA. The new website came online on August 20, 
2009, and there are both Chinese and English versions 
of the website. Each website displays a different for-
mat, and the content varies somewhat between the 
two sites.31 Information about PLA diplomacy can be 
found on the English website in the section on “Mili-
tary Exchanges.” One can also search for examples of 
military diplomacy by looking at the “Leadership” 
section, which contains information about each of the 
10 military leaders in the CMC. For example, the in-
formation for Chief of the General Staff (CGS) Gen-
eral Chen Bingde includes his biography plus links to 
approximately 40 articles describing his travel abroad 
and his meetings with visiting military delegations 
since he became CGS.32 
 High-level	Military	 Exchanges.	While the PLA has 
markedly increased other forms of international en-
gagement, the number of senior officer delegations 
that it sends abroad each year has remained constant 
for at least the last 10 years. Visits by senior PLA lead-
ers are often conducted in coordination with other as-
pects of the PRC’s overall diplomatic efforts.
 High-level military exchanges play an important 
role in PLA military diplomacy. Based on the 1998 
Defense	White	 Paper, the PLA defines foreign “high-
ranking military delegations” as being led by “defense 
ministers, commanders of the three services, and chiefs 
of the general staff.”33 The Defense	White	Papers refer 
only to “senior PLA delegations” without specifying 
the positions of the members of each delegation.34 Ac-
cording to the 2008 Defense	White	Paper, the purpose of 
these exchanges and other forms of cooperation is “to 
create a military security environment featuring mu-
tual trust and mutual benefit.”35 According to various 
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PLA officials, another key purpose of these delega-
tions is to learn about how foreign militaries organize, 
train, and equip their forces. These officials lamented 
the fact that the visits are generally brief and the infor-
mation that they are able to gather is limited. 
 During each visit abroad, PLA delegations meet 
with senior civilian and military leaders, sometimes 
including the president of the host country, and visit 
various military headquarters, academies, and units.36 
High-level military exchanges between China and the 
United States from 2007-09 have included:
 •  The March 2007 visit of General Peter Pace, U.S. 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to China;
 •  The April 2007 visit of PLA Navy Commander 

Admiral Wu Shengli to the United States;
 •  The November 2007 visit of U.S. Secretary of 

Defense Robert Gates to China;
 •  The May 2008 visit of Admiral Timothy Keat-

ing, commander of U.S. forces in the Pacific, to 
Beijing;

 •  The April 2009 visit of the Chief of Naval Op-
erations Admiral Gary Roughead to attend the 
60th anniversary of the PLAN;

 •  The August 2009 visit of the Chief of Staff of the 
Army General George Casey to China.

Figure 1 provides information for 2001-08 about the 
number of countries senior PLA delegations visited 
and the number of foreign countries that sent high-
level delegations to China.37 
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Figure 1. PLA High-Level Exchanges: 2001-08.

The decreased number of exchanges in 2007-08 does 
not necessarily represent a downswing in overall, 
long-term engagement. A possible explanation for 
the decrease in exchanges during the 2007-08 period 
is that the military’s (and China’s) attention was fo-
cused on the 2007 17th Party Congress, which resulted 
in several military leadership changes, and the 2008 
Olympics. Other factors could have been the diversion 
of resources to responding to natural disasters, such 
as the snowstorms in southern China and the Sichuan 
earthquake, and dealing with civil unrest in Tibet.
 A review of senior PLA officer visits abroad indi-
cates that those senior PLA officers who travel abroad 
do so an average of once per year. In terms of the num-
ber of trips abroad by a single officer, only the Minis-
ter of Defense and the Chief of the General Staff (CGS) 
have averaged more than one trip abroad per year. 
The Minister of Defense averages two to three trips 
annually, one of which is usually spent participating 
in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’s (SCO’s) 
annual Defense Minister’s Conference (see Appendix 
A).38 Most other senior officers did not travel abroad 
each year or traveled only once per year (see Appen-
dix B). 

Years Number of Foreign 
Countries Visited

Number of Foreign 
Countries that Sent 
Delegations to China

Number of Foreign 
Delegations Hosted

2001-02 60 60 90
2003-04 60 70 130
2005-06 60 90 Not Identified
2007-08 40 60 Not Identified
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 Although observers tend to focus on the leader of 
a delegation, it is worth paying attention to the other 
members as well. It appears that participation in a 
major delegation abroad can be an indicator that an 
officer has been selected for promotion. For example, 
after Liu Shunyao accompanied Minister of Defense 
and CMC Vice Chairman Chi Haotian to the United 
States in November 1996, he was promoted from dep-
uty commander of the PLAAF to commander the next 
month. In September 1998, PLAAF Deputy Political 
Commissar Qiao Qingchen accompanied CMC Vice 
Chairman Zhang Wannian to the United States and 
became the political commissar 3 months later. 
 Visits by senior PLA leaders are often conducted 
in coordination with other aspects of the PRC’s overall 
diplomatic efforts. For example, as part of an expan-
sion in its relationship with South Korea, China sent 
14 high-level PRC officials to Seoul during the period 
2001-06. Visiting officials included President Hu Jin-
tao, the Chairman of the National People’s Congress 
(twice), the foreign minister and vice foreign minister, 
the minister of defense, the chief and deputy chiefs of 
the general staff, the commander of the PLAAF, the 
commandant of the National Defense University, and 
a military region commander and political commis-
sar.39 In addition, the PLAN conducted its first-ever 
port call to South Korea. 
 Functional	and	Educational	Exchanges. A wider range 
and greater number of PLA personnel are participat-
ing in functional exchanges with an increasing num-
ber of countries.40 Functional exchanges provide PLA 
officers with first-hand knowledge of foreign militar-
ies that inform decisions about PLA modernization ef-
forts.41 
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 According to the 1998 Defense	White	 Paper, func-
tional exchanges include exchanges and cooperation 
with foreign militaries in “the fields of scientific re-
search, academic studies, military education, armed 
forces administration, culture, sports, and medical 
and hygiene work.”42 Functional exchanges rarely 
receive the sort of high-profile media coverage that 
high-level exchanges and ship visits do. As a result of 
this dearth of information, the conclusions that can be 
drawn about the nature and content of the visits are 
limited.
 In recent years, China has been sending an increas-
ing number of military students overseas. In 1999 and 
2000, the PLA sent around 200 military personnel to 
study abroad.43 During 2007 and 2008, the PLA sent 
over 900 military students to more than 30 countries—
a 450 percent increase in 8 years.44 As of early January 
2007, the PLAAF alone had sent a total of 13 groups of 
mid- and senior-level officers to study abroad. In ad-
dition, the PLAAF Command College had received air 
force delegations from 43 different countries.45 More-
over, 20 military educational institutions in China 
have established exchange programs with counterpart 
institutions in over 20 countries, including the United 
States, Russia, Japan, and Pakistan.
 Meanwhile, the number of foreign military stu-
dents studying in PLA academic institutions is also in-
creasing rapidly. For example, the following number 
of foreign military personnel studied in PLA colleges 
and universities from 2003-08: 
 • 1,245 from 91 countries in 2003-04;
 •  More than 2,000 from more than 140 countries 

in 2005-06; and
 •  Approximately 4,000 from more than 130 coun-

tries during 2007-08.46



444

 A specific example is that of the PLAAF Command 
College which, as of June 2009, had foreign military 
students from 34 countries.47 Meanwhile, delegations 
of graduating students from the Command College’s 
Campaign Command Course had visited more than 10 
countries, including the United States, Russia, the UK, 
France, Germany, Italy, and Singapore.48 Educational 
exchanges between the United States and China are 
no exception to this trend. In October 2000, the PLA’s 
National Defense University invited two U.S. military 
officers to attend the 1-month International Security 
Symposium.49 Since then, several U.S. military offi-
cers, including attaché-designates to USDAO Beijing, 
have attended the course. Although the course is held 
at NDU’s Changping campus, which is not co-located 
with the main campus, PLA officers also attend the 
course. 
 The PLA has also begun to engage in junior and 
mid-level officer exchanges. For example, in Novem-
ber 2005, the PLA sent its first delegation of brigade 
and division commanders to the United States, where 
they visited Hawaii and Alaska.50 In March 2006, 
the U.S. Pacific Command reciprocated by sending 
20 field-grade officers to China, where they visited 
Beijing, Shanghai, Nanjing, Hangzhou, and Ningbo. 
Each of the U.S. and PLA delegations was led by a 
flag officer. In addition, in September 2008, the PLA 
sent a delegation of 15 company-grade officers to visit 
Japan.51 The visit was initiated by PRC President and 
CMC Chairman Hu Jintao during his visit to Japan in 
May 2008. 
 Finally, the PLA has begun to engage in enlisted 
force exchanges. An example of a high-profile ex-
change took place in June 2008, when the U.S. Pacific 
Command’s Senior Enlisted Leader, Air Force Chief 
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Master Sergeant James A. Roy, led the first delegation 
of 12 noncommissioned officers (NCOs) from all three 
services to the PRC for 5 days.52 The delegation visited 
an infantry battalion in Nanjing and an Army NCO 
Ordnance School in Wuhan. Even though the U.S. 
delegation was explicitly aimed at creating engage-
ment between U.S. and PLA enlisted personnel, most 
of the PLA personnel who interacted with the Ameri-
can NCOs were officers. When PACOM hosted a re-
turn visit to Hawaii in October 2008, the 13-member 
“enlisted” delegation was led by a major general and 
included only three NCOs.53 This exchange of visits 
highlights the difference between the ways in which 
the U.S. military and the PLA view their enlisted force. 
It appears that the PLA does not have enough confi-
dence in its enlisted personnel to allow them much of 
a role in military diplomacy. 
 PLA	Navy	Port	Calls. The PLAN has actively used 
foreign port calls to further the stated objectives of 
military diplomacy, including “upholding territo-
rial integrity,” “strengthening unity and cooperation 
with the militaries of developing countries,” and to 
“increase exchanges with armed forces around the 
world.”54 These port calls also serve to demonstrate 
the PLAN’s growing operational capabilities to the in-
ternational community.
 PLA Navy port calls abroad often receive consid-
erable publicity in both the Chinese and foreign press. 
This is in large part due to the fact that the PLAN av-
erages only a couple of port calls annually. Moreover, 
port calls represent a departure from the PLAN’s tra-
ditional habit of rarely venturing beyond China’s ter-
ritorial waters. PLAN port calls offer a relatively rare 
opportunity for foreign navies to interact with the 
PLAN and to observe its vessels.
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 The PLAN did not make its first foreign port call 
until 1985, when it visited Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and 
Bangladesh. From 1985-2008, a total of 31 PLAN task 
forces conducted 77 port calls abroad.55 This number 
does not include the counterpiracy task force sent to 
the Horn of Africa in late 2008. Of the 31 task forces, 
21 were dispatched during the 2000s; however, there 
is no discernible pattern for the number of visits per 
year, which ranged from none in 2004 to five in 2007. 
In terms of the number of countries visited and the 
distance covered by a single task force, the voyage 
around the world to 10 countries in 2002 is the most 
significant.56

 Some of the visits have been arranged so that the 
PLAN could participate in various anniversaries, such 
as Indonesia’s 50th anniversary, the 35th anniversary 
of the Sino-DPRK friendship treaty, the 30th anniver-
sary of Sino-Canadian diplomatic relations, the 50th 
anniversary of Sino-Pakistan relations, the 100th an-
niversary of the Philippine Navy, and Russia for the 
50th anniversary of the end of World War II and the 
300th anniversary of the Russian Navy.57 At the same 
time that it is paying its respects to a foreign military, 
the PLAN is also demonstrating its growing capabili-
ties and establishing a visible presence abroad.
 These port calls, especially to distant countries, 
help PLAN ships prepare to remain out of port for 
longer periods than they would normally experience 
during training, to expand beyond their normal op-
erating areas, and to practice replenishment at sea. 
During these visits, the ships gain experience estab-
lishing communications links back to their home base, 
the fleet, and to PLAN Headquarters. These visits 
also serve as morale-builders in the PLAN, allowing 
participating personnel a chance to gain confidence 
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in their ability to venture beyond China’s territorial 
waters.
 Combined	 Exercises	 with	 Foreign	 Militaries. Com-
bined exercises serve several functions. Similar to 
PLAN port calls; combined exercises offer the PLA an 
opportunity to demonstrate its improving capabilities 
to the international community. They also offer an op-
portunity to observe and learn from foreign militaries 
in an operational environment. Finally, the exercises 
serve as a vehicle for building trust and solidifying se-
curity cooperation with select countries.
 The PLA’s participation in combined exercises is 
a relatively recent development and has received a 
great deal of attention in China’s official press and in 
the biennial national Defense	White	Papers.58 The PLA’s 
willingness to engage in combined military exercises 
with foreign militaries represents a radical departure 
from previous practice. A mere 10 years ago, Finkel-
stein and McDevitt wrote, “As a general policy, the 
PLA does not conduct combined activities such as 
training or exercises with any foreign militaries.”59 
Three years later, in October 2002, China participated 
in a combined exercise with a foreign military for the 
first time, when it conducted a joint anti-terrorism 
military exercise with Kyrgyzstan.60 
 During the 2000s, China has conducted a num-
ber of what the international community refers to as 
“combined,” but the PLA calls “joint,” exercises with 
foreign countries. According to an article by PLA Ma-
jor General Luo Yuan, between 2002 and late 2007, 
the PLA conducted 18 joint exercises with 11 foreign 
nations, all of which were covered by the news me-
dia.61  Since 2007, the PLA has reportedly held 29 joint 
military exercises or joint training exercises with a 
number of different countries, including Russia, Thai-
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land, India, the United States, France, Pakistan, and 
several Central Asian countries.62 The PLA Navy has 
also been conducting combined search and rescue ex-
ercises (SAREXs) at home and abroad and hosted an 
international fleet review in April 2009 to celebrate its 
60th anniversary.
 Combined	 Exercises:	Manifestations	 of	Military	 Alli-
ances	 or	 Partnerships?	China continues to profess an 
aversion to alliances yet increasingly engages in alli-
ance-type activities with foreign countries. It appears 
to want the benefits of a military alliance without the 
responsibility. 
 China has consistently stated that its growing 
military cooperation with foreign countries, including 
combined exercises, is a partnership not an alliance. 
An alliance can be defined as “the relationship that 
results from a formal agreement (e.g., treaty) between 
two or more nations for broad, long-term objectives 
that further the common interests of the members,” or 
as “a union to promote common interests.”63 China’s 
aversion to alliances is based in no small part on the 
fact that it strongly associates them with Cold War di-
plomacy. In 1998, China’s Defense	White	Paper stated, 
“History has proved that the concepts and systems 
of security with military alliances as the basis and 
increasing military might as the means could not be 
conducive to peace during the Cold War.”64 
 Today, the closest that China comes to having an 
alliance is the SCO, which was created in 2001 on the 
basis of the 1996 Shanghai Five organization. Accord-
ing to China’s 2002 Defense	White	Paper, “The Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO) has made outstand-
ing progress in building mutual trust and developing 
a state-to-state relationship based on partnership rath-
er than alliance, as well as in anti-terrorism coopera-
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tion.” According to the Council on Foreign Relations 
(CFR), the SCO created itself as a confidence-building 
mechanism to resolve border disputes among the six 
participating countries—China, Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan—but it is not 
yet a strong organization because of internal divi-
sions.65

 China and Russia conducted the “Peace Mission 
2005” joint exercise in August 2005, which involved 
10,000 army, navy, and air force personnel. Even 
though only China and Russia participated, they con-
ducted the exercise under the SCO umbrella.66 Fol-
lowing the exercise, the SCO member states signed 
the “Agreement on Conducting Joint Military Exer-
cises” and the “Agreement on Cooperation of Defense 
Ministries.”67 The agreements paved the way for the 
“Peace Mission” 2007 and 2009 joint counterterrorism 
exercises that have continued to increase in complex-
ity.68

 Although the “Peace Mission” exercises are un-
der the SCO umbrella, they have not occurred with-
out problems. For example, during the 2007 exercise, 
Kazakhstan troops participated but failed—either 
because of a reluctance or lack of time—to pass leg-
islation allowing foreign troops to cross its territory. 
As a result, PLA troops had to make 10,000 kilometers 
detour through Mongolia to get to the exercise area.69 
 PLA	Navy	Participation	 in	Combined	Exercises. The 
PLAN is expanding the scope of its participation in 
SAREXs, but not combat exercises. Participation in 
these SAREXs is part of the PLAN’s transformation 
into an “open ocean navy” (yuanhai or yuanyang 
haijun). Surprisingly, it appears that the PLAN cur-
rently sees a practical use for improving its ability to 
participate in SAR operations, but not for learning to 
conduct combat operations with other navies. 
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 The SCO “Peace Mission” combined exercises 
that have been conducted to date have mostly in-
volved the Army and Air Force, perhaps because 
there is not much of a role for the Navy in dealing 
with the security concerns shared by the members of 
the organization. The PLAN has been left to seek out 
partners with whom to conduct combined exercises. 
China’s involvement in international naval exercises 
began with an unprecedented move in 1998 when the 
PLA Navy accepted an invitation from Washington 
to send PLAN officers to observe “RIMPAC 98,” the 
major multinational Pacific Ocean naval exercise.70 
Little movement was seen, however, until May 2002, 
when the PLAN sent observers to the “Cobra Gold” 
joint military exercises staged by the United States, 
Thailand, and Singapore.71  China’s 2002 Defense	White	
Paper provided a clue that the situation was beginning 
to change when it stated, “China intends to selectively 
and gradually participate in more multilateral joint 
military exercises.” 
 The international exercises in which the PLAN has 
participated have primarily consisted of search and 
rescue exercises (SAREXs), but a few exercises have in-
volved antipiracy and counter-terrorism training that 
included live firing against surface targets.72 Although 
the PLAN has conducted its own intra-service SAR-
EXs, it has gradually added several SAREX “firsts” 
with foreign navies: 
 •  In December 1998, a PLAN Houjian-class mis-

sile patrol boat from the Hong Kong Garrison 
participated for the first time in a SAREX or-
ganized by Hong Kong and the United States, 
Brunei, Singapore, Thailand, and Macau sent 
observers to the exercise. According to media 
reports, “The goal of the exercise was to pro-
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vide training and familiarization in search and 
rescue techniques for SAR-qualified air traf-
fic controllers, aircrews, and other units likely 
to be involved in such operations with Hong 
Kong units.”73

 •  Chinese reporting states that the joint SAREX it 
conducted off the coast of Shanghai in October 
2003 with a visiting Pakistani naval vessel was 
the first SAREX held in Chinese territorial wa-
ters with a foreign counterpart.74

 •  The PLAN reportedly conducted its first SAR-
EX in foreign waters separately with Pakistani, 
Indian, and Thai naval forces in November and 
December 2005.75 In September and November 
2006, the PLAN and the USN conducted joint 
maritime SAREXs in the offshore waters of San 
Diego and in the South China Sea, respective-
ly.76

 •  According to the 2008 Defense	 White	 Paper, 
“During 2007-2008, the Chinese Navy held bi-
lateral joint maritime training exercises with 
the navies of 14 countries, including Russia, 
Singapore, Australia, New Zealand, the United 
Kingdom, France, the United States, Pakistan, 
India, and South Africa.”77

 By 2009, the PLAN had expanded the scope of its 
SAREXs.   For example, in March 2009, Pakistan’s navy 
conducted Aman 09 (Peace 09), which was a multina-
tional maritime joint exercise in the Arabian Sea off 
of Karachi Port aimed at “combating international sea 
menaces of pirates, drug and human trafficking, and 
terrorism.”78 A total of 20 warships from 12 countries, 
including the PLA Navy’s Guangzhou destroyer from 
the South Sea Fleet, participated.79 The exercise con-
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sisted of three phases—planning, operational exer-
cise, and post-exercise review. During the operational 
exercise phase, the ships conducted an open sea sur-
face firing competition against targets seven to eight 
nautical miles away.80 
 According to two retired USN rear admirals who 
observe the PLAN on a regular basis, participation in 
these SAREXs is part of the PLAN’s transformation 
into an “open ocean navy” (yuanhai or yuanyang hai-
jun).81 Rear Admiral (RADM) Pendley states that one 
needs to make a distinction between participating in 
a SAREX and participating in bilateral or multilateral 
naval operations or exercises. Participating in a SAR-
EX has a practical value for the PLAN, particularly 
in supporting their expanding operations outside of 
home waters and developing the ability to work to-
gether and communicate with other navies. Participa-
tion in multilateral naval exercises at sea, however, is 
different. These types of naval exercises are designed 
to enhance interoperability and thus have the most 
value for navies that intend to operate together in 
actual military operations at sea. RADM Pendley be-
lieves that the PLAN’s participation in combat-related 
naval exercises, such as RIMPAC, is far less valuable 
to them and probably will not greatly expand.
 RADM Pendley also argues that, as the PLAN in-
creases its competence and operations outside home 
waters, we should expect it to increase its participa-
tion in SAREXs. RADM McVadon supports this view, 
adding that it is time for the U.S. Navy and PLAN to 
move beyond rather rudimentary SAREXs and under-
take humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA-
DR) exercises in preparation for a cooperative effort 
during an actual catastrophic event. 
 Foreign	 Observers. The PLA still carefully selects 
and manages the opportunities it gives foreign officers 
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and news media to observe it up close.  It also appears 
that the PLA is becoming increasingly sophisticated 
in its ability to interact with foreign observers, using 
demonstration both to reassure and to deter. 
 In recent years, the PLA has begun to invite foreign 
news media and a greater number of military person-
nel to observe exercises and demonstrations. Since the 
1980s, the PLA has been allowing foreign military at-
tachés and some visiting military delegations to ob-
serve small-scale exercises at various “model” units. 
The PLA first began inviting journalists and foreign 
military officers other than attachés to observe its 
large-scale exercises in August 2003, when it invited 
officers from 15 countries to observe the Beijing Mili-
tary Region’s joint exercise, “Northern Sword.”82  The 
exercise took place at the PLA’s largest combined-
arms training base, which is located in Inner Mongo-
lia.83 
 The PLA has significantly increased the number of 
units it has allowed foreigners to visit since the early 
1980s, but visits to most units remain highly restricted. 
Examples of visits by U.S. military delegations to PLA 
units during the 2000s include:
 •  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs’ visit to the 

PLA’s Combined-Arms Training Center in 
Nanjing (November 2000);

 •  The PACOM commander’s visit to a reserve 
infantry unit to observe a live-fire exercise in 
Sichuan (December 2002);

 •  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was the first 
foreigner to visit the Beijing Aerospace Control 
Center (January 2004);

 •  The PACOM commander was the first U.S. of-
ficial to visit the 39th Group Army (May 2006);
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 •  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was the first 
U.S. official to sit in a PLAAF Su-27 fighter and 
T-99 tank (March 2007).

Meanwhile, no U.S. military officials have been al-
lowed to visit the PLA’s command center in the West-
ern Hills near Beijing, even denying a specific request 
by the Secretary of Defense during his visit to China 
in October 2005.84 
 Although it is opening up somewhat to the outside 
world, the PLA still carefully selects and manages the 
opportunities it gives foreign officers and media to 
observe it up close. Indeed, it appears that the PLA 
is becoming increasingly sophisticated in its ability to 
interact with foreign observers as exemplified by the 
April 2009 naval demonstration off the coast of Qingd-
ao. During the demonstration, which marked the 60th 
anniversary of the PLA Navy, PRC President Hu Jin-
tao met with the heads of 29 foreign navy delegations, 
including the U.S. Navy’s Chief of Naval Operations, 
Admiral Gary Roughead.85  Following maneuvers and 
a parade by 52 PLA Navy vessels and aircraft off the 
coast, 21 vessels from 14 countries lined up for a re-
view.86 The demonstration also marked the first time 
that the PLA had publicly displayed its nuclear sub-
marines; however, they were the older Xia- and Han-
class submarines rather than the newer Shang-, Jin-, 
and Yuan-class submarines.87 A deputy commander of 
the PLA Navy, Vice Admiral Ding Yiping, told Xinhua	
that foreign “suspicions about China’s being a ‘threat’ 
to world security . . . would disappear if foreign coun-
terparts could visit the Chinese navy and know about 
the true situations [sic].”88 The naval demonstration 
could serve as a reassurance measure, as suggested by 
Vice Admiral Ding, but it could also represent a dis-
play of power for the sake of deterrence. 
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 “Operational	 Diplomacy”:	 Peacekeeping	 and	 Anti-
piracy. The PLA’s participation in peacekeeping and 
antipiracy operations represents an effort to promote 
an image of China as a “responsible stakeholder” in 
the international system. Both efforts also serve to 
highlight the PLA’s gradual development of the capa-
bilities necessary to protect China’s expanding global 
interests. 
 The PLA’s contributions to peacekeeping opera-
tions (PKOs) and, most recently, its participation in 
antipiracy operations in the Gulf of Aden represent a 
more “operational” side to PLA foreign military re-
lations. Rather than sending a message or promoting 
a desired image through dialogues, exchanges, and 
combined exercises, the PLA has begun participat-
ing in active, real-world military operations to dem-
onstrate China’s commitment to being a “responsible 
power.”89 
 When it assumed its seat on the United Nations Se-
curity Council (UNSC) in 1971, China was firmly op-
posed to peacekeeping operations on the grounds that 
they constituted interference in the internal affairs of 
other countries.90  During the 1980s—the period of re-
form and opening—China gradually shifted its posi-
tion to offering limited support. Since 2000, China’s 
participation in PKOs has surged.91 At present, China 
is now the second largest contributor of peacekeepers 
among the five permanent members of the UNSC.92  It 
is important to note that not all Chinese peacekeepers 
are PLA personnel. In fact, a significant proportion of 
them are policemen. Since it began deploying peace-
keepers in 1991, the PLA has sent over 10,000 non-
combat personnel on missions abroad. The majority 
of PLA peacekeepers are engineering, medical, com-
munications, transportation, and logistics personnel.93  
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In June 2009, the PLA opened its first Peacekeeping 
Training Center located near Beijing, that cost $29 mil-
lion. The center provides training for Chinese and in-
ternational peacekeepers, as well as serving as a venue 
for international peacekeeping conferences.94

 The January 2009 deployment of three PLA Navy 
vessels—two destroyers and a replenishment ship—
to participate in counter-piracy operations in the Gulf 
of Aden marked an historic event: It was the first time 
that PLA naval vessels had been deployed outside of 
Asia.95 The deployment presented an opportunity for 
the PLA to cultivate China’s image as a responsible 
power that is committed to international security.96 In 
addition, it highlights China’s expanding global inter-
ests and its gradual development of military capabili-
ties that can protect those interests.97

 Humanitarian	Operations. Humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief operations have the potential to 
serve as a new tool of China’s military diplomacy; 
however, at present, the PLA’s humanitarian assis-
tance and disaster relief operations are almost exclu-
sively domestic. To date, the PLA’s only involvement 
in international humanitarian efforts involves demin-
ing assistance, including holding demining training 
courses and donating demining equipment to several 
countries.98 With the exception of demining activities, 
the PLA has been noticeably absent from significant in-
ternational HA-DR efforts. For example, the PLA was 
largely an observer to the tsunami response in South-
east Asia in 2004, choosing not to deploy abroad, de-
livering donated supplies by civilian charter aircraft, 
and sending only a handful of military and civilian 
personnel to aid in relief efforts.99 
 There is speculation that the PLA Navy could pos-
sibly use its new type-920 hospital ship, which the 
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PLAN launched in 2007, for HA-DR efforts in the fu-
ture.100 
 Arms	Sales,	Technical	Cooperation,	and	Military	Assis-
tance. Based on the limited data available, the PLA is 
no longer directly involved in the sale of major weap-
ons systems. The PLA’s role in arms sales appears to 
be limited to training foreign militaries to use weap-
ons once they have been purchased from Chinese de-
fense conglomerates.
 From the mid 1980s to late 1990s, the PLA com-
peted with China’s state-owned defense conglomer-
ates to sell major weapon systems and other types of 
arms abroad and to provide after-sales logistics and 
maintenance support.101 In 1998, then CMC Chairman 
Jiang Zemin ordered the PLA to divest itself of many 
business ventures, including the sale of major weap-
ons systems abroad.102  In recent years, China has been 
increasing its sales of major weapons systems to other 
countries, based on the small amount of data avail-
able; it appears that the PLA’s direct involvement in 
these transactions is limited.103 
 According to Dr. Paul Hotom at the Stockholm, 
Sweden, International Peace Research Institute (SI-
PRI), China was the ninth largest exporter of major 
conventional weapons from 1999 through 2008, dur-
ing which time it exported major conventional weap-
ons to 35 states. The SIPRI data also notes that China 
has joint weapon systems development and produc-
tion cooperation programs with countries such as 
Pakistan, Egypt, and Sudan.104 
 Although China’s defense conglomerates are cur-
rently selling more arms abroad, however, the link 
between the PLA and the arms sales is not clear. The 
PLA still has various arms import and export com-
panies, including Poly Technologies and the General 
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Armament Department’s (GAD’s) Bureau of Military 
Equipment and Technology Cooperation (BOMETEC); 
however, in recent reports, these companies are only 
mentioned in relation to the sale of small arms and 
munitions. One case that received a great deal of me-
dia attention occurred in mid-2008, when Poly Tech-
nologies attempted to deliver 77 tons of AK-47 ammu-
nition, rocket-propelled grenades, and mortar rounds 
worth $1.245 million to the war torn government in 
landlocked Zimbabwe. South Africa and other ports 
turned the ship carrying the munitions away, and the 
ship finally had to return to China with the arms still 
onboard.105 With the exception of this case, however, 
there do not appear to be any specific references in the 
available literature to direct PLA involvement in the 
sale of major weapons platforms or in any cooperative 
weapon system research and development programs. 
 Although the PLA does not seem to be involved in 
the sale of major weapons systems, it does appear to 
be involved in training recipients of Chinese weapons 
systems. In some cases, such as the 2002 contract with 
Bangladesh, China has signed a contract to sell arms 
and to have the PLA train the receiving military to 
use them.106 According to reports in November 2009, 
the aviation industry conglomerates’ China National 
Aero-Technology Import and Export Corporation 
(CATIC) was in discussions at the Dubai Air Show 
with about six countries from Africa, the Middle East, 
and South America that are interested in purchasing 
the L-15 trainer and JF-17 fighter, but no mention was 
made of PLA involvement.107  If the sales occur, how-
ever, it is possible that the PLAAF will be involved in 
training the receiving air force’s pilots.
 It is also possible that China is taking advantage 
of visits by senior PLA officials to help promote the 
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sale of Chinese arms abroad and to discuss acquiring 
certain weapons-related technologies. For example, 
the Minister of Defense visited 12 of the 35 countries 
China sold arms to during the 2000s, while GAD lead-
ers (the director, deputy directors, and political com-
missar) visited 4 of the 35 countries.108  Although none 
of the news media reports about the trips discussed 
arms sales or technology transfer, it is possible that 
these topics were on the agenda.

The Role of PLA Military Diplomacy.

 Based on the preceding analysis of each of the 
major activities encompassed by PLA diplomacy, the 
PRC utilizes the tools of military diplomacy in at least 
four key ways:
 1. China uses PLA military diplomacy as a tool 
of reassurance to offset the repercussions of China’s 
rapid and extensive military modernization program 
and to maintain the stability necessary for continued 
economic growth. Through direct interaction with 
foreign officials via security dialogues, high-level 
military exchanges, functional military exchanges, 
and other military diplomatic venues, the PLA seeks 
to reassure other countries, particularly those along 
its periphery, and reduce the potential for misunder-
standings that could lead to conflict.109

 2. China uses PLA military diplomacy to enhance 
China’s image abroad by carrying out activities that 
make China look like a responsible member of the 
international community. Participation in peacekeep-
ing and counterpiracy operations, as well as in other 
forms of security cooperation, fosters the perception 
among the international community that China is as-
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suming responsibility for international security that is 
commensurate with its status as a rising power. 
 3. China uses PLA military diplomacy to secure 
access to the foreign military technology and exper-
tise necessary to continue rapid military modern-
ization. Functional exchanges provide the PLA with 
opportunities to learn about foreign military technol-
ogy, doctrine, force structure, logistics, training, and 
professional military education.110 
 4. China uses PLA military diplomacy as a deter-
rent by demonstrating the PLA’s improving capa-
bilities. The PLA showcases its growing capabilities 
to the outside world through port calls, participation 
in antipiracy and peace-keeping operations, fleet re-
views, and other high-visibility activities. These ac-
tivities often serve the dual roles of reassurance and 
deterrence.

CONCLUSION

 PLA military diplomacy plays an important role 
in furthering China’s foreign policy and national 
security agendas. The PLA’s foreign military rela-
tions program has expanded significantly in the last 
2 decades to include increasing numbers of foreign 
attaché offices in China and Chinese attaché offices 
abroad; participation in more frequent high-level and 
functional exchanges; the conduct of combined exer-
cises with foreign militaries; increased contribution to 
peacekeeping operations; and participation in coun-
terpiracy operations. Through all of these activities, 
the PLA is furthering relations with other countries, 
while acquiring the tools to further its modernization 
drive. The knowledge, experience, and technology 
that the PLA gains through interactions with foreign 
militaries make it a more formidable fighting force.
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 The increasing scope and sophistication of PLA 
military diplomacy is representative of a larger trend 
in Chinese foreign relations. Since the mid-1990s, as 
China has become increasingly engaged in the inter-
national system and progressively more adept at pro-
moting its influence, so too has the PLA.111  As a result, 
China could challenge U.S. interests more effectively 
than it has in the past. The question U.S. policymak-
ers must consider is to what extent is Chinese military 
diplomacy being used to further China’s interests at 
the expense of or in competition with U.S. interests. 
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APPENDIX A - CHAPTER 9

PRC MINISTER OF DEFENSE TRAVEL ABROAD
2001-08

 This appendix provides information from the 2002 
through 2008 biennial Chinese Defense	 White	 Papers 
and other news media reports concerning travel by 
the PRC’s Minister of Defense. Altogether, the two 
Ministers of Defense (Generals Cao Gangchuan and 
Liang Guanglie) took 21 trips to 47 different countries. 
They visited some countries, such as Russia, more 
than once, although some of those visits were to par-
ticipate in the SCO Defense Ministers’ Conference.1

 •  January-February 2001: Vietnam, Laos, Cambo-
dia, and Nepal;

 •  August-September 2001: Venezuela, Colombia, 
Trinidad, Tobago, Cote d’Ivoire, and Nigeria;

 •  March-April 2002: Germany, Greece, Croatia, 
Norway, and Romania; 

 •  May 2002: Russia (SCO Defense Ministers’ 
Conference);

 •  May 2003: Russia (SCO Defense Ministers’ 
Conference);

 • October 2003: United States;
 • December 2003: Russia;
 • March 2004: Pakistan, India, and Thailand
 •  October 2004: France, Belgium, Switzerland, 

and Belgium;
 •  April 2005: Egypt, Tanzania, Netherlands, and 

Denmark;
 • September 2005: Russia;
 • September 2005: Tajikistan and Kazakhstan;
 •  April 2006: North Korea, Vietnam, Malaysia, 
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 • December 2007:  Kenya, Kuwait, and Thailand;
 • J anuary 2008: Brunei, Indonesia, and Saudi 

Arabia;
 •  May 2008: Tajikistan (SCO Defense Ministers’ 

Conference);
 •  September 2008: Italy, Germany, Belarus, and 

Hungary.

ENDNOTES - APPENDIX A - CHAPTER 9

 1. No SCO Defense Ministers’ Conferences were 
held in 2004 and 2005.
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ENDNOTES - APPENDIX B - CHAPTER 9

 1. China’s	National	Defense	in	2002; 2004; 2006; and 
2008.
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APPENDIX C  - CHAPTER 9

SENIOR PLA OFFICER COUNTRIES VISITED: 
2001-2008

 This appendix provides information about the 
names and number of countries and number of times 
each country was visited by senior PLA officers from 
2001 through 2008.1

Chief of the General Staff (35 countries). Argentina, 
Australia (2), Bangladesh, Belarus, Brunei, Cambodia, 
Cuba, Denmark, Germany, India, Kampuchea, Kenya, 
Laos, Malaysia, Maldives, Mongolia, Morocco, Myan-
mar (2), New Zealand (2), Norway (2), Pakistan (2), 
Republic of Korea [ROK] (2), Russia (2), Serbia, Sin-
gapore, South Africa (2), Slovakia, Tanzania (2), Thai-
land, Turkey, Ukraine, Uruguay, the United States, 
Vietnam, and Zambia.

Deputy Chiefs of the General Staff (46 countries). 
Angola, Argentina (2), Australia (3), Bangladesh (2), 
Brazil (3), Cambodia, Cameroon, Chile (3), Columbia, 
Cuba, Denmark, Egypt (3), Fiji, Finland (2), France (3), 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, India (3), Israel, Lesotho, 
Mexico (2), Mozambique, Myanmar (3), Namibia (2), 
Nepal, New Zealand (2), Norway, Nigeria, Portugal, 
ROK (3), Romania, Russia, Singapore, Syria, Tajiki-
stan, Tanzania (2), Tonga, Trinidad and Tobago, Tu-
nis, Turkey (2), Uruguay, the United States (2), Ven-
ezuela, Vietnam, Yemen, and Zimbabwe.

General Political Department (GPD) Director and 
Deputies (33 countries). Argentina (2), Belarus, Bra-
zil, Bulgaria, Cameroon, Cuba (2), Czech, Ecuador (2), 
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Egypt, Finland (2), Greece, Hungary, Laos (2), Mexico, 
Morocco, Mozambique, North Korea (2), Poland (2), 
Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Switzerland, Syr-
ia, Thailand, Tunisia, Uganda (2), the UK, Venezuela, 
Vietnam (2), Yemen, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

General Logistics Department (GLD) Director and 
Deputies (16 countries). Belgium, Bulgaria, Cuba, 
Czech, Egypt, Finland, Germany, Kenya, Morocco, 
Philippines, Poland, Sweden, Tanzania (2), Tunisia, 
the UK (2), and Zambia.

GLD Political Commissar (PC) and Deputies (18 
countries). Austria, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Cuba, Egypt, 
Ethiopia, Greece, Mongolia, Romania, Slovakia, Syria, 
Tanzania, Tunisia, Uruguay, Venezuela, Zambia, and 
Zimbabwe.

General Armament Department (GAD) Director and 
Deputies (13). Austria, Bangladesh, Belarus, Brunei, 
France, Indonesia, Italy (3), Poland, Russia, South Af-
rica (4), the UK, and Ukraine.

GAD PC and Deputies (11 countries). Algeria, Brazil, 
Chile, Cuba (2), Czech, Greece, Indonesia, Italy, Ma-
laysia, Namibia, and Slovakia.

Military Region (MR) Commanders (41 countries). 
Angola, Belarus, Belgium, Brunei, Bulgaria (2), Cana-
da, Chile, Columbia, Croatia (2), Cuba, Eritrea, Ethio-
pia, Finland (2), Greece, Guinea, Holland, Hungary 
(2), Iran, Jordan (2), Kenya, Kuwait, Lebanon (2), Mali, 
Mauritania, Moldova (2), Mongolia, Namibia, Oman, 
Peru, Philippines, Romania (2), Russia (4), Rwanda, 
Saudi Arabia, South Korea, Sudan, Sweden, Thailand, 
Uruguay, the United States, and Zambia.
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MR PCs (35 countries). Australia (2), Belarus, Benin 
(2), Botswana, Cambodia, Cameroon, Croatia (2), 
Cuba (2), Czech (2), Djibouti, Egypt (3), Ethiopia, 
Gabon, Greece (2), Hungary (2), India, Jordan, Laos, 
Madagascar, Mexico, Mongolia, Myanmar, New Zea-
land (2), Poland (4), Romania (4), Russia (3), Slovakia 
(3), South Korea (2), Sudan, Syria (3), Tanzania, Togo, 
Uganda, Vietnam, and Zambia.

ENDNOTES - APPENDIX C - CHAPTER 9

 1. China’s	National	Defense	in	2002, 2004, 2006, and 
2008.
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CHAPTER 10

EMERGING GRAND STRATEGY FOR
CHINA’S DEFENSE INDUSTRY REFORM

Eric Hagt

THE DECISION TO PURSUE CMI

 China has embarked on yet another round of trans-
formative change to its defense industrial complex. 
The Chinese leadership’s strategic sights are set on 
civil-military integration (CMI [军民一体化]) as the 
centerpiece of future defense reform.1  The decision to 
pursue CMI is the result of a decade of intensive study 
of international trends and a comprehensive self-as-
sessment that past efforts to retool the industry have 
not met the needs of the Chinese People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) in preparing for future warfare.2 
 The government’s long-term commitment to CMI 
appears firm. Since the 3rd Plenum of the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP)’s 16th Party Congress in 2003 
when defense industry transformation and CMI was 
included as a strategic goal for China’s national eco-
nomic development, all major political and defense 
documents have since reiterated these goals.3 Also 
importantly, CMI is deeply embedded in China’s Me-
dium and Long term National Plan for Science and 
Technology Development 2006-2020. The plan not 
only stresses CMI as a primary goal, but approximate-
ly half of the 16 items prioritized for development in 
this document have clear civil-military dual-use fea-
tures.4 Officials in various ministries have also taken 
pains to reiterate the government’s commitment to 
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CMI, a sign of broader policy unity across political 
and bureaucratic lines.5 Perhaps more telling of the 
central government commitment is its ability to mar-
shal the nation’s resources for specific CMI goals. Al-
though the picture is still mixed, positive trends are 
surfacing. There is a great diversity of central funding 
projects and supporting institutions that have varying 
relevance to CMI.6  Many small to medium projects 
both inside and outside the defense industry are di-
rectly linked to dual-use activities. While many larger, 
national, projects do not carry the CMI tag, the evi-
dence suggests that it is emerging as an integral goal.
 CMI is described as the “integrated and coordi-
nated development of the defense and civilian tech-
nology economies (国防建设与经济建设协调发展).”7  
There are a number of driving forces behind CMI, 
some explicit in official publications, others implicit 
and suggested in nonofficial analysis. The first is eco-
nomic and one clearly spelled out in the 2008 Defense	
White	 Paper and other documents. In short, China 
may simply not be able to afford separate civilian, 
commercial, and military research and development 
(R&D)/productions streams. The demand on finan-
cial resources to meet the growing needs of military 
modernization—particularly in pushing the revolu-
tion in military affairs (RMA)—are becoming appar-
ent. Moreover, broader access to the market through 
direct investment opportunities and injection of assets 
into the stock market holds huge potential for China’s 
defense industry to raise capital. A second driver is 
acquiring the capacity and talent to innovate in order 
to meet the needs of a high-tech, networked PLA fight-
ing force. As the 2008 Defense	White	Paper describes, 
with the defense research institutes and enterprises as 
the backbone, basic and applied research in institutes 
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of higher learning and other civilian entities will be 
a new vital force for independent innovation. This 
means that although much of the capacity to build a 
modern army resides within the defense industry, the 
human resources and industrial innovation of the ci-
vilian sector has greater potential in many fields of sci-
ence and technology, upon which a modern fighting 
force will be built. A third driver is strategic in nature. 
China’s ability to leap frog in high-tech military capa-
bilities is a factor of the nation’s overall science and 
technology (S&T) system and its ability to innovate, 
itself dependent on the enterprise and other institu-
tional R&D centers that are closely connected to the 
global economy. In other words, the transfer of tech-
nology from abroad, upon which China still heavily 
relies, is far better facilitated in an environment that 
is not solely dedicated to military purposes. Another 
strategic consideration is the advantage of developing 
certain defense technologies within a CMI framework, 
such as space assets or components of the command, 
control, communications, computers, intelligence, sur-
veillance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR) network. They 
are at reduced physical risk since competitor nations 
are less likely to view systems that also serve nonmili-
tary interests as threats.8 
 If successful, CMI will fundamentally change the 
relationship between the defense and civilian econo-
mies not only by impelling reform within the defense 
industry through greater competition, oversight, and 
transparency, but also by enlisting the civilian sector 
to participate in construction of national defense de-
velopment. Elements of a national CMI plan to achieve 
these goals are emerging. Yet, it is premised on the 
fact that past reforms have been inadequate in meet-
ing the demands of China’s defense ambitions. If this 
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is so, why has China still produced many technologi-
cal breakthroughs over the past decade? To see why 
this may be we turn to a brief review of past reforms.

REDUCING THE GAP: PAST REFORMS

 In the mid-1990s, China’s defense economy was in 
a perilous state. It reached its nadir in 1998, over 60 
percent of the defense industry was in deficit, totaling 
6.4 billion in losses,9 and it was producing outmoded 
equipment nearly across the board.10 The defense sec-
tor has long been a bloated and inefficient military 
production system that was largely based on an out-
dated Soviet model.11 But the effects resulting from 
opening up and reform have also taken a toll. Under a 
relatively benign international security environment, 
Deng Xiaoping decided to focus on rebuilding the 
economy. Defense development was subordinated to 
national economic development and placed last of the 
“Four Modernizations.” The defense industry’s forays 
into commercial enterprises and military conversion 
business helped offset a decrease in funding, which 
plummeted to a mere 1.74 percent of the gross domes-
tic product (GDP) in 1987.12

 A number of factors triggered the far-reaching re-
forms to the military-industry complex beginning in 
the mid-1990s. China’s national security conditions 
had changed dramatically. China saw the Gulf War in 
1991 as the “the first modern information war,” a war 
waged and won on the strength of U.S. technological 
superiority. This event led to a period of self-reflection 
and military audit that lasted into the mid-1990s and 
concluded that China was falling dangerously be-
hind in RMA and had to rapidly catch up since future 
wars would likely be high-tech, fast-paced, of short 



485

duration, and would depend heavily on information 
and electronic systems.13 This more sober assessment 
was exacerbated by developments across the Taiwan 
Strait, culminating in the 1996 crisis, with a humiliat-
ing denouement for China.14

 The latest phase of major reform began with the 
shakeup of the industry in 1998-99 and is character-
ized by fiscal, policy, organizational, and enterprise 
restructuring. Critically, defense funding was dramat-
ically raised. The military budget roughly grew an av-
erage of 15 percent per annum from 1994-2009, leading 
to a nine-fold increase in the budget.15 Spending on 
equipment and weapons procurement has increased 
the most.16 This portion of the budget was readjusted 
from a low of 16 percent early in the 1990s to roughly 
one-third, where it stands today.17 More funding has 
also been made available to basic R&D. Defense R&D 
likely reflects national figures, which have nearly 
quadrupled since 2000 and currently amount to 1.5 
percent of GDP.18 Greater funding within the defense 
sector has also been directed toward weapon devel-
opment management, innovation, and application of 
basic technologies and the talent needed to implement 
it.19 Improved finances are also manifest in the salary 
increases of key personnel in the defense sector dur-
ing the past decade.20 
 The reorganizing of the Commission on Science, 
Technology, and Industry for National Defense 
(COSTIND) was key as well. The old COSTIND had 
nearly total control over defense production planning 
from setting goals and priorities, to investment, R&D, 
production, and testing. In this pivotal position, it ex-
erted undue influence over the defense-procurement 
process. On the other hand, the purchasing of equip-
ment was dispersed among several bodies, including 
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the Equipment Bureau of General Staff Department 
and the Ordinance Office of General Logistics Depart-
ment. The result was inefficiency, corruption, and an 
inability to meet the needs of the military. All procure-
ment functions, as well as the military research and 
facilities, was transferred to the newly created General 
Armaments Department (GAD) and the new diminu-
tive COSTIND—now strictly under State Council au-
thority—were limited largely to regulatory oversight 
and management of the defense industry. With the 
creation of the defense production industries into 10 
major group corporations,21 these reforms separated 
the buyers from the builders, with COSTIND playing 
a regulatory and administrative role. This allowed for 
a more contract-based procurement system that in-
stilled a degree of competition, helping forge a system 
better equipped to fulfill the demands of the military. 
In sum, the restructuring was internal to the defense 
industrial complex and did little to create real com-
petition among themselves, much less open it to the 
civilian or nonstate sectors, but the organizational and 
policy reforms have significantly improved the over-
all health of defense sector.
 Reform of the defense R&D system has further 
spurred progress. In addition to an increase in funding 
as mentioned above, the dismantling of some of the 
stove piping between R&D institutes and their separa-
tion from production has led to better coordination in 
bringing basic and preliminary weapons research ef-
forts to development. For example, the PLA’s General 
Armaments Department has instituted a series of na-
tional-level coordinating entities to help identify key 
technologies, establish priorities, and manage plan-
ning of R&D programs. There are many such groups 
comprised of experts from the military research insti-
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tutions, defense companies, universities, and civilian 
high-tech enterprises. They identify new technologies 
and provide feasibility studies on various fields such 
as nanotechnology, satellite applications, simulation 
technology, integrated electronic warfare, and preci-
sion guidance.22 This has improved the supervision 
and increased linkages between the various elements 
of the R&D cycle, likely having an appreciable impact 
on bringing key technologies into defense develop-
ment.
 There are a number of other important—possibly 
critical—factors as to why China’s defense industry 
has performed better in the past decade. At the top 
of the list is the access to foreign military technology, 
particularly from Russia.23  This help has been sub-
stantial and wide-ranging; however, as Stockholm 
International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) has re-
ported, military sales from Russia to China dropped 
off sharply in 2007. China and Russia may be reaching 
a divergence. With China’s emphasis on technology 
transfer and indigenous innovation, it likely has less 
and less to glean from military trade with Russia. On 
the other hand, Russia is increasingly careful of selling 
ever more advanced systems to China. Regardless of 
the precise reasons, China’s continued advancement 
against the backdrop of slowed sales from Russia and 
other countries demonstrates that foreign assistance 
plays less of a critical role to China’s defense industri-
al progress. The aforementioned progress in research, 
design, and production (and foreign purchases) may 
explain why many of the recent weapon systems have 
recently come on line, since most of them have been in 
the procurement pipeline for many years.
 At first blush, it is clear that in the past decade 
China has made headway on a range of weapon sys-
tems including its J-10 and J-11 fighter aircraft, new 
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missile destroyers, land-attack cruise missiles, Jin and 
Shang Class nuclear subs, or the anti-satellite weap-
ons systems (ASAT) and anti-ship ballistic missiles 
(ASBM). On balance, however, while the reforms to 
date have led to significant progress, they do not con-
stitute a paradigm shift away from the industry’s tra-
ditionally closed and largely monopolized operating 
philosophy. Does China’s current military industrial 
complex possess the means to meet the far more de-
manding requirements of equipping the PLA for the 
future? Or does it require a fundamental reorientation 
that allows it to integrate with the national economy 
and create the synergies to help innovate for future 
high-tech and informationalized warfare? China has 
concluded that deeper reform is needed. 

MARRYING TECHNOLOGY AND INDUSTRY

 While civil-military integration has become a 
catchword for the overall guiding strategy going for-
ward, specific implementation or directives on how 
to achieve it are far less clear. Few of the current ef-
forts fall squarely into a CMI framework. Some of the 
vagueness is a result of the vast scale of the objectives. 
A number of current reforms are a continuation of 
past efforts; others are new initiatives with a visible 
CMI label; but most fall somewhere in between. All, 
however, should be considered as long-term goals to 
combine military and civilian economies for national 
defense construction. The reorganization of the man-
agement of defense and civilian industry is instructive 
here. 
 The creative destruction of bureaucracies are of-
ten as much about a power struggle amongst interest 
groups as they are about rationalizing and stream-
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lining government agency functions. The changes 
wrought by the formation of Ministry of Industry and 
Information Technology (MIIT [工业和信息化部]) ap-
pear consistently so. On paper, this is a super-ministry 
that brings together the former Ministry of Informa-
tion Industries, COSTIND,24 the informatization re-
sponsibilities under the National Development and 
Reform Commission (NDRC), the State Council Infor-
matization Office, and the State Tobacco Monopoly 
Administration.25 Under this new ministry, COSTIND 
is clearly demoted, at least in an administrative sense, 
to the State Administration for Science, Technology, 
and National Defense (SASTIND [国家国防科技工
业局]). COSTIND has been in power struggles with 
several agencies including the NDRC and the Min-
istry of Science and Technology (MoST [科学技术
部]).26 The NDRC is the arch powerful decisionmak-
ing body over macro national economic and develop-
ment goals, while COSTIND has traditionally decided 
defense industry economic planning, often leading 
to duplication and confusion.27 Its contest with MoST 
was often manifested in implementing and allocating 
R&D projects, which led to a phenomenon of “two 
channels.”28  But the principle turf battle has been with 
GAD, which has long pushed for its abolition. GAD 
would prefer to have all of COSTIND’s activities un-
der its control and turn its defense S&T management 
system into something more akin to the U.S. model 
of Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, a 
smaller and military-dependent entity.29 It is logical 
that the demise of COSTIND was in part to break the 
monopoly of the defense industry, a goal that could be 
crucial to achieving CMI. 
 The anatomy of the new super-ministry suggests 
there are larger strategic implications at play. MIIT 
will bring together the majority of the nation’s indus-
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trial and technology capacity under one roof.30 Theo-
retically, this will allow for better central coordination 
and formulation of industrial policies, which have 
been slow to adapt from the traditional heavy indus-
try sectors to the fast-paced electronics, computer, 
communications, and digital network sectors. Further-
more, MIIT will serve the specific purpose of uniting 
the civilian information industries with those of the 
military. Previously, many parts of this sector (elec-
tronics for instance) were spread throughout the for-
mer Ministry of Industry and Information, COSTIND, 
and a number of military’s research institutes.31 As 
China’s military doctrine is now “fighting local wars 
under conditions of informatization,” digitizing the 
defense industry is a crucial objective.32 With the ci-
vilian information industry well ahead of the military 
both in technology and industrial capacity, this orga-
nizational union accelerates that process and will help 
extend it to all areas of the military including nuclear, 
space, aviation, shipping, and ordnance.33 
 MIIT also creates an administrative structure that 
is coherent with the mandate of integrating the civil-
ian and military economies. In essence, this move will 
bring a closed, protectionist, monopoly-ridden de-
fense industry alongside the larger, dynamic civilian 
and nonstate economic sectors. The defense industries 
were not only shielded from competition, but largely 
deprived of benefiting from the civilian sector’s modes 
of innovation, modern manufacturing techniques as 
well as the access to capital. Greater comprehensive 
planning will in theory better allocate R&D and pro-
duction resources and rationalize standards. This is a 
far-sighted strategic move to create an environment 
for dual-use activity. To aid in this endeavor, the Du-
al-use Promotion Office was also established with the 
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creation of MIIT. This office’s primary task is to iden-
tify areas for civil-military convergence and to act as 
intermediary for marketing dual-use opportunities.34 
Efforts to achieve integration between the military 
and civilian sectors are not new, but they have never 
been placed at the nexus with central decisionmaking 
on the economy, industrial policy, and national in-
novation directives, where central and local govern-
ments, the military, and industry can come together to 
negotiate their strategic interests.35

 On paper, this organizational restructuring looks 
impressive for the task of CMI. It demonstrates that 
China is serious about creating a viable institutional 
environment for promoting integration. On-the-
ground performance and implementation is, of course, 
the ultimate judge of success, and the results so far 
appear mixed. SASTIND’s current director is also 
deputy minister of MIIT and a former COSTIND of-
ficial is also in charge of the dual-use office. Moreover, 
SASTIND remains largely in tact as an agency, with 
three-quarters of its original 400 staff still employed.36 
Therefore, SASTIND’s institutional influence over the 
defense industry remains formidable and, if it proves 
resistant to change, could cause problems for the min-
istry’s mandate.37 
 Despite the creation of this super-ministry, the na-
tion’s industrial policy and planning remains divided. 
NDRC and the State-owned Assets Supervision and 
Administration Commission (SASAC), China’s state-
owned asset watchdog, as well as local governments 
and state-owned enterprises (SOEs), persist in hold-
ing the purse strings that will have a significant im-
pact on funding and carrying out plans under MIIT’s 
diverse interest groups. For this reason, some have 
suggested that China needs an even stronger, central-
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ized, hierarchical leadership to direct CMI at levels no 
lower than the Central Military Commission (CMC) 
and the State Council. This would resemble the U.S. 
system which is directed by presidential offices and 
congressional committees, with offices throughout the 
government and defense establishment to execute it.38 
However, the U.S. system took roughly 10 years to put 
in place, and we should not expect China’s messy or-
ganizational oversight, local-central power struggles, 
the legacy of a monopolized defense industry, and 
conflicting regulatory and policy directives to take 
any less time. 

INCENTIVE BUILDING
 
 The recent bout of policy reforms arrived in drib-
bles and without fanfare begining in 2002, and con-
tinues until the present. Individually, they are almost 
indiscernible, but collectively they may be more revo-
lutionary than those of 1998-99. A number of factors 
have led up to their onset. It was clear to the leader-
ship, both political and military, that the 1998-99 re-
structuring of the management and operation over the 
defense enterprises were not sufficient to bring Chi-
na’s entrenched defense industry up to par with the 
global leaders. Military conversion spin-offs remained 
the dominant form of dual-use activity, while spin-
on and more comprehensive technology diffusion 
between civilian and military sectors was generally 
anemic and confined to a few narrow fields. Second, 
the international trends were clear. After the end of 
the cold war, global military powers were decisively 
moving toward “composite defense-economic” char-
acteristics (United States) or already had successful 
dual-use economies (Japan) in place.39 China studied 
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other countries closely and made the decision to fol-
low suit.40

Procurement. 

 One critical component to the new policy initia-
tives was the decision by the military to reform the 
outdated procurement process and open up bidding 
to the civilian sector. This was a task under the pur-
view of the military, and it set to work devising reg-
ulations.41  The first and most authoritative law was 
published in 2002 by the CMC.42 Five more detailed 
regulations quickly followed in its wake, released by 
GAD in 2003.43  The basic framework of the reforms is 
to dramatically open up military procurement to the 
civilian enterprises based on competitive bidding (see 
Appendix A).44 
 Along with the new regulations, a restructuring of 
the procurement management system under the new-
ly established GAD was underway.45 Mainly due to 
legacies of China’s military command structure, GAD 
is in charge of comprehensive planning of many gen-
eral use items, as well as much of procurement for the 
army.46 However, the Air Force, Second Artillery, and 
Navy manage much of their own procurement, and 
the General Staff Department purchases basic training 
equipment. Actual implementation of procurement 
can also involve COSTIND, testing centers, and re-
gional military commands. This is in part due to how 
central military funds are disbursed. It remains based 
on a quota system where once funds are allocated 
to various departments, military areas, and services, 
they largely make their own acquisition decisions. 
 Through these measures, the military was keen to 
achieve two procurement reform goals. One was to 
bring as many acquisition programs as possible under 
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a competitive bidding system—both among defense 
enterprises and with civilian enterprises. The military 
saw the costs of weapon systems sky-rocketing be-
yond budget increases between the 1970s and 2000s, 
affecting their ability to purchase needed systems—in 
the military’s appraisal, partly due to rising sophistica-
tion of weapon systems but also due to lack of compe-
tition.47 A second goal was to centralize procurement 
of general use items under GAD, thereby achieving 
scale of purchase and savings.48

 Civilian enterprises are winning substantial con-
tracts and are even beating out other SOEs, including 
defense industries—both bellwethers of success. Cases 
remain rare, but are on the increase. For instance, the 
Delixi Group of Zhejiang bid to provide low voltage 
electric apparatuses for Jiuquan rocket-launch base 
and the Shenzhou spacecraft. It was the only civilian 
enterprise submitting a tender and won over 20 other 
SOEs.49 Also, after a successful competitive bidding 
competition, the civilian enterprise, Sanxin Steel Struc-
ture Ltd. Co., was awarded the contract to produce 
radio telescope towers, a component of China’s most 
advanced deep space ground station and enabling 
data transmission for the Chang’e-1 mission.50 
 Other less glamorous examples of successful bids 
include large quantity computer purchases with re-
ported savings of 28 percent, refueling ships with sav-
ings of 20 percent, and ship production with cost gains 
estimated in the hundreds of millions of yuan.51 In 
2004, savings through centralizing purchases of gen-
eral use items are estimated to be 7 percent of funds 
spent on these, however, this amounts to a mere 1 per-
cent of the overall budget for equipment.52

 More broadly, the reform has fallen far short of 
expectations. To date, only 20 percent of acquisition 
is done through competitive bidding. That does not 
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compare favorably to 80 percent in the United States.53 
Moreover, competitive bidding as defined by the new 
rules includes open bidding but it also includes other 
forms of “closed bidding” (negotiation, invitation, 
and single supplier) all of which are less standardized, 
harder to regulate, and therefore vulnerable to irregu-
lar activity. Thus fair and transparent bidding is likely 
under 20 percent.
 Furthermore, the “playing field” is tipped further 
in the defense enterprises’ favor in a number of other 
ways. The military was keen to open up bidding to as 
many general use and nonkey weapon systems as pos-
sible, but not at the expense of maintaining secrecy. 
To participate in R&D and the production of military 
related items, all nondefense enterprises must pass 
three approvals: for confidentiality, quality control, 
and for “product security”—the latter being a euphe-
mism for strict requirements to maintain a long-term 
stable product line.54 While such constraints plague 
defense contracts elsewhere, China’s secretive defense 
establishment makes this approval process especially 
onerous. In March 2009 Inspur Company Ltd won the 
approvals to produce computer security and harden-
ing equipment for the PLA Navy (PLAN) only after 
several years of effort.55  Many do not make the grade 
even after years of effort.56 
 Even more serious are the various costs to doing 
business that discriminate against civilian enterprises. 
Military enterprises are exempted from value-added 
tax (up to 18 percent), business tax, and land-use tax-
es, all of which can add up to 25 percent of the total 
project value.57 There are also intangible costs such 
as the government’s decision in 2005 to do a sweep-
ing upgrade of the defense industry’s manufacturing 
and design facilities, an investment project that was 
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not available even to civilian enterprises engaged in 
defense production.58 Another problem is pricing re-
form. Prices for many military products, which form 
the basis for bidding, are drafted by the military, but 
with production and R&D separated in accounting 
ledgers, prices often do not include the costs of R&D.59 
Civilian enterprises naturally have to incorporate such 
costs in doing business. 
 Other issues such as continuing asymmetry of in-
formation continue to exist. The process of publicizing 
various forms of competitive bidding remains incom-
plete. Another complaint often heard is the lack of a 
platform for communicating to civilian enterprises 
the needs of the military; and vice versa, improving 
the military’s understanding of available technologies 
and products in the civilian sector. The case of Wu-
han-based Pangu Tech Co. is instructive: it developed 
a technology for heavy vehicle shock absorption—
highly useful to the military—but was unknown until 
a low level technician discovered it in a publication.60 
 The result of these tangible and intangible barriers 
has led to the vivid image of civilian enterprise activ-
ity in the defense industry as “gnawing on bones.”61 
The real meat is still mainly reserved for the defense 
enterprises. In 2005 and 2009, the CMC and GAD pub-
lished several more regulations to “deepen procure-
ment reform.”62 However, without evidence of more 
contracts going to the nondefense sector, procurement 
reform will remain inconsequential as a tool to bring 
greater competition in the defense industry. 

Shareholding Reform.

 Probably the far more dramatic policy transfor-
mation efforts have been the exposure of the defense 
industry to shareholding reform. The central gov-
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ernment’s initiatives to overhaul the inefficient SOE 
system through asset restructuring began in 1993 
and concentrated on the civilian sector SOEs.63 It has 
gradually gathered steam within the defense industry 
as well and has already enhanced the sector’s access 
to market capital, though its impact on how the de-
fense industry is managed and run remains unproven. 
There are many barriers that are likely to be a source 
of inertia.
 The defense sector’s experience with market-based 
reform has unfolded in three stages.64  From 1993-2005, 
initial public offerings (IPOs) from the defense indus-
try flowered, numbering about 54 by the end of this 
period. The vast majority of these listed companies 
were spin-offs from the institutes under the defense 
industry involved in purely civilian production.65  This 
phenomenon started prior to the reorganization of the 
six defense industrial sectors into 11 major defense 
group corporations in the 1999-2002 timeframe,66 but 
IPOs continued after that in the form of subsidiaries of 
the group corporations.67 
 A second phase was kick-started by a document 
published by the State Council in 2005, which turned 
out to be path-breaking in that it officially sanctioned 
private, nonstate enterprise and even foreign capi-
tal investment in the state defense sector.68 This was 
closely followed up in early 2007 by two documents 
published by COSTIND, the NDRC, and the recent-
ly established SASAC,69 elaborating on nondefense 
and nonstate participation in the defense industry.70 
However, around the same time, the overheated mar-
kets led the China Securities Regulatory Commission 
(CSRC) in 2006 to issue tightened controls on the new 
stock listings, making IPOs an unattractive option for 
the defense industry.71 Nevertheless, SASAC’s man-
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date was to aggressively push ahead with SOE reform 
and so, rather than go through the route of applying 
for new IPOs, the defense industry began injecting 
more of its assets into its already existing IPOs. Since 
most of the defense group corporations had already 
listed their military conversion assets as subsidiaries 
on the market, the emergence of real defense assets 
began to appear around 2005-06.72  These new defense 
assets are highly attractive since their performance on 
the stock market is impressive and generally superior 
to the spin-off IPOs.73 Defense related assets are ex-
pected to raise an estimated 50 billion by 2010.74 
 A third stage began near the end of 2008 and is 
characterized as consolidation through mergers and 
acquisitions (M&As), principally through existing 
IPOs within defense group corporations (see Ap-
pendix A). According to some specialists, the current 
phase of intra-group corporation consolidation will 
continue and be completed by the end of the 12th Five 
Year Plan, after which time, M&As across group cor-
porations could begin.75 
 These changes to the defense industry’s market 
participation point to a number of conditionally op-
timistic trends. The reforms have begun to open up 
the defense sector to capital markets—not only for its 
military conversion spin-offs, but for defense assets as 
well. In looking to a long-term strategy to wean the de-
fense enterprises off central government largesse, the 
potential of the stock market is proving to be a formi-
dable tool to raise the necessary capital. This process 
has been encouraged through greater and diversified 
shareholder participation.76 According to COSTIND, 
nearly a thousand enterprises out of several thousand 
under China’s 11 defense group corporations (majors) 
would be allowed to receive nonstate and foreign in-
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vestment.77 Yet by the end of 2005, only a handful of 
small, commercialized subsidiaries, largely producing 
spin-off products, could be detected in the stock mar-
kets. The average percentage of assets in the defense 
industry in the market at that time was 5 percent.78 
This level is now estimated to be up to 40 percent 
in AVIC, and 15 percent in CASC, but it still pales 
in comparison to the civilian SOEs, which is over 65 
percent.79 Despite the limited progress, by December 
2008, in total they had raised over 118 billion yuan in 
capital on the stock market.80 As lucrative defense as-
sets emerge in the market, the capital raised could be 
phenomenal considering the 11 majors are valued at 
over a trillion yuan.81

 Perhaps most significantly, the opening up of the de-
fense industry to the stock markets offers the potential 
to fundamentally alter the way the group corporations 
operate and are managed—traditionally, bloated, inef-
ficient, and laden with insider transactions—through 
“corporate restructuring” and shareholder demands 
for efficient and transparent management. The CSRC 
is responsible for evaluating and ensuring compliance 
with reporting measures including ratifying IPOs, val-
uating stock offerings and supervising adherence with 
public listing requirements.82 The M&As observed to 
date have shown signs that restructuring is positively 
affecting efficiency and operation, particularly in ra-
tionalizing the geographically and organizationally 
dispersed nature of the defense research and develop-
ment infrastructure. As one important example in this 
regard, CASC has consolidated a large group of satel-
lite R&D/production facilities and institutes around 
the country under China Spacesat Co Ltd, effectively 
reducing duplication, streamlining supply chains, and 
improving linkages between design and manufactur-
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ing. These facilities are now primarily concentrated in 
Xi’an and Beijing and produce both civilian and mili-
tary small satellites.83 Many analysts believe that with 
the success of these changes, further consolidation of 
large satellite platforms could be next on the agenda.84

 As many experts point out, the process of public 
listing has also exacted its own demands on the trans-
parency of the formerly closed defense industries. 
For instance, industry reports and annual reports of 
the defense companies that have been listed include 
information on the institutes and facilities that have 
been merged along with their scope of operations, 
their worth, new R&D projects, total profits of military 
products and how the capital raised through the stock 
markets is spent.85 Still, the information available on 
the defense assets entering the market is slow to ap-
pear, and most often, far from comprehensive, since 
declared information must also pass strict criteria for 
secrecy and national security. 
 While the process of M&As promises a degree of 
change, transformation of the operation and manage-
ment of the defense corporations will likely be slow. 
They are increasingly opening up to the market in 
their need to raise capital. However, the trend at pres-
ent is to consolidate assets within a group corporation 
and maintain a controlling share, a phenomenon that 
will likely continue to increase in the future.86 This is 
the result of certain factors which reveal the limited 
impact of shareholding reform on defense enterprise 
operations. First of all, SASAC was mandated to ramp 
up SOE privatization in 2003, including the defense 
industry.87  These assets were divided into 3 categories 
which provided greater investment opportunities for 
civilian SOEs, nonstate, and even private enterprises.88 
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 In reality, however, numerous limitations remain. 
First, although weakened in terms of oversight of 
corporation assets, SASTIND maintains the review 
of national security status of defense assets and as a 
conservative body could hold back the opening up 
of large portions of the industry.89 In addition to se-
crecy issues, there are further difficulties to opening 
up many institutes. Core R&D/production facilities 
under the group corporations were never formed into 
subsidiary companies but have always been catego-
rized as “shi-ye	dan-wei” (事业单位), making approval 
for their stock listing a far more complicated process.90 
An estimated 20 percent of the defense industry’s 
facilities are involved in core defense R&D/produc-
tion—not an insignificant amount. According to one 
study of the space sector, roughly 60 percent of insti-
tutes are engaged in both civilian and noncore mili-
tary production, thus potentially opening them up to 
diversified investment and ownership by nondefense 
state-owned entities.91 Yet, the defense industry is 
consolidating by maintaining a controlling share in 
the majority of assets placed on the market, making 
the prospects for organizational and management re-
forms limited. In the small percentage of assets where 
nonstate and foreign private investments are allowed, 
special approval is required for shareholding that ex-
ceeds 5 percent, entailing a fairly stringent barrier for 
minority ownership. Moreover, CEOs and other key 
leaders of the defense group corporations are certified 
by SASAC only after SASTIND and the Organization 
Department of CCP Central Committee decide on can-
didates.92

 Other barriers exist that prevent the defense indus-
try from listing new assets on the stock market. They 
must meet basic criteria for profitability and market 
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fairness according to guidelines enforced and ratified 
by SASAC and CSRC. The defense industry however 
is known for problems such as intra-industry compe-
tition and affiliated transactions, which put minority 
shareholders at a disadvantage.93 
 In sum, while shareholding reform holds out the 
future potential to improve the organization, corpo-
rate structure, and transparency of the defense indus-
try, currently, little progress has been made and the 
evolving trends of consolidation within the industry 
do not augur well. Yet, this reform is highly pertinent 
to the trends of CMI in the greater access of the de-
fense industry corporations to market capital, an in-
creasingly critical factor as China’s need for defense 
funding grow. 

NATIONAL STRATEGY: GATHERING 
MOMENTUM

 The current reshaping of institutions and policies 
establish the potential to fundamentally change the 
relationship between the defense and civilian econo-
mies. But they are only the building blocks. They are 
merely improving the environment for reform. The 
critical question remains whether a coherent national 
strategy exists to translate the long-term goals of CMI 
into reality. A comprehensive overview of the con-
tributing elements is beyond the scope of this writing; 
however, a number of broader themes are emerging. 

Funding and Management.

 Arguably, the most telling of central government 
commitment to CMI strategy is the ability to marshal 
and effectively manage the state’s resources in service 
of this goal. The implementation of CMI—to combine 
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defense and civilian research and industrial bases so 
that common technologies, manufacturing lines, fa-
cilities, and personnel can be applied to both military 
and commercial needs—involves complex economic 
and industrial engineering. As such, while Beijing is 
undoubtedly committed to this goal, national initia-
tives often do not carry a CMI label (see Appendix 
B).94 The relevant initiatives range from specialized 
projects involving specific technology transfer and in-
novation funds to broader financial tool directed by 
the NDRC to invest in large scale technology-industry 
clusters. An analysis of these sampled items reveals 
two general trends. First, a growing number of funds 
have specific CMI goals, particularly the more nar-
rowly focused projects (e.g., Defense Fundamental 
Research Project Fund). Yet, even many of the broader 
national funding initiatives, such as the Industry In-
vestment Funds (IIF), have explicit CMI content.95 
Judging from the 10 IIFs approved since 2007, at least 
5 of them, worth nearly 80 billion yuan, are related 
to CMI in some degree.96 A second trend is that CMI-
related funding is ramping up from smaller, sector-
specific projects to national-level support such as with 
the IIFs, with commensurately higher levels of appro-
priation. 
 On the other hand, the management of funding as-
sociated with CMI raises concerns about effectiveness 
in implementation. MIIT is ostensibly tasked with 
executing and managing CMI, mainly through SAS-
TIND and the Dual-use Promotional Office. However, 
the list of government ministries and commissions 
involved in overseeing a range of funds includes the 
NDRC and SASAC, both of which approve and ratify 
most large-scale funding. The Ministry of Science & 
Technology, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Educa-
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tion, GAD, and Chinese Academy of Science (CAS) 
also play key roles.97 Managing funding also requires 
close coordination with a number of state-owned as-
sets, enterprises, banks, and local governments, which 
often raise the actual moneys. It is unclear whether 
this complex process is feasible for a national strategy 
to direct funding for CMI activity.
 Since the NDRC approves national projects worth 
more than 5 billion yuan, most industry funding is 
organized and ratified by the NDRC. This includes 
large-scale national projects such as the IIFs as well 
as sector-specific key projects.98 In 2008, the NDRC 
also approved 30 national high-tech industrial bases 
around the country, 20 of which had direct or indirect 
relevance to CMI.99 The NDRC was also responsible 
for establishing national engineering labs to research 
leading technologies including dual-use concerns 
since 2007.100 On the other hand, local governments 
and enterprises have also founded hundreds of dual-
use industrial parks in the past 4 years of their own 
accord. Zhejiang province alone is planning to build 
16 CMI industrial bases in 2009.101 Moreover, there 
are a variety of CMI-related funding projects under 
MoST, MIIT as well as local governments. The result is 
a highly diverse and complex range of initiatives that 
call into question the level of coherency as a national 
strategy.102

Central Priorities, Local Interests.	

 To be successful, CMI will require the cooperation 
of provincial and local governments.103 While com-
prehensive planning and funding are ratified at the 
highest levels of the central government, much of the 
national economy is under provincial and local man-
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agement.  This includes many key SOEs, land develop-
ment decisions, taxes, regional industry development 
planning, etc.104 Simply put, the central government 
does not have the capacity to manage most of the con-
crete economic activity. As such, the NDRC does not 
administer the funds, nor do they come from NDRC 
coffers, it merely approves central and local state-
owned entities such as banks, insurance agents, secu-
rities enterprises to provide them. A major task of the 
central government is to negotiate the discrepancies 
between national strategic goals and local interests.
 Failures with the IIFs are testament to the diffi-
culties in harmonizing central and local interests. As 
of July, 2009, only a portion of the capital had been 
raised for just two of the approved projects: the Bo-
hai Rim Industry Investment Fund and the Mianyang 
S&T City Industry Investment Fund (both of which 
have significant dual-use potential). While both Bohai 
and Mianyang declared CMI activities as part of their 
portfolio in order to win approval for the projects, 
worth 20 billion and 6 billion yuan respectively, both 
invested in other more lucrative high-profile projects 
(commercial bank in Bohai or agricultural projects in 
Mianyang). Bohai IIF, the project furthest along has 
already been judged by the NDRC as unsuccessful. In 
fact, Tianjin withdrew its proposal during the second 
stage funding negotiations for the Bohai project. This 
indicates a strong disagreement with NDRC direc-
tives for the project.105 
 
Flexibility in CMI Models.	

 Another pattern that can be discerned is the adap-
tation of the civilian-military integration efforts to dif-
ferent parts of the national economy. This means that 
different models are being applied to various regions, 
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depending on their industrial capacity and specializa-
tion, their regional legacy of the state-owned economy 
and the particular relationship between the central 
and local government.106 
 The first model is one characterized by consolida-
tion of defense assets in those regions with a strong 
legacy of defense enterprises. This applies to areas 
whose local economy is largely dominated by the 
defense sector, and engages in dual-use activity pri-
marily in the form of spin-off, or military conversion 
(possibly with a lower degree of two-way technol-
ogy diffusion). Furthermore, such a model is more 
applicable to more remote regions—western interior 
and the northeast—where there is physical distance 
from centers innovation and higher concentrations of 
industrial activity. This approach is a way to concen-
trate formerly dispersed resources and institutes into 
a spatial clustering of that allows for more complete 
technology-industrial interactions and supply chains. 
If such an economic base is sustainable, it will draw 
in other enterprises; attract local and nonstate invest-
ment capital and talent. This is described as a “verti-
cal strategy,” requiring central government guidance, 
large defense SOE participation, as well as local gov-
ernment funding and policy support.
 In the past few years, the establishment of indus-
trial parks has become a popular method to attract 
central funding, but many such experiments have not 
been successful. The Mianyang Technology City is one 
such example.107  The reasons for its failure are com-
plicated, but encompass an inability to attract a critical 
mass of small and medium technology enterprises to 
form a larger and more sustainable and diversified in-
novation and industry cluster. Its heavy reliance on 
two large entities, Changhong Corporation and the 
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China Academy of Engineering Physics and its sub-
sidiaries (with a great deal of high level expertise but 
lacking in smaller scale industry and commercial ap-
plication) undercut its ability to diversify. 
 One example of the new approach described above 
is the “Xi’an National Civilian Aerospace Industry 
Base.”108 The Shaanxi government the China Aero-
space Science and Technology Corporation (CASC) 
are working together (up to 30 billion yuan in funding) 
to create a self-sustaining industry cluster.109 CASC 
has long been heavily engaged in military conversion, 
but this project is a far more dramatic consolidation of 
its assets that will focus on dual-use activity, particu-
larly in the business of small satellite development, 
productions, and applications. It is expected to gener-
ate 30 billion yuan in revenue and will entail merg-
ers and acquisitions by a range of investors, both state 
and nonstate. This could be the start of an even greater 
consolidation of CASC at other levels (large satellites, 
for instance). With such a concentration of resources, 
the plan is to create a self-sustaining industrial chain, 
which will then further attract talent, enterprises, and 
the necessary capital to thrive independently. 
 A second model is the spontaneous development 
of CMI activity that arises as a result of strong civil-
ian industrial capacity and defense demand. These 
regions do not exhibit a high degree of technology 
diffusion between civilian and military sectors; rather 
the civil-military relationship is dominated by a shar-
ing of industrial and manufacturing capacity. While 
local governments may actively solicit such dual-use 
opportunities—which are often lucrative—they occur 
more organically and are sustained through natural 
comparative advantage of the civilian or nonstate 
sector. A typical example of this model is occurring 
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in Zhejiang. This province holds the nation’s most 
robust nonstate sector—accounting for 90 percent of 
its GDP—and is particularly strong in manufactur-
ing. Zhejiang does not have a legacy defense indus-
try, yet it has been hugely successful in attracting 
key defense production contracts.110 The province is 
currently establishing 16 CMI industry bases, has set 
up research institutes and joint ventures, and has 81 
enterprises providing hardware for the military rang-
ing from clothes to large military aircraft, unmanned 
aerial vehicles (UAVs) and electronic components.111 
This arrangement is a marriage between private capi-
tal (Wenzhou alone has 600 billion yuan in investment 
capital) and military demand. 
 A third emerging model is the introduction of CMI 
activity into zones of established economic and indus-
trial excellence. In this environment, the military is far 
more open to working closely with the civilian sector 
in exchange for substantial technological payoff. This 
model is dominant in the rapidly developing IT indus-
try, principally located in the three main “information 
technology clusters”: Pearl River Delta, Yangtze River 
Delta, and the Bohai Rim. With the military’s current 
emphasis on information warfare, the interest in the 
civilian IT sector is growing on a large scale. 
 Despite having deep connections with many of 
China’s IT leaders, such as Langchao, Zhongxing, 
Legend, Huawei, and Hai’er—with a substantial 
rise in the military’s level of technology to show for 
it—the defense industry’s integration with the bulk 
of China’s civilian IT sector remains circumscribed. 
Shenzhen is illustrative here. As the nation’s number 
one IT economy, Shenzhen makes up one-sixth of the 
national output.112  Yet, less than 2 percent of Shen-
zhen’s IT output has military value. Thus, in July 2009, 
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a new Defense Industry Alliance was established with 
the organizational assistance of the Shenzhen mu-
nicipal government.113  The Alliance brings together 
any enterprise in the defense industry or the civilian 
sector willing to sign on to military or dual-use eco-
nomic activity under the principles of “voluntary par-
ticipation, equality and cooperation.” This is a novel 
concept because it organizes a highly atomized and 
dispersed, yet innovative and fluid IT industry (epito-
mized by Shenzhen) into a collective body with which 
the defense industry can interact. Many IT enterprises 
are too small, and so individually their access to de-
fense contracts is constrained. Through this common 
platform, many of the barriers to communication and 
cooperation, such technical exchange, integrated R&D 
efforts, are drastically reduced.114

THE S&T CATALYST

 China’s national science and technology system 
stands at the heart of China’s goal to transform itself 
into a globally innovative power, and by extension 
the ability to indigenously innovate for national de-
fense purposes. In the span of 3 decades, China has 
gone from being a nominal to a formidable player in 
the world-wide technology revolution. The body of 
China’s national S&T program covers a vast array of 
commercial, civilian, and defense-specific programs, 
funded and overseen by an equally diverse range of 
government, military, academic, and enterprise insti-
tutions. These efforts range from targeted programs 
like Key technologies R&D Program, 863, 973, Torch, 
and Spark,115 but also includes far more broad-based 
efforts such as the 80 engineering R&D centers spread 
around the country in defense labs and academic in-
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stitutes, the dozens of technology transfer centers, 
defense preliminary research projects and technol-
ogy transformation programs.116 Of particular import 
have been the 54 national new and high-tech industry 
parks,117 containing 30,000 high-tech enterprises, and 
hailed as the future engines of growth for China’s 
economy and its technological prowess.118 Civil-mili-
tary integration has increasingly become central to the 
planning of China’s S&T system.119 
 China has also become the one of the largest re-
cipients of technology focused foreign investment, 
importers of equipment, and a base for many of the 
world’s best technology innovation companies. Over 
8,000 foreign high-tech enterprises were set up in Chi-
na by 2007 (37 percent of total high-tech enterprises 
in China120), and more than 1,200 foreign R&D centers 
by 2008.121 China has increasingly formulated favor-
able taxation policies for foreign enterprises to estab-
lish high-tech investment and manufacturing bases in 
China—including CMI technologies.122 In fact, most 
officials openly acknowledge the benefit of foreign ad-
vanced technology to assist in the in China’s strategic 
industry development.123

 Do the sum of these interactions with the global 
economy and indigenous efforts put China on the 
path to becoming a superpower in science and tech-
nology? What are the impacts on the defense industry 
and military modernization? Certainly, China’s de-
fense industry has made considerable gains through 
direct access to foreign technology. China has report-
edly purchased R&D know-how outright from Rus-
sia, particularly in aviation and missile technology.124 
However, as a number of studies have shown, the im-
pact of foreign transfers on China’s indigenous weap-
ons R&D capabilities depends on how well they are 



511

absorbed and combined with in-house R&D activi-
ties.125 This is difficult to assess for lack of evidence, 
and despite a number of notable examples, their affect 
on defense innovation appears to be limited. China 
may also acquire sensitive technologies through its 
global interactions within the S&T related enterprises, 
however that also appears to be limited.126 China has 
also imported RBM 35 billion in high-tech imports, 85 
percent of which were in CMI relevant fields includ-
ing electronics, computers, telecommunications, and 
opto-electronics.127  Moreover, in terms of indices mea-
suring domestic S&T progress, China currently ranks 
near the top in R&D spending per GDP, and published 
papers and output of S&T graduates.128  The spillover 
to the defense industry is almost certainly substantial. 
Reportedly, one-third of 40,000 top graduates from 
seven of COSTIND-affiliated universities go to the de-
fense industry.129 
 While considerable progress in a number of areas 
has been made, China’s broader prospects for indig-
enous innovation or leapfrog in key scientific areas 
(and their diffusion to the defense industry) remain 
uncertain due inherent weaknesses in China’s S&T 
workforce and infrastructure.130 A primary issue is 
the degree of focus on original R&D activity and 
enterprise-centered innovation. According to current 
statistics, enterprises account for 70 percent of R&D 
spending.131 Yet, few companies have the financial re-
sources to carry out innovative R&D.132 This problem 
is exemplified by the state of China’s high-tech parks, 
where firms spent 1.9 percent of their sales on R&D, 
far below the 5 percent minimum standard. R&D 
expenditure is even lower outside high-tech parks. 
Overall, China’s high-tech parks have largely served 
as distributions, procession, and trading centers for 
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foreign technology rather than undertake the slow, 
hard work of true technology innovation.133  Since im-
porting technology has quicker payoffs for productiv-
ity increases, R&D money is often misspent. China’s 
large high-tech import expenditure also masks the 
fact that almost 80 percent is actually purchases by en-
terprises wholly foreign-owned (63 percent) or joint-
invested companies (16 percent) rather than Chinese 
firms, which make up just 19 percent.134 
 While the number of China’s engineering and 
science graduates looks impressive at face value, it 
disguises the problems for indigenous S&T develop-
ment. The level of education for a sizable percentage 
of China’s 1.34 million “engineering students” is sig-
nificantly lower than their western counterparts.135 
Furthermore, China’s professional community is very 
young, often deficient in practical training and lacking 
the requisite experience, particularly for more senior 
leadership positions in the R&D system. There is also 
a serious brain drain challenge where multinationals 
operating in China compete (favorably due to higher 
wages and better opportunities) with domestic firms 
for the “best and the brightest,” which could in the 
future lead to a talent war and affect foreign direct in-
vestment (FDI) and China’s own S&T development. 
 China’s S&T system suffers from a number of 
other failings such as an imperfect Intellectual Prop-
erty Rights regime. While on paper, regulations and 
legal protection for patents appear robust, enforce-
ment, particularly at the local level is often impossible. 
China will need to generate its own IPRs to cultivate 
sustainable indigenous innovation. 
 There is a deficit of institutional support that may 
hinder not only financial incentives but innovation-
oriented ways of thinking. Similar to the way in which 
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China’s defense establishment organized its nuclear 
weapons and missile and satellite programs, the heavy 
hand of government management is also evident with 
high-tech initiatives, as seen with the experience of 
Zhongguancun (中关村) high-tech zone.136 The stifling 
effect of government can also be seen in the control 
over important ingredients of innovation—autonomy, 
free access to and flow of information, even dissent, 
both scientific and political. As one observer of China’s 
S&T culture notes, “if researchers and entrepreneurs 
are not able to think outside the box . . . the success of 
the innovation strategy is called into question.”137

IMPACT ON MILITARY MODERNIZATION

 This chapter has attempted to address two basic 
issues: China’s decision to pursue CMI, and its emerg-
ing strategy to achieve it. But what impact will it have 
on China’s military modernization ambitions? How 
do we measure its progress and what is the end-game? 
 There is no question that China’s past reforms have 
already produced substantial results across a broad 
spectrum of weapon systems. But the most impres-
sive achievements have been primarily in legacy de-
fense industries such as missiles, shipping, and avia-
tion. Whether it is China’s anti-satellite weapons, the 
anti-ship ballistic missile, DH-10 cruise missile, or the 
Shang class nuclear attack submarine, these are formi-
dable weapons. But, while they may have acute strate-
gic implications—even U.S. game changers in specific 
theatres of potential conflict—they do not constitute 
leap-ahead technologies or disruptive innovations 
that permanently alter U.S. military superiority. For 
the most part, these weapons are upgrades and incre-
mental improvements on systems that have been in 
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development for a long time.138  Moreover, since these 
are products arising from the legacy defense indus-
tries, one should expect these advances to continue 
with or without CMI. 
 Rather, the measure of CMI’s success will be in 
those areas where leap-ahead and disruptive innova-
tions are most likely to occur; that is, in C4ISR systems, 
advanced electronic components, high-end integrated 
circuits, next generation broadband wireless mobile 
communications, precision guidance, and its tracking 
and targeting assets, situational awareness, connec-
tivity, digital simulation facilities, etc.139 Highly rep-
resentative of these capabilities, IT and space will be 
two of the most decisive sectors.140 These technologies 
may adjust the power balance in a more fundamental 
way since, if successful, China would begin to com-
pete (or close the gap) with the United States where 
it is strongest—such as advanced net-centric warfare, 
high-speed communication links, and interoperable 
data systems.141 It is in these areas that will make by 
far the highest demands in human and monetary re-
sources as well as industrial capacity, and where the 
dynamic and large scale of the civilian sector will be 
most critical.142

Space. 

	 If talent and capital are the primary ingredients to 
success, how is the space sector faring? China’s space 
industry is operating in a unique environment. First, 
the legacy of past policies have left it (China Aerospace 
Science and Technology Corporation and China Aero-
space Science and Industry Corporation) dispersed, 
bloated, and located in geographically isolated regions. 
As a result, the primary strategy of the space industry 
is consolidation and concentration of its dual-use as-
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sets (mainly in CASC) such as with the establishment 
of the Xi’an National Aerospace Industry Base. Here, 
CASC is ramping up its spin-off for its small satellite 
technology and applications. By concentrating these 
resources in an industrial base, as described earlier, it 
has won central funding and through a restructuring 
is attracting outside investment. Already, after 2 years 
of operation, numerous other aerospace related busi-
nesses have moved to the Xi’an base in areas of chip 
production, inertial guidance, spatial information sys-
tems, and new energy sources and so on, attracting 
talent and investment. The base is expected to earn 
300 billion yuan by 2020.143

 This strategy holds great promise for CMI syner-
gies since a spatial concentration of assets to produce 
satellites and related technology for both military 
and civilian purposes help create the potential for 
spin-on activity and two-way technology diffusion. 
Virtually every space technology being pursued is of 
interest to both military and civilian end-user; from 
position/navigation, microsatellites, communication 
satellites to remote sensing, and even manned space. 
For instance, advances in autonomous proximity ma-
neuvering and virtual detection technology greatly 
aid in allowing a number of smaller satellites to fly in 
formation, comprising a network of satellites, making 
disruption difficult, and replacement far easier than 
if one large orbiting asset was disabled.144 The same 
technology is applicable to co-orbital, anti-satellite ac-
tivity.
 However, many obstacles exist to CMI in this 
sector. While the application of most satellites are 
dual-use in nature, and while CAS, universities, en-
terprises, and other civilian agencies are increasingly 
involved in upstream (manufacturing, launch ser-
vices) and downstream (satellite application) activi-
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ties;145 R&D, production, and design for space systems 
remains dominated by defense industry.146  Moreover, 
the large upfront cost of developing and producing a 
space system often constitutes an extremely high en-
try barrier for government agencies (much less non-
state enterprises) Despite participation of the civilian 
sector and the stock market to raise capital, the price 
tag for putting hundreds of more satellites in orbit—to 
achieve a space capability comparable to the United 
States—will require far more than is currently being 
invested and may be prohibitively high. 

IT Industry. 

 The benefits to the military through its strategic re-
lationship with China’s robust civilian, and nonstate 
IT sectors that have evolved since the late 1990s has 
been described in detail.147 It has been characterized 
as intimate, expansive, and centrally supported result-
ing in substantial progress. This chapter will neither 
challenge nor repeat those findings. However, with 
the vast demands to increase virtually every aspect 
of information technology to push forward China’s 
defense modernization plans, a “paradigm shift” in 
civil-military cooperation appears far from complete. 
While there are many examples of successes in elec-
tronics, telecommunications, and computer technolo-
gies, there are also failures. One telling example is the 
limited success of China’s indigenous semi-conductor 
and integrated circuit industries, after almost a decade 
of intensive effort to translate its initial chip manufac-
turing success into a seamless upstream/downstream 
industrial scale production.148 Early in this decade, 
China first attempted to adopt the Integrated Device 
Manufacturer (IDC) industrial model similar to the 
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United States but failed. It then turned to the Tai-
wanese strategy, a Merchant-Foundry model, where 
design and production of chips were specialized and 
separated into separate systems. This attempt was not 
successful either leaving China’s chip makers discon-
nected and atomized. The result is that while China’s 
domestic semi-conductor market is now worth 540 bil-
lion yuan, 80 percent of chips are still imported. That 
should be a sobering conclusion for the military, con-
sidering it is two to three generations behind the civil-
ian sector in IT sector and depends highly on semi-
conductors and integrated circuits for most weapon 
categories (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Percentage of Semi-Conductors and  
Integrated Circuits per Weapons Category.

 The industry is looking to the military to play a 
role in securing central funding for larger projects, as 
it does through numerous dual-use basic research and 
application projects such as 863, Torch, 909, etc. But 
the government has become more resistant to provid-
ing significant central funding to major private sector 
dominated industries, including semi-conductor pro-
duction. This is being partly redressed by the NDRC’s 
recent decision to make 40 billion yuan available for 
“core electronic components, high-end general-use 
chips, and fundamental software.”150 In short, it is 
imperative to the military that the civilian industry 
succeeds. Yet, the defense industry’s progress in CMI 
depends on a relationship that allows the private sec-

Weapon system Naval vessel Vehicles Aircraft Missiles Satellites

IC as % cost of unit 22% 24% 33% 45% 66%
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tor a free hand to continue innovation yet support it 
enough to succeed.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES: 
NEW APPROACHES

 The prospects for success of China’s new strategic 
direction in defense industry reform remain decidedly 
uncertain, though not for lack of vision or effort. The 
highest rungs of leadership in the military, political, 
scientific, and industrial bureaucracies have commit-
ted to forge ahead with civil-military integration as 
the cornerstone of future defense reform. However, 
the difficulty of harmonizing the very disparate econ-
omies and cultures of China’s closed, massive military 
industrial complex and its dynamic but vast civilian 
economy will hold significant barriers to fashioning 
a comprehensive and coherent strategy. To date, CMI 
is best characterized as “jiu	long	zhi	shui” ([九龙治水] 
nine dragons to tame the floods). That is, an air of trial 
and error pervades the various attempts to mold pol-
icy, institutional, programmatic, and funding efforts 
into a feasible plan. 
 Yet, the same doubts have long persisted regarding 
China’s ability to tame a large and unwieldy defense 
sector and effect real change. This was the case after 
the 1998-99 reforms, and yet, over the last decade, Chi-
na has succeeded in developing a new generation of 
weapons that have deep strategic significance for the 
United States. While many structural impediments re-
main to further progress in China’s defense reform, a 
degree of success is all but guaranteed. It has already 
succeeded in certain sectors such as space, nanotech-
nology, and telecommunications.151 Even moderate 
progress in achieving CMI and the indigenous inno-
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vation that would result would inevitably bring pro-
found challenges for the United States.
 In terms of meeting those challenges, U.S. strate-
gic planners would do well to better understand the 
broader trends and benchmarks of China’s ongoing 
defense reform. To date, the study of China’s military 
modernization has been largely dominated by investi-
gative research and reportage—based on a close scru-
tiny of defense related literature—to track capabilities 
and their specific strategic implications. The hallmark 
of this approach is the Pentagon’s annual military 
report on the PLA, and the result is usually surprise 
when a new system or capability surfaces. As defense 
reform proceeds, and especially as CMI specifically 
picks up steam, such strategic shockers will emerge 
with greater frequency. More importantly, advances 
in China’s defense industry input will grow harder to 
detect and evaluate with several consequences. First, it 
will be increasingly difficult to parse the specific mili-
tary application of China’s highly dual-use space or 
telecommunications infrastructure.152 Moreover, Chi-
na’s growing capability to conduct information-based 
warfare will largely depend on breakthroughs in more 
amorphous C4ISR components, many of which will be 
difficult to assess.153  Finally, and perhaps most sig-
nificantly, tracking technological progress for national 
defense purposes, will be complicated as CMI blurs 
the lines between civilian and military entities partici-
pating in weapons R&D and productions. 
 All of these factors will require additional meth-
ods to better measure and assess defense industry re-
form at a systemic level. One example is to use a more 
traditional approach. Rather than just looking at the 
end-product weapon system (or the defense institute 
responsible for applying a technology or developing 
a core component), one may need to look further up 
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the R&D/production chain. This will require a closer 
scrutiny of high-tech parks, R&D centers, and S&T 
talent.154 Benchmarks for progress may also include 
events further removed from defense reform mea-
sures, for instance: a central funding grant in support 
of a large-scale civilian industry cluster engaged in 
CMI activity; or perhaps the successful consolida-
tion of a defense group corporation (like CASC); or 
an nondefense SOE winning a bid for a major defense 
contract; maybe legislation requiring a defense group 
to diversify its management; or possibly policies that 
require greater transfer of technology. Individually 
and collectively, these developments may accumulate 
to have a profound long-term impact on China’s abil-
ity to innovate and produce for national defense ob-
jectives.
 A second approach to analyzing defense reform 
and China’s military effectiveness will involve more 
analytical rigor than has characterized the bulk of past 
studies. The amount of information on the PLA, its ac-
tivities, capabilities, and modernization developments 
(and our access to it) is reaching the point where it can 
be useful to new methodologies of research. Transfer-
ring this information into more useful data sets could 
facilitate better research where specific variables can 
be established and where causal inferences and gener-
al propositions can be tested.155  Such analytical studies 
would help shift away from short-term, incident spe-
cific analysis and worst-case assumptions of China’s 
defense modernization to more systematic hypothesis 
testing. The result would inevitably be a clearer and 
deeper understanding of both larger trends and spe-
cific developments.156 
 In short, understanding China’s military modern-
ization and its strategic impact for the United States 
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will grow increasingly difficult and will require com-
mensurately more varied and sophisticated tools. We 
need to be able to peer further into the future to both 
aid specific military planning as well as allow more 
time to adjust psychologically to the inevitable stra-
tegic shift that China’s defense industry reform will 
beget.
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                      APPENDIX  A - CHAPTER 10

M&AS AND ASSET INJECTION IN STOCK 
MARKET (2006-09)
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Corp Date Asset Listed (R&D/production area) Type
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中兵光电-SHA:600435

CNGC
2008
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Injection of CMI assets157

Aero-electronics
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2007 aerospace electronic equipment Injection of Defense assets158

2008 aerospace electronic equipment M&A within CASC159

Aero-engine 
航空动力-SHA:600893 AVIC 2007 CMI aviation engine Injection of Defense assets

Hongdu Aviation 
洪都航空-SHA:600316 AVIC 2006 Jet training aircraft. Injection of Defense assets

AeroSpace Chang Feng
航天长峰-SHA:600855 CASIC 2005 CMI, numeric control systems, computer simulation and precision 

components Injection of Defense assets

Aerosun
航天晨光-SHA:600501 CASIC 2006 Special purpose vehicle and guidance systems. Injection of Defense assets160

Westone Information 
卫士通-SHE:002268 CETC 2008 CMI information security equipment, cryptography tech. IPO

AVIC Heavy Machinery
中航重机-SHA:600765 AVIC 2009 Aviation equipment and new energy. M&A within AVIC161

China Ship
中国船舶-SHA 600150 CSSC 2007-2008 bulk cargo ships, oil tankers, semi-submersible drilling platforms, floating 

production storage and offloading M&A within CSSC162

China Spacesat 
中国卫星-SHA:600118 CASC 2007-2008 CMI small satellites. M&A within CASC

ST Space 
ST 宇航-SHE:000738 CASC 2009 CMI aviation engine control system assets within AVIC. M&A within AVIC

Chang’an Automobile 
长安汽车-SHE:000625

CSGC

2009 Passenger and commercial vehicles M&A of spin off assets between 
CSGC and AVIC163

Dong’an Auto Engine 
东安动力-SHA:600178 AVIC

ST Chang’he 
ST 昌河-SHA:600372 AVIC

Guihang Stock 
贵航股份-SHA:600523 AVIC 2009 automobile and motorcycle components M&A of CMI aviation assets 

within AVIC164 

Xifei International
西飞国际-SHE:000768 AVIC 2009 CMI transportation plane. M&A within AVIC (not ratified 

yet) 

New Huaguang 
新华光-SHA:600184 CNGC 2009 CMI optical glass and solar battery modules M&A with Xi Guang Corp’s 

Defense assets165 

Aerospace Hi-Tech 
航天科技-SHE:000901 CASIC 2009

automobile electronic products, household electronic products and 
aerospace products M&A plan was denied by CSRC 

in 2008.
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ENDNOTES - APPENDIX A - CHAPTER 10

1. CNGC injected its CMI assets (all assets in Beijing North 
Optical-electric Company) into the public listed civil company, 
North Sky-bird (Beifang Tianniao), which it formerly involved in 
the manufacture and sale of embroidery machines. After CMI as-
sets injection, the name of stock changed from North Sky-bird to 
China North Optical-Electric,	Zhongbing	Guangdian.

2. Defense assets injection from Aerospace Times Electronic 
Technology Co., Ltd., and then name of stock changed from Rock-
et Stock to Aero-electronics in 2007. 

3. The five subsidiaries under Long March Launch Vehicle 
Tech Co. Ltd. (Shanghai Aerospace Electronics Co., Zhengzhou 
Aerospace Electronics Tech Co., Guilin Aerospace Electronics 
Co., Hangzhou Aerospace Electronics Co., and Beijing Aerospace 
Jintai Survey Co.) were merged by China Aerospace Times Elec-
tronics Co. 

4. Chongqing Aerospace New Century Satellite Application 
Technology Co. was injected to the public listed company, Jilin 
Biochemistry, in 2007. After injection, in 2008 the name of stock 
changed from Jilin Biochemistry to Aero-engine.

5. After M&A among subordinated of AVIC in 2009, the name 
of stock changed from LiYuan Yeya to AVIC Heavy Machinery.

6. After 2008 when M&A became a subordinate of CSSC, the 
stock received a new name of China Ship, under which it is a new 
company, China CSSC Holdings Limited. 

7. Chang’an Automobile under CSGC merged civilian assets 
of Dong’an and Chang’he under AVIC. AVIC plans to inject oth-
er aviation assets into the two public listed companies, Dong’an 
Auto Engine and ST Chang’he, after they sold their civilian pas-
senger vehicle assets to Chang’an Automobile.

8. Ratified by SASTIND and SASAC, awaiting approval from 
CSRC.

9. Ibid.
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CURRENT CMI RELATED FUNDING

Fund Amount (bn ¥) Organ in charge Purpose

Industry Investment Fund: 140 bn for 10 industry 
investment funds166

Ratified by NDRC (operated by Fund 
Management Companies) Capital from SOEs to invest in key industries including CMI  

   Bohai Rim 20 Bohai Industrial Investment Fund 
Man. Co. 

Invest in industrial projects in Tianjin (50%), Bohai Rim (30%) and 
other areas (20%) in China.  

   Sichuan 6 CITIC Industrial Investment Fund 
Man. Co. 

Invest in financial services, energy and defense industry, mainly 
located in Mianyang.

  Guangdong 10
Guangdong Nuclear Power and New 
Energy Industrial Invest. Fund Man. 
Co., Ltd.

Invest in national nuclear energy including dual-use nuclear 
capacity.

   Tianjin 20 China Ships Industrial Investment Fund 
Man. Co. Invest in ship building, transport and harbor construction.

   Dongbei 20 Controlled by China Development Bank 
and Liaoning SASAC Invest in equipment manufacturing in northeast China.

Strategic Industry Venture 
Capital167 9.2 NDRC, local governments and private 

invest funds. 
Support for medium and small enterprises in rising strategic 
industries including new energy, integrated circuit, etc.

National High-tech Industrial 
Projects (including 54 [parks and 
30 bases)168

Taxation advantages and 
low interests loan. NDRC and MoST Transform high technology to applied industries including CMI.

Electronic Information Industry 
Development169

3.9 bn— central 
government, >200 
bn—local governments. 
(1986-2005)

MITT and local governments Electronic information industry technology progress and 
transformation.

Technology Transformation 21.7 bn (783 items, 29 
CMI).170 MIIT Enforce tech transformation including CMI technology development.

Innovation Fund for Small Tech-
based Firms171 >1 billion every year. MoST and local governments Facilitate scientific transformation and support technological 

innovations of Small Technology-based Firms.

863 (National High-tech Research 
and Development Plan)

>10 billion/year (11th 
FYP, 10 high-tech 
areas and 38 special 
projects.172)

MoST, GAD, SASTIND Support high-technology research and development.

973 (National Important 
Fundamental Research Dev Plan)

8.2 bn from 1998-2008
384 projects, 1998-
2008.173

MoST, GAD, SASTIND Support important fundamental science and technology research 
and development.

Defense S&T Industry 
Fundamental Research 
Innovation Fund174

No exact amount SASTIND Promote research in advanced industrial technology, fundamental 
technology and civil-military dual use applications. 

Defense S&T Prelim Research 
and National Security 
Fundamental Research175

No exact amount SASTIND and Defense Corporations Fund research centers in universities and defense research 
institutions to enhance defense research.

GAD Weapon Preliminary 
Research176 50,000 – 2 million/year GAD Fund universities and defense research institutions to research 

weapon projects.

National Industrial Tech 
Innovation and Reform 370 bn177 State Council Remove technology bottlenecks and transfer technology to 

engineering and industrialization.
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CHAPTER 11

TAMING THE HYDRA:
TRENDS IN CHINA’S MILITARY LOGISTICS 

SINCE 2000*

Susan M. Puska

INTRODUCTION 

Vast [numbers of] officers and men . . . using support 
methods that were relatively manpower intensive . . . 
made up for the insufficiency in equipment and instru-
ments. This is a traditional characteristic of the PLA’s 
logistics. 

  Report from a 2008 Military-Wide Logistics 
  Academic Research Center Seminar1

You will not find it difficult to prove that battles, cam-
paigns, and even wars have been won or lost primarily 
because of logistics.

  General Dwight D. Eisenhower2

 Throughout much of the history of the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA), since the closing days of the 
Civil War and the founding of the People’s Republic 

____________
*This chapter examines Chinese military logistics modernization 
based primarily on Chinese language sources published since the 
late 1990s. It seeks to add to the literature of the last 10 years con-
cerning Chinese military logistics which has been few in number 
in openly available publications, many of which focus on organi-
zational and administrative issues. See the section on Military Lo-
gistics Research—Secondary Sources of Information. This chapter 
addresses the logistics modernization discussion by assessing 
developments of operational capabilities that would enable force 
projection beyond China’s land borders.
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of China (PRC) in late 1949, military logistics served as 
disarticulated systems of independent and redundant 
support provided by the services3 and individualized 
by units, commanders, and locations. China’s military 
logistics system reached into local, nontraditional roles 
and functions in civil production and resource exploi-
tation. These connections were strengthened during 
the 1960-70s, when the PLA was directly embedded 
into the civilian logistics infrastructure to secure and 
manage distribution networks, commodities, and key 
resources. 
 PLA logistics subsequently developed into bloat-
ed, multiheaded systems of support. Nonetheless, 
these proved adaptive and sufficient to support de-
fensive military operations at or near China’s border. 
Logistics support for mobile offensive operations be-
yond its borders, however, has been deficient. For ex-
amples, China’s military logistics was inadequate and 
ill-prepared to support exploitation of the retrograde 
of United Nations (UN) forces below the 38th paral-
lel in 1950. Almost 30 years later, China’s military lo-
gistics system proved inadequate to sustain offensive 
military operations in Vietnam in 1979. Consequently, 
China’s military forces were forced to fall back to po-
sitional warfare—along the demilitarized zone, in the 
case of Korea, and along China’s southern border dur-
ing operations in Vietnam.
 After the Third Plenum of the Chinese Communist 
Party’s (CCP) 11th National Congress in 1979, China’s 
military began to withdraw from civil affairs. As a re-
sult, the PLA’s logistics structure began a protracted 
process of reduction and regularization in the 1980s. 
Lucrative commercial opportunities and military 
budget limitations, however, blunted military logis-
tics reform, as elements of the logistics system slipped 
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into the murky world of PLA, Inc. This state of affairs 
flourished until divestiture in 1998-99, when, during 
an anti-smuggling meeting held in July 1998, Jiang Ze-
min ordered the PLA to withdraw from commercial 
enterprises.4 
 This chapter examines trends in the modernization 
of China’s military logistics, particularly since dives-
titure, when modernization efforts began to gain mo-
mentum, moving beyond remedial reforms toward 
that of building capacity to support both defensive 
and offensive military operations under information-
alized conditions. This is a significant turning point 
for China’s logistics modernization because military 
logistical support, to be successful, must have the ca-
pacity to support military force compositions, capabil-
ities, and missions to execute the commander’s intent 
at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels of war. 
 Even if China’s armed forces were designed to only 
support defensive operations, it would still be neces-
sary to have the capabilities to sustain and increase 
combat power while under attack from a potential 
enemy. Offensive operations are even more challeng-
ing for logisticians where it is necessary to maintain 
operational momentum5 regardless of whether the 
forces are conducting operations on land, at sea, or in 
the air, or supporting mobile missiles operations be-
yond China’s border. 
 If China is to project military power overseas, par-
ticularly through the operational domains of the sea 
and the air, its ability to do so will largely be shaped 
by its military logistics capacity within four areas ad-
dressed in this chapter. 
 1. Joint and Mobile Logistics, 
 2. Logistics in High-Tech Warfare Environment, 
 3. Civil Sector Support, and
 4. Sustainment of Units Abroad.
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 This chapter seeks to provide an overall assess-
ment of the success and shortcomings of PLA logistics 
reforms, since the late 1990s, in each of these areas and 
to examine future trends. Finally, this chapter exam-
ines implications for U.S. policy, and the author hopes 
to demonstrate that China’s logistics system is steadi-
ly moving toward providing increased capability to 
support China’s armed forces in both offensive and 
defensive operations under informationalized con-
ditions.  However, there are also shortcomings and 
some curious features that co-exist alongside these 
improvements that provide contradictory indicators 
about the pace, scope, and potential intent of China’s 
military modernization in general, and particularly its 
ability to support expeditionary operations beyond its 
land border. 

MILITARY LOGISTICS RESEARCH

Current Sources Of Primary Information.6

 The sources used in this review were mainly a 
combination of Chinese professional journal and 
newspaper articles in Chinese or an English transla-
tion. A preliminary survey of selected books and ar-
ticles published since 2000, on China’s military logis-
tics modernization is also introduced as an indicator 
of the professional development of military logistics 
in China. 
 Additionally, openly available7 secondary sources 
on China’s military logistics system were screened for 
pertinent information. While secondary sources on 
China’s military logistics modernization have been 
rather limited, primary Chinese sources have matured 
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and expanded (see Appendix A for a selected biblio-
graphic listing of Chinese publications since 2000, 
for examples). This development reflects a growing 
sophistication and professionalization of Chinese re-
searchers and practitioners of military and civil-mili-
tary logistics support. 
 A brief examination of Chinese military logistics 
books published from the mid-1980s illustrates this 
trend toward increasing sophistication. Between the 
mid-1980s and early 1990s, general surveys dominat-
ed publications, with titles such as, A	Brief	 Introduc-
tion	 to	Military	 Logistics	 (军队后勤管理浅说),8	Modern	
China	 Military	 Logistics	 Work	 (当代中国军队的后勤工
作),9 and the Practical	Handbook	on	Logistics	(实用后勤
知识大全),10 for examples. These books provide gen-
eral introduction to logistics work, and also introduce 
the military to U.S. logistics, with a particular focus on 
U.S. Army logistics operations. 
 By the mid-1990s military logistics studies in China 
incorporated analysis of U.S. military (usually Army) 
logistical operations during the Gulf War. Among 
these volumes were Mobilizing	Military	Logistics	11	and	
Logistics	 Protection	 in	High-tech	War.12 As the decade 
ended, Chinese military logistics studies developed 
greater depth and breadth:	Logistics	Support	for	Mobile	
Operations,13		The	Study	on	Campaign	Logistics	Under	The	
Condition	 of	 Information	Warfare,14	 and Informatization	
and	Military	Logistics15 illustrate a growing interest in 
how to incorporate information technology into logis-
tics, as well as how to provide effective operational 
support. In addition, during this time detailed guides 
on logistics leadership, supply management, and de-
veloping a code of conduct for logisticians16 also ap-
pear. 
 Since 2000, professional military logistics writ-
ings have been deepened by publications in profes-
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sional journals, such as Logistics Technology (物流技
术), Military Logistics (军事物流), and China Military 
Science (中国军事科学), as well as books published by 
the Military Sciences Press, General Logistics Depart-
ment, National Defense University, and the Academy 
of Military Sciences Press, among others. 

Secondary Sources of Information.

 Secondary sources on China’s military logistics 
modernization are fragmented throughout broader 
studies on military modernization. Logistical aspects 
of these studies have often focused on logistics orga-
nization (or reorganization), functions, and reform.17 
Indepth studies of the General Logistics Department 
(GLD),18 General Armament Department,19 and partic-
ularly operational capabilities20 have been limited. Lo-
gistics-related studies of the defense industries21 and 
defense economy22 have also formed a special niche of 
interest, which touch on larger military logistics ques-
tions, more than operational aspects.23

 The scarcity of secondary studies on China’s op-
erational logistics modernization can be attributed to 
at least three factors. First, Chinese sources of infor-
mation on logistics were limited in number, scope, 
and depth until the mid- to late-1990s. The ability of 
China’s military to conduct Joint Logistics, for exam-
ple, appeared highly speculative in 1998 when Joint 
Logistics was established. Second, hardware studies, 
which can be more easily quantified and relate direct-
ly to assessments of combat power have tended to re-
ceive more attention. Third, once the U.S. suspended 
Foreign Military Sales (FMS), which had generated 
relatively active bilateral logistics contacts during the 
1980s, logistics cooperation became increasingly sen-
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sitive and problematic for both sides, which may have 
also inadvertently discouraged continuing research 
on the topics. 

MILITARY-MILITARY LOGISTICS CONTACTS 

 After the closeout of the four FMS cases in De-
cember 1992—a bitter lesson for both operational and 
logistical proponents of military cooperation with the 
United States—bilateral logistics contacts languished 
until the mid-1990s. When they did resume, they were 
constrained to seemingly safe areas, such as military 
medicine. 
 Three bilateral events occurred between 1995 and 
1998. Major General Wen Guangchuan, Assistant Di-
rector, GLD, received briefings on U.S. logistics doc-
trine and systems, and Chinese military officers were 
allowed to observe military logistics operations dur-
ing a 1995 visit to the United States at the invitation 
of the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Ac-
quisition and Technology.24 In March 1996, Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Health Affairs Stephen Joseph 
visited China and signed a “Memorandum of Medical 
Exchange and Cooperation.”25 GLD Deputy Director 
Lieutenant General Zhou Youliang conducted a recip-
rocal visit in September 1996, when possible coopera-
tion between the PLA 301 Hospital and Walter Reed 
Army Medical Center was discussed.26 
 During March-April 1998, GLD Director General 
Wang Ke visited the United States at the invitation of 
the Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition and 
Technology. During this trip, Wang Ke visited Aber-
deen Proving Ground, Maryland; Warner-Robins Air 
Logistics Center, Georgia; the Defense Logistics Agen-
cy’s Defense Supply Center , Richmond, Virginia; the 
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USS Abraham	Lincoln aircraft carrier; and USPACOM. 
Wang Ke received briefings on Department of Defense 
(DoD) Logistics Systems’ organizations, Logistics 
Modernization Initiatives, Joint Logistics/Focused 
Logistics, DoD Outsourcing Process and Experiences, 
DoD Military Retirement Systems, and the Army’s In-
tegrated Training Area Management Program.27 
 Since 1998, however, logistics contacts have been 
even more limited. In early 2001, General Wang 
Shouye, Director of the Capital Construction and 
Barracks Department, GLD, for example, visited the 
United States as the head of a GLD military environ-
mental protection delegation. Although he visited 
Davis-Monthan Air Force base near Tucson, Arizona, 
Wang’s briefings focused on environmental manage-
ment.28  In 2006, a GLD delegation that visited Hawaii 
as the guest of the USPACOM J-1, Colonel William 
Carrington, discussed personnel management issues, 
including salary differences between the U.S. and Chi-
nese military.29  No bilateral relations with the General 
Armament Department (GAD) have been reported, 
and there appear to have been no exchanges of senior 
visits between DoD and GLD since 2006, although 
contacts through multilateral logistics events, such as 
the Pacific Area Senior Officer Logistics Seminar (PA-
SOLS), a multilateral organization sponsored by U.S. 
Pacific Command, have continued since 1995. China 
hosted the 38th PASOLS, held in Beijing on September 
8-10, 2009.30

MILITARY LOGISTICS RESEARCH AND 
APPLICATION

 Chinese military researchers at universities, insti-
tutes, and Army units have actively studied recent 
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developments throughout the U.S. military logistics 
system since the 1990s, and particularly since the Iraq 
War began in 2003. Among the topics of interest for 
potential application to Chinese logistics systems are 
bar coding and radio-frequency (RF) tracking, which 
could greatly improve assets visibility, and enhance 
information management systems for inventory con-
trol and distribution. There also has been special inter-
est in how the U.S. military logistics system leverages 
contracted civilian support, as well as how stream-
lined distribution networks provide more agile sup-
port to the end user.31 
 Discussions of how to improve China’s military 
logistics have not been limited to military affiliated 
researchers and active duty personnel, however. Ci-
vilian researchers, too, are actively assessing ways to 
adapt modern logistics methods, including domestic 
commercial advances such as regional support centers 
to improve military capabilities. Further, the military 
is increasingly looking to the civilian logistics sector 
for ways to enhance military logistics. 
 While it appears that the PLA logistics system is 
scurrying to leverage its own civilian logistics know-
how, as well as that of more advanced military sys-
tems, such as the United States, its ability to generate 
knowledge and technology into logistics capacity re-
mains a work in progress that requires a combination 
of more sophisticated knowledge with operational ex-
perience, application, and testing of systems and tech-
nology to optimize their effectiveness. Additionally, 
the Chinese military will need a team of expert mili-
tary and civilian logisticians who can work together 
to support the commander’s intent. As a start point to 
assess China’s logistics capability in terms of practi-
cal application such as support to force projection, we 
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will examine China’s current logistics terminology, 
and compare it to the terminology of an advanced ex-
peditionary force, the U.S. military. 

CHINA-U.S. COMPARISON OF LOGISTICS 
TERMS

 China’s military logistics modernization is largely 
taking place through the adaptation and exploitation 
of what can be absorbed from foreign militaries and 
civilian advanced logistics capabilities. Logistics tests 
within the Jinan Military Region (MR) provide a basis 
for developing tested capability and standards that can 
be radiated out to the entire force. But there are ques-
tions that will be further examined about the content 
and pace of China’s military logistics improvements, 
and what kind of missions these improvements are re-
ally designed to provide, which are reflected in three 
key Chinese terms: Integrated Joint Logistics Support; 
Comprehensive Support; and Joint Logistics.

Integrated Joint Logistics Support  
(一体化联合作战保障).

 This term is generally defined as the integration 
of military services’ logistics, civil-military compat-
ibility, and the combination of wartime and peacetime 
functions to support mobilization.32 The 16th Party 
Congress (2002) enshrined this concept, authorizing 
and encouraging civil-military integration of peace-
time logistics functions, know-how, and capacity to 
support wartime requirements that have encouraged 
advanced planning and coordination through Civil 
Air Defense organizations, for example. Integration of 
civil-military logistics support seeks to enhance mili-
tary operations by leveraging civil capacity. 
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 The U.S. military does not have an exact equiva-
lent to this Chinese term, but the integration of civil 
support is embedded into U.S. military logistics op-
erational concepts, such as:33 
 •   Integrated logistic support (ILS)—“composite 

of all the support considerations necessary to 
assure the effective and economical support of 
a system for its life cycle. It is an integral part 
of all other aspects of system acquisition and 
operation.”34

 •  Integrated materiel management (IMM)—
“exercise of total DoD-level management 
responsibility for a federal supply group or 
class, commodity, or item for a single agency. 
It normally includes computation of require-
ments, funding, and budgeting, storing, issu-
ing, cataloging, standardizing, and procuring 
functions.” 35

As a global expeditionary force engaged in multiple 
long-term operations, the U.S. military logistics sys-
tem has developed complex and adaptable systems 
that link together the support capabilities of the vari-
ous services, federal support, commercial off-the-shelf 
(COTS) acquisition, host-nation support, contracted 
support, as well as research, development and acqui-
sition of equipment and systems to support global op-
erational requirements.36 
 Throughout the U.S. military logistics system, a 
complex set of laws and regulations governing com-
mand and control have been developed to integrate 
civil-military capability for peacetime and wartime 
operations. At the Joint level, for example, U.S. lo-
gistics seek to integrate core Joint logistic capabilities 
(supply, maintenance operations, deployment and dis-
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tribution, health service support [HSS], engineering, 
logistic services, and operational contract support)37 
to provide support according to the operational envi-
ronment, and to integrate this organic service support 
with “the strategic sustaining base of the Nation.”38

 While U.S. logistics terms reflect its expeditionary 
operations outside the continental United States, Chi-
na’s logistics terms appears to focus more on defen-
sive homeland mobilization concepts in the tradition 
of People’s War in which civilian and military capacity 
can be mobilized to support defense of China during 
attack. Many of the civil-military mobilization man-
dates are further under resourced and centrally man-
aged, allowing local experimentation and variations 
that could undermine effective national mobilization. 
Logistics support to offensive power-projection capa-
bilities, discussed more below, does not appear to be 
an urgent priority and/or appreciated requirement to 
offensive operations, as the gradual implementation 
of joint logistics based on the Jinan MR tests begun in 
2004 seems to indicate.

Comprehensive Support (综合保障). 

 Differences in American and Chinese military op-
erational concepts, as well as capacity, are also indi-
cated in the Chinese term, comprehensive support. 
China’s concept of comprehensive support may be de-
fined as “a series of support measures . . . to ensure the 
smooth execution of a campaign and its final victory . . 
. [including] operational support, logistic support and 
equipment support.”39 
 This term can be compared to the U.S. military’s 
joint logistics concept, which is defined as “the co-
ordinated use, synchronization, and sharing of two 
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or more Military Departments’ logistic resources to 
support the joint force.”40 The U.S. military logistics 
system includes several core Joint Logistics functions, 
which support its expeditionary operations world-
wide:
 •  Supply—Management of supply operations; 

inventory management; management of sup-
plier networks.

 •  Maintenance Operations—Depot and field 
maintenance operations to rapidly return sys-
tems to the user to enable operational freedom 
of action; long-term life cycle readiness, maxi-
mizing availability and reliability of systems at 
best value to the military services.

 •  Deployment and Distribution—Planning, co-
ordinating, synchronizing, moving forces, and 
sustainment to support military operations. 
Move forces and materiel.

 •  Health Service Support—Services that pro-
mote, improve, conserve, or restore the mental 
and physical wellbeing of the force. Casualty 
management; patient movement; medical lo-
gistics; preventive medicine and health surveil-
lance; theater medical information.

 •  Engineering—Operations that assure mobil-
ity provide the infrastructure needed to posi-
tion, project, protect, and sustain the force and 
enhance visualization of the operational area 
across the full range of military operations. In-
tegrates combat, general, and geospatial engi-
neering capabilities.

 •  Logistics Services—Operations essential to the 
technical management and support of the joint 
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force, such as food, water and ice, base camp, 
and hygiene services in an expeditionary envi-
ronment.

 •  Operational Contract Support—Operations 
that provide the ability to orchestrate and syn-
chronize integrated contract support and man-
agement of contractor personnel in a designat-
ed operational area.

Joint Logistics (联合后勤).

 China military’s use of the term “Joint logistics” 
seems to focus more on staff organization and func-
tions (and streamlining) than operational capability. 
For example, the China Military Logistics Encyclope-
dia defines Joint Logistics as “unifying the organiza-
tion of the services to implement common logistics 
work. Implementing joint logistics avoids duplicate 
staffing, organizations and facilities, rationally dis-
tributes manpower, material and financial resources 
to support joint operations and joint activities.”41 
 Joint logistics support, at this point in China’s 
military modernization, appears to be driven by cost 
saving, regularization, and reduction of redundant 
staffing. It has been limited to managing common use 
materials and logistical services needed by the troops, 
ensuring that the armed services support function op-
erate under unified control, while service-unique ma-
terials and services remain under the command and 
control of “their organic support systems.”42 

Military material is managed by the military logistics 
departments and consists of manufactured products 
and other related materials that are used during opera-
tions or for the purpose of troop building. At the stra-
tegic and operational levels, military material support 
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breaks through services’ boundaries. Providing com-
mon use material support is the responsibility of the 
joint logistic system. Service-specific material support 
is provided through the services’ organic support enti-
ties.43

 The 16th Chinese Communist Party Congress fur-
ther elaborated on the organizational, rather than op-
erational, emphasis of Joint Logistics, with initial focus 
on providing common supplies and services, stating: 

Integrating the logistics supply units of the military 
branches into one means to establish a joint services 
administrative framework—one in which the logistics 
supply units of the three military branches are jointly 
structured, the logistics support forces of the three mili-
tary branches are used as a whole, and the logistics sys-
tems for the three services are organized in light of the 
overall situation in accordance with the requirements 
imposed by joint military operations.44 

 Chinese Joint Logistics, subsequently, divides its 
support between common use material (通用物资) 
and special-use/service-specific material (专用物资). 
Common use materials may include some types of 
ammunition, clothing/uniforms, raw materials (such 
as metals; glass; heating fuel; petroleum, oils, and lu-
bricants [POL]; and cement), electronics/mechanical 
material (machinery, industrial ovens, machine tools, 
and various electronic components45), food, barracks 
material, and common services (financial, medical, 
transportation, and barrack engineering services).46 
Special-use/service-specific material (专用物资) re-
mained those which are used by one service, such as 
aircraft tires and ship boiler [steam] engines. 
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LOGISTICS TRANSFORMATION GOALS AND 
THE NEW HISTORIC MISSIONS

For modern armed forces, organizing effective logistics 
work in the rear is of great significance. 

                              Mao Zedong47

There are many ways of fighting a war, including fight-
ing a war through logistics. Logistics work serves the 
war proper.

                              Deng Xiaoping48

  
The strong fighting capacity of the armed forces cannot 
do without effective logistics support. 

                               Jiang Zemin49

In a certain sense, modern warfare is to be fought 
through the confrontation and competition of logistics. 
Without a powerful comprehensive support capacity, it 
is hard to win victories in military operations. 

                               Hu Jintao50

 In 2007, President and Party General Secretary Hu 
Jintao51 identified four general objectives for China’s 
military logistics modernization in the new millen-
nium: 52

 1. Cultivation of high-quality logisticians,
 2. Mechanization and informatization, 
 3. Application of science and technology, and
 4.  Development of an Integrated Logistics Support 

System for all services with some embedded 
civil support.

 Efforts to improve the quality of logistics person-
nel have been ongoing over the last 30 years of Chi-
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nese military modernization. These have often been 
hampered by a bias for independent and redundant 
support provided by each service, which would nar-
row the logisticians’ knowledge and experience. Ad-
ditionally, a preference for warfighting skills over 
developing more sophisticated logistics officers and 
enlisted personnel, would also siphon off better edu-
cated personnel into other military specialties.
 Corrupt activities of logistics personnel have also 
likely contributed to the underdevelopment of profes-
sional logisticians, particularly in efforts to improve 
accountability and asset management. General Wang 
Shouye, who was stripped from his post as Deputy 
Commander, PLAN,53 exemplifies a persistent tradi-
tion of abuse of military logistics resources for per-
sonal gain that hampers the development of a pro-
fessional core of logisticians. Corruption insidiously 
works against efforts to improve the Chinese logistics 
system to make it more efficient and responsive, while 
undermining personnel development.

RECENT KEY TRENDS IN CHINA’S LOGISTICS 
MODERNIZATION

 The general improvements that President Hu pro-
poses as identified above must be operationalized 
through concrete improvements to China’s military 
logistics to support potential power projection beyond 
China’s shoreline, including Taiwan and beyond. This 
section examines China’s military logistics modern-
ization in terms of four trends, the success of which 
will determine China’s future ability to support the 
projection of military power:
 1. Joint and Mobile Logistics,
 2. Logistics in High-Tech Warfare Environment, 
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 3. Sustainment of Units Abroad, and
 4. Civil Sector Support. 

Joint and Mobile Logistics. 

Mobility is the true test of a supply system. 

  Captain Sir Basil Liddel Hart, 
  Thoughts	on	War, 1944

 Development of Joint Logistics (联合后勤保障, ab-
breviated as 联合后勤) and Mobile logistics (机动后
勤) or mobile support (移动保障) to support China’s 
ability to project military power by applying land, 
sea, air, and space capabilities has progressed since 
1999 when GLD director Wang Ke initiated key logis-
tics reforms.54  Since 2000, joint logistics reforms have 
helped eliminate duplicate logistics facilities and ser-
vices, streamline links in the logistics system, develop 
a more rational system of distribution of logistics re-
sources, and achieve substantial cost savings. None-
theless, it remains a work in progress with successes 
in limited areas of common support, but still lacking 
effective application to the operational level. 
 Beginning in the late 1990s, the PLA took con-
crete steps to develop joint and mobile logistics capa-
bilities.55 On January 24, 1999, President Jiang Zemin 
signed the PLA Joint Campaign Program (referred to 
as the Number 13 PLA Combat Order), which initiat-
ed training and organization for Joint Operations. The 
following year, joint logistics departments were cre-
ated in all seven MRs. The initial step for developing 
joint logistics was the “two joining and one base” (两
结合一个基础) initiative, which merged MR logistics 
resources and organizations, as well as common use 
of support capabilities.56 After this, General Wang Ke, 
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Director, GLD, published an article, which established 
a 10-year program for PLA logistics reform. Key goals 
that supported the establishment of joint logistics 
included developing a system that could simultane-
ously support the needs of army, navy, and air force 
requirements, standardizing PLA supplies, and scien-
tifically managing military logistic services. 57 Authors 
of an internally distributed article assessing Wang 
Ke’s strategy divided this effort into three phases:58

 Phase	One: 
 • Eliminate service branch logistics. 
 •  Reform military region logistics departments 

to become joint logistics departments and sub-
departments subordinate to the GLD.

 •  The GLD will allocate and manage on an equi-
table basis logistic support personnel, material, 
equipment, facilities, and other resources to the 
MRs and service logistics departments.

 •  The GLD will directly supply unified troop 
support to the army, navy, air force and Second 
Artillery Corps.

 •  After the services are no longer involved in 
logistics, a war logistics coordination organiza-
tion (战勤协调机构) will be established that will 
be responsible for the logistics work of subordi-
nate units and systems.

 Phase	Two:
 •  Form a three-tiered logistics system consisting 

of the GLD, war zone logistics departments, 
and regional logistics departments.

 •  The GLD and war zone logistics departments 
will be at the same level of leadership.

 •  The war zone logistics departments and the re-
gional logistics sub-departments will be at the 
same level of leadership.
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 Phase	Three:
 •  Under the joint leadership of the GLD, and ac-

cording to the strategic direction and regional 
deployments, establish within the country sev-
eral regional war zone logistics departments 
that are subordinate to the GLD and respon-
sible for logistics in the war zone and within 
every war zone establish subordinate war zone 
logistics department sub-departments.

Joint Logistics Supply Distribution after 2000.

 An examination of supply and material distribu-
tion after the 2000 reforms incorporated MR Joint Lo-
gistics departments and sub-departments provided 
in Figure 159 illustrates how the 2000 reforms affected 
joint logistics. The chart shows three distinct distribu-
tion channels for material flow down to using units. 
One channel is the distribution of common use mate-
rial through the MR Joint Logistics Material and Fuel 
Department, through subordinate (sub) departments 
to material supply stations and, finally, to using units. 
The center distribution channel depicts material flow 
for service-specific items through the military region’s 
service logistics departments and supply stations to 
using units. The third channel on the right side of the 
chart depicts the flow of “comprehensively planned 
material” (统等物流) through the GLD’s Military Ma-
terial Planning Bureau and material storage and de-
livery stations. Critical commodities, such as rice, are 
supplied by the GLD through national procurement 
to military regions that do not have sufficient produc-
tion capacity to support military needs, such as areas 
of Qinghai Province, the Xizang Autonomous Region 
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or the Xinjiang Autonomous Region, within the Lan-
zhou and Chengdu MRs, for example.60 

Figure 1. Joint Logistics Supply Distribution 
(after 2004).

 In July 2004, Jinan MR initiated a joint logistics pi-
lot test, combining common use and service-specific 
supplies.61 During this test, the Jinan MR Joint Logis-
tics Department was renamed the Jinan War Zone (济
南战区) Joint Logistics Department. By “combining re-
gional and organization support and integrating com-
mon use and special use (service unique) support (通
用保障与专用保障相结合)” the Jinan test eliminated 
the dual-track common use and service-special sup-
port that had been implemented in 2000. Under this 
reform, the GLD remained in charge of all-army joint 
logistics. Each MR’s joint logistic department exer-
cised responsibility for joint logistics within its “war 
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zone” (战区), while joint logistics sub-departments 
(联勤分部) bore the responsibility for organizing and 
implementing regional common use support (通用保
障) for all three services.62 
 By 2006, Jinan MR Deputy Commander, Zhong 
Shengqin, described the pilot as “a good start.” He 
cautioned, however, that the joint support system 
needed to be “perfected in practice” before the CMC 
could issue specific plans on how to implement joint 
logistics reforms to the PLA. Zhong called on Jinan 
MR personnel to consolidate achievements from the 
pilot and intensify efforts to solve problems.63

 Joint logistics supply distribution in the Jinan MR 
pilot may be depicted as a two-track distribution sys-
tem (see Figure 2),64 which eliminates the services’ 
branch logistics departments. One channel distributes 
common use and service-specific materials. A sec-
ond channel continues to distribute comprehensively 
planned material to poorer regions. 

Figure 2. Joint Logistics Supply Distribution in the 
Jinan MR.

 Chinese assessments of the initial reforms to es-
tablish JLDs within the MRs indicated some success 
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in creating a logistics system more geared to joint 
military operations using both horizontal and vertical 
support links. Common use materials and logistic ser-
vices were successfully provided by the joint logistics 
departments. Multiple services logistics units were 
eliminated, which reduced support redundancy. Du-
plicate logistic facilities and services were also elimi-
nated. Collectively, these changes helped increase 
logistics efficiency and achieve higher standards in 
materials and services provided. Logistics support 
to units also became more responsive as a number of 
links within the support system were greatly reduced 
allowing for closer support, which rationalized sup-
port distribution and also speeded up logistics opera-
tions. Additionally, significant savings were realized 
through a reduction in transportation mileage, and 
the consolidation of rear area warehouses used by the 
three services.65

 The Jinan MR joint logistics pilot test beginning 
in 2004 achieved several positive results, which ap-
pear to have promoted more jointness throughout the 
force. First, as the new JLD changed its name from 
an MR JLD to MR (War Zone) JLD, the proportion of 
personnel serving in the JLD from other services was 
increased. MR-based service logistic commands were 
eliminated. Service facilities were amalgamated into 
joint facilities, including war zone-based warehouses, 
hospitals, convalescent homes, material organizations, 
and infrastructure that were put under the JLD.66 The 
vast majority of units now fall within several tens of 
kilometers of these facilities.67

 Among the other achievements recognized in re-
form arising from the Jinan MR pilot joint logistics test 
are:
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 •  All supporting facilities in the theater/war 
zone are centrally managed.

 •  The support of supplies is provided from the 
nearest location.

 •  The PLAAF, PLAN, and Second Artillery logis-
tics commands in Jinan were eliminated.68

 •  There is no longer a differentiation between 
common/service unique support and materials.

 •  Supporting facilities, such as warehouses, hos-
pitals and engineering organizations, became 
centrally managed/constructed.

 •  Deployment of logistic resources is more ratio-
nal.

 • The speed of logistics operations was increased.
 •  The percentage of non-army cadres in the de-

partment has risen from 12 percent to 40 per-
cent.69

 The China Defense	White	Paper (2006) highlighted 
force reductions arising from joint logistics reform, as 
follows: 

Apart from special purpose depots and general hospi-
tals under the general headquarters/departments, the 
Navy, Air Force and Second Artillery Force, all other 
rear depots, hospitals and recuperation centers have 
been integrated and reorganized into the joint logisti-
cal support system. A total of eight joint logistical sub-
departments, 94 rear depots, and 47 hospitals and recu-
peration centers have been closed.70

 Despite organizational and operational improve-
ments to joint logistics since Joint reforms began in 
2000, and the Jinan MR pilot test began in 2004, many 
barriers continue to impede the development of an 
effective Joint logistics system throughout the armed 
forces. As a result, problems in support for mobile 
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operations persist. One author who urged for the 
transition from fixed storage to military material dis-
tribution centers, for example, criticized the excessive 
levels within the logistics chain of command, which 
interfere in requisition processing,71 consequently de-
laying support to end users. Local barriers also dis-
rupt cross leveling of supplies. Additionally, the lack 
of information technology undermines the ability to 
exercise command visibility over logistics assets. As 
a result, inventory visibility is often limited to inde-
pendent storage facilities, where PLA supplies and 
materials remain in static storage.72 The author rec-
ommended application of optical storage cards, bar 
codes, and radio-frequency technology to accurately 
assess available supplies and materials and to accu-
rately track distribution.73

 A 2001 analysis of the logistics challenges to sup-
port amphibious operations74 against Taiwan also 
frankly discussed logistics challenges to support mili-
tary operations under the challenging conditions of 
an amphibious assault across 1,000 kilometers. He 
concluded that the Chinese military logistics system 
could not provide all the necessary logistics supplies 
for island landing operations, and he expressed skep-
ticisms over how civilian ships and fishing boats could 
assist a forced landing on the island to support combat 
operations. Consequently, he recommended adapting 
combat operations according to the logistic limitations 
and realities. In particular, he recommended logistics 
operations during the initial phase of the battle be 
supported by air cover provided by helicopters. Mobi-
lization of civilian ships to support logistics, he wrote, 
could be achieved during the second and later phases 
of the operation once China had seized Taiwan and 
the Strait, and military operations were subsequently 
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reduced. Wary of the cost of military operations, he 
noted, application of civilian resources would reduce 
defense expenditures. Among the logistics improve-
ments he recommended, many of which appear to 
have been adopted as goals, are: 
 •  Establish a wartime command system for logis-

tics.
 •  Provide support according to the principles of 

high mobility, high flexibility, smooth opera-
tions, and high efficiency.

 •  Transcend regions, divisions and types of 
armed forces to achieve an integrated com-
mand logistics.

 •  Strengthen logistics support to become highly 
efficient, rapid reaction.

 •  Develop a technical force of logisticians led 
mainly be reservists.

 •  Place emphasis on timely and accurate delivery 
of services at minimum cost and damage, using 
a smooth command mechanism.

Logistics in High-Tech Warfare Environment.

The modernization of the armed forces will require a 
significant input of resources, the process of informa-
tization also requires high input. . . . The contradiction 
between the needs in defense and army modernization 
and the relative insufficiency of funds will continue to 
exist for a long time. Thus, we must, according to the 
requirements of the scientific development concept, 
firmly take the course of less input and higher efficiency 
in the modernization of national defense and the armed 
forces.

                              Hu Jintao75
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 Within the overall context of informationalized 
warfare, the adaptation of information technology to 
logistics has, so far, concentrated on improving in-
ventory visibility and management; standardization, 
which would enhance networking of logistics infor-
mation; tracking of material and equipment through-
out the distribution process; and information manage-
ment. These areas are weaknesses, not only within the 
military, but also throughout China’s growing com-
mercial logistics structure, which could eventually 
help benefit the military’s adaptation of information 
technology, as improvements are made within the 
nation-wide logistics system. 
 Among the technologies of particular interest to 
the Chinese, which are often based on the study of 
foreign (often U.S. military) logistics technology and 
application, are:
 •  Bar coding (跳码) and Radio Frequency Iden-

tification (RFID) (射顿识别)76—Logistics Com-
mand College (后勤指挥学院) and its Military 
Logistics Lab (解放军事物流工程实验至) in Bei-
jing; GLD Logistics Science Research Institute 
(Beijing) (总后后勤科学研究所); and Unit 86599 
(Beijing).

 •  Intelligent Card (IC) (非接触式IC卡)77—Depart-
ment of Air Materials, Xuzhou Air Force Col-
lege, Xuzhou.

 Linked through Global Positioning Systems (GPS), 
these commercial off-the-shelf technologies, which are 
already widely used by international civilian and mil-
itary logistics systems, can assist the military to moni-
tor the location of equipment, shipping containers, ve-
hicles, palletized supplies and material, for example, 
from their production through distribution to the end 
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user. As a result, these innovations could significantly 
enhance the military’s visibility over logistics assets, 
cross-leveling, and by increasing the speed of distri-
bution.
 Four additional areas of interest to the PLA to 
enhance China’s military logistics operations under 
informationalized conditions are the application of 
digital technology to improve standardization,78 a 
persistent problem within both military and civilian 
logistics inventory management;79 forecasting80 using 
a back-propagation (BP) neural net,81 and simulation82 
to test logistics operations under wartime conditions, 
for example, which could enhance the logisticians’ 
ability to accurately forecast requirements, enhance 
standardization, and improve the military’s overall 
logistics modernization. 
 To integrate this information, military logistics re-
searchers are seeking ways to develop modern com-
mand information systems to provide commanders 
with greater asset visibility over logistics resources 
within their area of operations in order to facilitate 
rush support and cross-leveling of assets. This area 
presently represents a major portion of military lo-
gistics research as they seek ways to adapt modern 
logistics systems and concepts to military operations. 
Potential integrating management systems that could 
be adapted to integrate Chinese military logistics in-
formation include:
 •  CALS83 (Continuous Acquisition and Life-cycle 

Support84).
 • Information Fusion.85

 • DSS (Decision Support System).86

 • ILS (Integrated Logistics Support).87
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 Acquiring commercial off-the-shelf (COTS) lo-
gistics information technology could significantly 
enhance China’s military logistics management and 
accountability system-wide if implemented effective-
ly. There are no clear indications, however, that the 
CMC/GLD/GAD has reached a point where software 
and hardware decisions have been made, or will be 
made, which would enhance coherent application of 
information technology to logistics operations. With-
out top-down direction on selection and development 
of hardware and software options, a tendency toward 
independent development and adaptation exists that 
could create local systems that will not be able share 
information over the near term, and may require ex-
tensive reworking to achieve interconnectedness. 

Civil Sector Support. 

To effect the healthy and rapid development of defense 
and military modernization, we must persist in effecting 
military and civilian combination, embedding military 
resources in the civilian sector, and incorporating de-
fense and military modernization deeply in the system 
of economic and social development. . . . We should ad-
here to the strategic concept of the people’s war, closely 
rely on the people in building national defense, persist 
in combining the streamlined elite regular forces with 
the strong reserve forces, continuously enhance our na-
tion’s war potential and defense strength. . . . Actively 
explore and develop the new way of the people’s par-
ticipation in war and support for the battle front.

                               Hu Jintao88
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As the link between the war front and the home front, 
the logistic process is at once the military element in the 
nation’s economy and the economic element in its mili-
tary operations.

                                   Duncan Ballantine89

 Civil sector support to China’s military logistics 
capability has become a key feature of military mod-
ernization through peacetime-wartime integration. It 
seeks to leverage civilian expertise, scientific innova-
tion, technology, and logistics resources to develop a 
joint civil-military logistics capability during peace-
time that would support wartime military mobiliza-
tion. 
 Civil support occurs during mobilization and so-
cialization, or the contracting of goods and services. 
Mobilization refers to preparations for war, while so-
cialization not only refers to contracting for goods and 
services in preparation for a potential war, but also to 
support of the military in its daily peacetime activi-
ties. In fact, much of the socialization effort to date has 
been done in non-operational units, such as schools 
and headquarters units, in large cities.90

 Civil-military support was included in the 17th 
CPC National People’s Congress Work Report in 2007 
when Hu Jintao identified areas for integration, in-
cluding: weapons and equipment research and manu-
facturing, military personnel training, and logistics.91 
Building on the traditions of civil support for a new 
age, Hu sought to combine national defense and na-
tional economic development to “change the mode of 
logistics building for a quantity and scale pattern to a 
quality and efficient pattern.” Exploiting the resources 
of the national economy for defense building in peace-
time and mobilization in wartime enable the military 
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to utilize the “material and technological foundation 
of the nation” to help build a “great logistic support 
capacity” to deter war and respond to crises.92 
 Three of the additional goals that have been identi-
fied for civil support in Chinese publications include 
reducing costs, while improving logistics support ca-
pabilities, as well as technology and management. A 
fourth reason is to provide concealment for military 
mobilization in civilian activities. 93

 Although mobilization of civil assets plays a key 
role, to date, no national level law governing mobili-
zation has yet been adopted, but several local mobili-
zation laws have been put into force at the provincial 
and city level, which indicates that a system is taking 
shape. The only national level mobilization law that 
has been established was passed 4 years prior to the 
17th CPC National Congress in 2003.This allowed for 
the mobilization of civilian transportation assets.94 It 
permits the military to use abundant local transpor-
tation support capabilities and resources to enhance 
military transportation.95

 Civil support is still under development and may 
be encountering some resistance on both sides. None-
theless, there have some accomplishments reported at 
local levels with equipment support, for example. 
 In June 2009, a Xinjiang MD armored regiment 
signed a “Highway Transportation Agreement for 
Armored Equipment” and conducted the first emer-
gency call-out exercise using civilian flatbed trucks to 
transport armored vehicles,96 which allowed the unit 
to augment its limited organic capability (two trucks) 
to respond more quickly. In another example, in May 
2009, another unit in Xinjiang MD received repair 
parts from a distributer in Jinan, Shandong. Five com-
mercial trucks delivered the parts directly to designa-
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tion distribution centers for closer distribution to users 
units, which replaced the past practices of storing the 
repair parts in a central warehouse. The unit negoti-
ated the delivery at no additional transportation cost 
to using units, which increased efficiency and reduced 
costs.97 
 Another article frankly evaluating civil-military 
integration of equipment support noted a number of 
problems in implementing the change, including a 
systemic resistance to civilian outsourcing, a lack of 
macro-level planning for civil-military integration, 
including an integration mechanism (organization) 
that would oversee this change in how armament and 
equipment support is managed.98 
 Despite problems with implementing mobilization 
and socialization reforms, particularly inadequate 
regulations and laws, the PLA remains committed to 
increasing its reliance on the commercial sector. So-
cialization efforts during peacetime are forcing the 
military to confront the issue of proper remuneration, 
something the PLA has not had experience with as it 
tries to implement contracts relying on very vague 
regulations that have been issued since 2002.
 Civil support will continue to develop domestical-
ly, as the military and commercial enterprises figure 
out how to support the military. These improvements 
should over time broaden and deepen logistics sup-
port domestically, which could strengthen China’s 
defensive posture. At the same time, and perhaps 
more importantly to China’s ability to project power 
outside its borders, civil support to operations is also 
developing as the Gulf of Aden mission illustrates.
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Sustainment of Units Abroad. 

During the Korean War, the attack by the People’s Vol-
unteer Army was described by United Nations forces 
as a ‘one-week attack,’ mainly because the quantity of 
grain and bullets each of the soldiers . . . carried . . . 
determined the length of combat time. . . . Sooner or 
later, China is going to have to start acting like a mature 
power (and establish overseas bases).

  Dai Xu, PLAAF Air Force Colonel99

The major powers are withdrawing from the peace-
keeping role. . . . China felt it is the right time for us to 
fill this vacuum. We want to play our role. 

  Wang Gangya, China’s UN Ambassador100

 Over the last 10 years, a major feature of PLA over-
seas operational experience has concentrated on par-
ticipation in UN Peacekeeping Missions. In 2000, Chi-
na’s participation fell well below the top 20 nations,101 
but China has expanded its support from individual 
observers to the addition of police, and finally add-
ing military personnel, which presently include bat-
talion-sized and larger military units. Figure 3 shows 
Chinese participation by mission, location and type 
of personnel provided in July 2009, when China fell 
within the top 20 contributors. 102 
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Figure 3. China’s Participation in UN Peacekeeping 
Missions.

 Logistics elements from China’s military partici-
pate in these missions, exposing them to the UN logis-
tics system and other militaries, as well as providing 
mission-oriented experience. The second batch of Chi-
nese participants in the UNMIL mission in Liberia, for 
example, included a 240-person transport battalion 
and a 43-member medical team out of a team of 558, 
as well as a 275-member engineer battalion. Through 
the UNMIL mission, these Chinese units worked to 
facilitate transportation, build roads and bridges, and 
administer medical treatment in Liberia.103 
 China’s ship visits, although limited, have de-
veloped within the last 10 years, which help expand 
PLAN logistics practical experience that is an impor-
tant development in the long-term development of 
overseas sustainment capabilities. In July 2000, for 
example, Rear Admiral Huang Jiang led the first PLA 
Navy (PLAN) ship, consisting of the Shenzhen, China’s 
newest guided-missile destroyer at the time, and the 
Nancang supply ship, to South Africa.104 In 2002, the 

Date Mission Location Observers Troops Police

31-Jul-09 MINURSO Western Sahara 13 0 0

31-Jul-09 MINUSTAH Haiti 0 0 144

31-Jul-09 MONUC Congo 13 218 0

31-Jul-09 UNAMID 0 324 1

31-Jul-09 UNFIL Lebanon 0 344 0

31-Jul-09 UNMIL Liberia 2 564 16

31-Jul-09 UNMIS Sudan 12 444 17

31-Jul-09 UNMIT Timor-Leste 2 0 27

31-Jul-09 UNMIT Timor-Leste 2 0 27

31-Jul-09 UNTSO UN Truce Supervision 
Organization

4 0 0

Total 53 1894 205
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PLAN sent a flotilla around the world.105 More re-
cently, in November 2008, China sent its navy training 
ship, Zheng	He, to the Vietnamese port of Tien Sa, one 
of two major ports in Danang, for a 5-day visit.106 In 
May 2009, the PLAN sent its first ocean teaching-train-
ing ship to Taiwan with a contingent of 160 students 
and teachers from the Dalian Maritime University.107 
 In late 2008, China took a more significant step 
toward development of maritime operational capa-
bilities, including logistics support at sea, when it an-
nounced it would deploy ships to the Gulf of Aden 
to protect commercial ships transiting near the Horn 
of Africa.108 China announced plans to send two de-
stroyers (Haikou	 and Wuhan) and a support vessel 
(Weishanhu) from the PLAN’s Hainan base near Sanya 
to conduct a 4-month antipiracy mission in the Gulf 
of Aden.109 Admiral Du Jingcheng, the mission com-
mander, was quoted as saying: “Our primary target 
is not striking but dispelling them. If the pirates make 
direct threats against the warships or the vessels we 
escort, the fleet will take countermeasures.”110 Wuhan 
and Haikou returned to their homeport of Yulin in 
April, while Weishanhu provided support for the re-
lieving vessels, which had departed from South Sea 
Fleet headquarters in Zhanjiang, and included the de-
stroyer, Shenzhen, and the frigate, Huangshan.111

 While the antipiracy mission is providing opera-
tional experience to PLAN, its logistics operational 
experience is also breaking new ground. On June 21, 
2009, for example, the flotilla replenished in Port Sa-
lalah, which was the first time that PLA Navy war-
ships had berthed in Oman. This was the third in-port 
replenishment since the mission began in January. 
Two previous replenishments were conducted in the 
Port of Aden, Yemen. Fresh water, diesel, and more 
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than 50 kinds of 5 major categories of nonstaple foods, 
such as poultry meat, vegetables, and fruits were re-
stocked. An advance party of representatives from the 
PLAN and China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
PRC coordinated the replenishment through Chinese 
agencies in Oman including the West Asia Company 
of the China Ocean Shipping (Group) Company (COS-
CO) to procure commercial products.112

	 Yang Weijun,	the Weishanhu	commander, said the 
main reason for selecting Port Salalah at that time was 
to further explore and perfect commercial bulk re-
plenishment relying on foreign commercial ports, “so 
as to accumulate experience for the PLA Navy in car-
rying out oceanic logistics support during the military 
operation other than war.”113

ACCESS VERSUS BASING—CHINA’S ROLE IN 
INTERNATIONAL PORTS 

 The possibility of China establishing military bases 
overseas has long been unthinkable for at least three 
reasons: (1) the limitations of China’s own military 
capabilities, which have largely relegated it to a land-
bound army and near-periphery air and sea opera-
tions; (2) China’s avowed principles of nonalignment 
and noninterference outside China’s territory; and (3) 
sensitivity to international opinion, which has dis-
couraged Chinese military activity abroad. These con-
ditions could change over time, however, as China’s 
military power projection capabilities mature to pro-
vide greater employment options and Chinese leaders 
see concrete value in deploying military forces to pro-
mote their national interests. Domestic pressure could 
also become a wild card for the decisionmaking of 
China’s leadership if leaders feel pressured to take ac-
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tion to protect China’s economic interests and citizens 
abroad if they face threats and violence. Under such 
circumstances, Chinese leaders may feel they have no 
choice but to take action, rather than appear weak to 
domestic critics. Additionally, as China successfully 
demonstrates that it is willing to contribute to interna-
tional security actions in a professional manner, such 
as China’s navy did in the Gulf of Aden mission, re-
sistance to employing China’s armed forces overseas 
may diminish.
 An area where a potential shift in China’s employ-
ment of its armed forces overseas may appear over 
time at key economic hubs, such as international ports, 
where economic interests could draw China into more 
complex security commitments and arrangements to 
protect and promote its interests. China now makes 
substantial investments to port improvements around 
the world to facilitate the flows of goods, materials, 
and commodities to and from China. In Africa, for ex-
ample, China Union, in early 2009, signed a contract, 
which includes improvements to the port of Monro-
via, to develop Liberia’s Bong iron-ore project at an 
estimated cost of U.S. $2.6 billion.114  In Latin America, 
China has already outstripped Japan as a major trad-
ing partner.115 Investments in shipping infrastructure, 
such as a reported $10 billion of improvements for the 
Panama Canal,116 support China’s priorities to ship 
high volume quickly to and from China.
 China’s investment in Brazilian ports has grown 
with the volume of trade, which made China Brazil’s 
major trading partner, displacing the United States.117 
On May 19, 2009, China’s Minister of Transport, Li 
Shenglin, signed a memorandum of understanding 
with the Minister of Special Secretariat, Pedro Britto 
that will help to further modernize Brazil’s port facili-



590

ties, 118 while enhancing China’s access to commodi-
ties, such as soybeans, iron ore, and oil from Brazil. 
 For now China remains sensitive to potential wor-
ries about the presence of Chinese military personnel 
abroad, in general. In Latin America, however, China 
has been even more cautious to avoid “becoming en-
tangled in Chavez’s larger goal of counterbalancing 
U.S. influence in the Western hemisphere”119 or other 
relationships that would antagonize America. 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT: SOME POSITIVES 
VERSUS NEGATIVES 

Historians record many offensive operations as “the 
big push.” One might well wonder whether any success 
was due to the combat arms’ “pushing” the enemy or 
the (logistics) support units’ “pushing the combat arms. 
[Logistics units must] maintain the momentum [in the 
offense] . . . [In the defense,] the role of the logistician. . 
. is to	sustain	and	increase	combat	power. 

  Major John E. Edwards, USA (Ret.)120

 The last 10 years of China’s logistics moderniza-
tion have been significant in building up a founda-
tion in the key areas of Joint Logistics, sustainment 
abroad, logistics informationalization, and the ability 
to leverage commercial assets to support the military 
from garrison to operational missions, like China’s 
antipiracy operations in the Gulf of Aden. Looking at 
these recent advances made to China’s military logis-
tics compared to its continuing shortcomings, we can 
make some observations.
 First, military logistics modernization now enjoys 
the highest priority it has ever had over the past 30 
years of defense modernization in China. Nonethe-
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less, higher priority on the purchase of advanced arms 
and equipment is likely to continue, with logistics 
falling behind in terms of resources, which will have 
some effect on the pace of continuing reform. More so-
phisticated weaponry and equipment demand more 
sophisticated logistics support, which may ultimately 
drive faster logistics transformation. Consequently, 
developments in China’s military logistics capacity 
will remain an important indicator of when and how 
well China can project power beyond its land borders. 
 Second, there are a number of positive indicators 
that evaluate the maturation of China’s logistics mod-
ernization to support military objectives under infor-
mationalized conditions, and they include:
 •  A Joint logistics system has been established, 

which provides the basis for further develop-
ment and potential support to expeditionary 
forces.

 •  Once systems and methodologies are estab-
lished through testing, such as the Jinan MR 
Joint logistics program, the foundation for ac-
celerated implementation can be achieved, 
which will significantly speed up the modern-
ization of logistics.

 •  Preparation for logistics mobilization has been 
stressed as a key feature of civil-military lo-
gistics support, which can help the Chinese 
leverage civilian support domestically and in-
ternationally as it develops a post-“Reform and 
Opening” Chinese-style military-industrial 
complex.

 •  China’s ability to support PLAN operations 
offshore has been enhanced through the devel-
opment of logistics support vessels; real world 
experience, such as logistics support to anti-pi-
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racy missions in the Gulf of Aden, and logistics 
support operations during domestic emergen-
cies (floods, earthquakes, etc.), provide the mil-
itary with operational experience, which can 
be radiated throughout the military logistics 
forces as lessons learned and command guid-
ance.

 •  Military and civilian logistics researchers and 
organizations, as well as military units, are col-
laboratively researching, applying, and testing 
logistics support capabilities, which can help 
accelerate the adaptation of innovation and 
improvement to logistics in an informationized 
environment.

 •  The trends in China’s military logistics modern-
ization appear consistent with advanced capa-
bilities that have already been mastered by the 
United States and other militaries. Although 
the PLA trails well behind more advanced mili-
tary logistics systems, it does appear to be on 
the right track for significantly advancing Chi-
na’s military logistics capabilities.

 •  A growing base of knowledge and application 
of modern logistics capabilities is developing, 
which can provide a strong platform for ad-
vancing the development of a core of profes-
sional military logisticians, as well as civilian 
logisticians who support the military.

 Third, “negative” indicators remain, and in some 
cases contradict points of progress in China’s logistics 
modernization, which indicate limitations in the over-
all capacity of the logistics force. Among the short-
comings are:
 •  The rate of change in the modernization of 

China’s military logistics does not reflect a high 
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level of urgency. There is a high tolerance for 
excessive decentralized innovation and experi-
mentation, which inhibits dissemination of best 
practices in logistics operations.

 •  The corps of professional logisticians appears 
to be insufficient to support the size of the Chi-
nese military and its power projection aspira-
tions; the best and the brightest do not appear 
to be going to logistics units.

 •  Standardization remains a significant problem 
in logistics, which can negatively affect the agil-
ity and regenerative capacity of China’s mili-
tary logistics system, particularly when faced 
with high consumption rates during war, and 
support to expeditionary forces.

 •  The ability for Chinese military logistics to sup-
port military operations will depend upon how 
well GLD and GAD support elements can inte-
grate missions, such as resupply of ammunition 
(GAD function), fuel, food, etc. (GLD function), 
services, such as medical support (GLD func-
tion) and battlefield maintenance, including 
battlefield repair, evacuation and repair, repair 
parts supply, etc. (GAD function) to support 
operational units. Separation between GAD 
and GLD support during wartime may inhibit 
the effectiveness of support.

 •  The PLA and the logistics system are trying 
to do many things at once, which could over-
whelm human capacity and resources, while 
undermining the potential rate of logistics 
transformation.

 •  Funding for logistics reform is insufficient. 
Overreliance on civil support appears to be 
needed to fill budget and priority gaps.
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 •  Decentralization versus centralization—logis-
tics reform innovation, testing and applica-
tion—is happening at local levels throughout 
the country, creating pockets of innovation 
that do not appear to be quickly disseminating 
throughout the armed forces. Central authority 
does not appear to have the power to mandate 
change quickly.

FUTURE TRENDS IN CHINESE MILITARY  
LOGISTICS REFORM 

 Based on the level of effort and trends of logistics 
modernization over the last 10 years, we should ex-
pect continued operational logistics improvements to 
support military operations outside China’s border. 
Improvements can be accelerated with command 
decisions from above, increased sense of urgency to 
address perceived threats, and application of greater 
resources and heightened priority. 
 Nonetheless, Joint Logistics (as understood in the 
West) will continue to mature, and best practices will 
radiate throughout the force, although levels of lo-
gistics operations may vary from one MR to the next. 
Logistics capacity to support operational mobility 
within and near China’s land border should improve 
first, while providing potential capacity to support 
increases in scope, distance, and duration of overseas 
operations. 
 China’s civilian logistics system, which is concur-
rently modernizing and maturing at a significant rate, 
should help multiply the capacity of the military lo-
gistics system through direct support to mobilization 
and outsourcing (socialization). Additionally, a more 
robust and sophisticated civilian logistics system 
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should also help improve China’s military logistics 
over time, and continue to feed innovation and adap-
tation of new and improve logistics systems and prac-
tices into the military, as occurs in other countries. 
 Development of the PLA’s ability to globally proj-
ect force has made a good start with the Gulf of Aden 
mission. We should expect China to build on this to 
develop greater capacity for offshore operations and 
to protect national interests around the world. Long-
distance logistics support will require foreign port ac-
cess for replenishment, which we can expect China to 
continue to advance. 
 Foreign basing of Chinese military forces may be-
come more feasible and attractive, even necessary, as 
China’s power and global interests grow. Its contin-
ued participation in international efforts to stabilize 
lawless areas and trouble spots may help promote its 
self-image as a peaceful and responsible actor, which 
could dampen criticism and fear of Chinese military 
deployment. For the near term, however, China is 
more likely to continue to develop worldwide com-
mercialized “basing” options through the expansion 
of China’s commercial operations in existing and new 
ports and other commercial nodes around the world. 
 However, potential disruptions to the military 
modernization trend line arising from instability with-
in China should not be discounted. Domestic instabil-
ity and the potential reaction of the Party to preserve 
its authority and to promote stability, to include using 
the PLA, remain wild cards overhanging the pace and 
scope of military reform, including logistics, in the 
near future. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR U.S. POLICY 

Truth is unattractive. Error charms. It holds out all 
manner of false hopes . . . All the shores of the great 
ocean of time are strewn with those whitened skeletons 
of misguided thought.

                          Lester Ward, Applied	Sociology121

 Predicting the effects of China’s logistics modern-
ization and commensurate improvements in its power 
projection capabilities on U.S. policy defies a simplis-
tic threat, no threat analysis. Concrete improvements 
in China’s military logistics system would certainly 
pose potential concerns for the worldwide operation 
of U.S. forces, however, as well as for U.S. obligations 
to Taiwan and military alliances. A key indicator of 
the potential negative aspects of China’s increasing 
military reach will be China’s ability or inability to 
dispassionately adapt to how to handle encounters 
between the two militaries at sea and in the air with-
out it escalating into a crisis with damaging effects on 
U.S.-China relations. 
 As discussed in this chapter, improvements to Chi-
na’s military logistics over the last 10 years have moved 
steadily toward a higher degree of regional and global 
support capacity. Nonetheless, logistics remains an 
area of weakness for the PLA. Logistics serves as an 
indicator of potential ambition and capability, but it 
does not in and of itself provide a clear understanding 
of intentions to threaten the United States, let alone to 
displace America’s global position. China does, how-
ever, seek autonomous military capability that could 
be used to protect its own national interests, which 
will require adaptation from the United States, other 
regional and global powers, as well as China itself.
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 How the United States responds to improvements 
in China’s military capabilities beyond its shores, in 
general, will be influenced to a large degree by China 
itself. U.S. military logistics cooperation with China, 
which has been significantly constrained for most of 
the last 20 years since the Tiananmen Square incident, 
could provide an area for development of cooperation 
and mutual reassurance of intentions. 
 Continuing a de facto embargo of professional mil-
itary logistics contacts serves special interests group 
in both China and the United States who benefit more 
from a mutual threat perception, than they do from 
effort to enhance cooperation, transparency, and trust. 
Although we can expect the U.S. to continue to con-
strain military logistics contacts due to a perception 
that operational contacts in logistics mean potential 
“assistance” to the growth of China’s military capa-
bilities, it may be time to rethink the role and purpose 
of U.S. military contacts with China for two reasons. 
 First, continuing no contact in military logistics 
inhibits the development of U.S.-China military con-
tacts, which may not best serve national interests to 
maintain stability, particularly as China’s military 
becomes more capable and confident. Second, these 
restrictions do not enhance the U.S. military’s under-
standing of China’s growing operational capabilities, 
while they have had limited to no effect on the pace, 
scope, and rate of improvement to China’s military lo-
gistics system.
 The United States would be ill advised to make 
unilateral overtures to China for new bilateral contacts 
in logistics as well as other areas, until China can take 
ownership of its own role in promoting substantive 
military-to-military contacts with the United States, 
rather than hold them hostage to past grievances and 
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U.S. commitments to Taiwan. If China is not willing 
to move into more substantive areas, such as opera-
tional logistics, which would potentially expose some 
of China’s operational weaknesses, as well as help to 
develop a greater level of trust with the United States, 
the United States should not offer proposals that the 
Chinese will not respond to.
 Over the last 20 years, U.S. military contacts with 
China were narrowed by the horror of Tiananmen 
Square, as well as assumptions that military-military 
relations are always expendable. The latter was espe-
cially the case since China’s military could be expected 
to remain inferior to the United States for the foresee-
able future. Now that China’s military capabilities are 
making significant progress, it may better serve U.S. 
national interests to pursue new ways to positively 
cooperate with China militarily, but the United States 
cannot do this alone. 
 For the near term, then, it seems realistic that the 
possibility of genuine bilateral partnership and reci-
procity between the U.S. and Chinese militaries is 
unrealistic. Despite positive atmospherics, politically, 
the cost of this effort may be too high for the United 
States for several reasons.
 First, congressional and special interest scrutiny 
and hostility toward U.S.-China military-to-military 
logistics cooperation could undermine contacts in this 
area, making it unsustainable and counterproductive. 
Critiques could paint even the best managed contacts 
as reckless, even traitorous acts, arguing that these 
would enhance China’s military power projection ca-
pabilities, which would chip away at support inside 
and outside the U.S. military. 
 Second, on the Chinese side, logistics coopera-
tion can be expected to continue to be constrained 



599

by a sense of past wrongs, such as the disruption of 
the flow of Blackhawk repair parts in 1989, or ongoing 
military relations with Taiwan. U.S. proposals in this 
area could be interpreted as signs of weakness requir-
ing more concessions from the United States, which 
would sooner or later make contacts unsustainable for 
the United States. Habitual imbalances in reciprocity 
and transparency can be expected from the Chinese, 
but these will be increasingly counterproductive for 
the Chinese as its military capabilities grow. China 
will have to act more like a responsible military power 
or the lack of it will undermine the benign perception 
of its intentions that it is trying to cultivate.
 Multilateral contacts in logistics, however, provide 
a more realistic venue for the two militaries for the 
foreseeable future and can indirectly contribute to 
incident avoidance between the two militaries. Con-
sequently, U.S. military efforts to cooperate with Chi-
nese in the area of military logistics should be limited 
to practical requirements associated with U.S.-China 
cooperation to support UN and other regional and 
international missions, such as the Gulf of Aden an-
tipiracy mission. This type of effort offers the most 
pragmatic area for some level of logistics cooperation 
based on practical cooperation, rather than bilateral 
military exchanges.
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                     APPENDIX A - CHAPTER 11

LOGISTICS MODERNIZATION TIMELINE

Civil War—people’s war within liberated areas—
local support (voluntary and involuntary)—multigen-
erational equipment and weapons (scavenged and 
acquired)—light infantry basis—peasant conscription 
army—ingenuity, but lack of professionalism.

Korean War—ill prepared, ill equipped and un-
able to respond to challenges mainly because of poli-
tics and Mao’s leadership from Beijing (chain-of-com-
mand problem).

1952—Premier Zhou Enlai and acting Chief of 
Staff Nie Rongzhen advocated the creation of a joint 
logistics system (integrated support system) follow-
ing avoidable defeats during the Third Campaign 
(December 31, 1950).1 

Soviet Union influence—evolutionary vice revolu-
tionary change of equipment and weapons

Cultural Revolution 

1979 Vietnam Border War

1980s—U.S. flirtation; back to Union of Soviet So-
cialist Republics (USSR); logistics force structure re-
ductions and reorganizations
 •  PLAN eliminates three fleet logistics depart-

ments (1985)2

 •  Airborne airfields begin supplying PLAAF air-
borne divisions and regiments
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 •  Three Generation (三代) reform in 1988, devel-
oping a joint program in supply, maintenance, 
and medical support in Shanxi, Jinan, and 
Hainan; two constants and one adjustment (两
个不变一个调整), which permitted units to ac-
cess the closest support unit available for sup-
ply, maintenance and medical support.3

1990s—Russia; diversification of mil-mil; reorgani-
zation; Joint Logistics develops

 •  GLD established joint logistics support for ma-
terial supplies, hospital treatment, maintenance 
support, and other common logistics services at 
the Hong Kong Garrison in July 1997.4

 •  More than 100,000 troops from army, navy, and 
air force units work together to provide emer-
gency logistics support to over three million 
households in Hunan and Hubei Provinces af-
fected by flooding (1998).5

 •  General Armament Department (GAD) official-
ly created. Changed from the three-department 
(GLD, GPD, and GSD) organization that had 
endured since 1957.6 Equipment and mainte-
nance repair included in April 1998.

 • Joint Logistics System established (1998).
 •  President Jiang Zemin signs the PLA	Joint	Cam-

paign	 Program (also known as the Number	 13	
PLA	Combat	Order), which ordered the PLA to 
begin joint operations training, and organiza-
tion—stipulates merging MR logistic resources 
and organizations, as well as common use of 
support customers under the “two joinings 
and one base” (“两结合一个基础”) program in 
January 1999.
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 •  General Wang Ke publishes article in April 
1999, entitled “On Strongly Promoting Logis-
tics Reform to Raise the Economic Efficiency of 
our Armed Forces,” which maps out a 10-year 
program for PLA logistics reform, including 
Joint Logistics reform in the following areas: 7

  —     Build a logistics system capable of support-
ing all three services simultaneously.

  —     Standardize military supplies.
  —     Scientifically manage the military’s logis-

tics service.

2000s—Leveraging Civilian Commercial Modern-
ization Achievements and Capacity; Enhanced Regu-
lation

 •  10-year logistics modernization effort launched 
by PLA in January 20008

 •  PLA Regulations on Armaments (Weaponry) 
Promulgated by the Central Military Commis-
sion; drafted by General Armament Depart-
ment.9

 •  Joint Logistics Department (JLD) established in 
each of the seven Military Regions (MRs).10

  —        Charged with providing common use ma-
terials and services.11

  —     MRs continued to provide service-specific 
materials, and services continued to be 
provided by MR services branch logistics 
departments.12

  —     Logistics is the first joint system developed 
by the Chinese military; permanent sys-
tem, which does not require creation dur-
ing wartime13

  —      Joint logistics departments became re-
sponsible for leading, managing, plan-
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ning, building, and using in a unified way, 
warehouses, hospitals, supply stations, 
and other logistic service entities for com-
mon use by the three armed services.14

  —        The service branch logistics departments 
still provided service-specific materials 
and logistical support through their or-
ganic support systems.15 In addition to 
unifying supply channels, the JLD system 
was made joint with a significant increase 
in the number of non-ground force cadres 
in the JLD,16 and the integration of their lo-
gistic support resources (e.g. rear depots, 
hospitals, material supply facilities, etc).17

2002
 •  PLA Regulation on Armament Maintenance 

(July) Promulgated by CMC; drafted by GAD.18

2003 
 •  First regulations since the founding of China 

passed by the CMC Standing Committee gov-
erning national mobilization of civilian means 
of transportation “Civilian Transportation Na-
tional Defense Mobilization Regulations” (民用
运力国防动员条列) on September 11.

2004 
 •  Hu Jintao issues guidance at an enlarged 

CMC meeting on optimizing the distribution 
of strategic resources, including concrete re-
quirements to coordinate resource allocations 
and use between priority and ordinary units, 
as well as by units stationed in interior areas 
and units deployed to coastal areas. Hu Jintao 
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said military logistics needs to develop in both 
mechanization and informatization.

 •  Logistics regularizations led to the develop-
ment of standards, rules, and regulations, as 
well as prosecutions that took place during 
2002-04. Standards and regulations are estab-
lished to support Joint Logistics reform.19

 •  Jinan MR Pilot begins in July. The Jinan MR 
JLD provides all services and material to all 
services’ units located in Jinan MR.20

  —    Personnel representing the PLA Air Force, 
Navy, and Second Artillery are increased 
on the MJR JLD.21

  —    Jinan MR, purportedly, has served as a lo-
gistics test bed since 1980s.22

 •  At the end of the year, Hu announces his New 
Historic Missions (新的历史使命) in support of 
the three historic tasks: accelerating moderniza-
tion construction; reunifying the motherland; 
and maintaining world peace and accelerating 
common development:23

  —    Provide an important, powerful guarantee 
for strengthening the party’s ruling posi-
tion (为党巩固执政地位提供重要的力量保
证).

  —    Provide a firm security guarantee for safe-
guarding China’s opportunity for strategic 
development (为维护国家发展的重要战略
机遇期提供坚强的安全保障).

  —    Provide strong strategic support for safe-
guarding national interests (为维护国家利
益提供有力的战略支撑).

  —    Play an important role in safeguarding 
world peace and in accelerating the devel-
opment of all (为维护世界和平与促进共同
发展发挥重要作用).
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2005
 •  Hu Jintao asked military to develop the capa-

bility of coping with multiple threats to securi-
ty and fulfilling diverse military tasks; required 
logistics personnel to continuously create a 
new situation in logistics work, and to provide 
strong support to the armed forces to perform 
missions in the new stage of the new century.

 •  Hu and GLD laid down the goal of developing 
the logistics support system, socializing social 
form, informatization support means, and en-
hancing scientific logistics management to pro-
mote the compound development of military 
logistics and lay a solid foundation for build-
ing informatized logistics and guaranteeing the 
winning of an informationized war by 2050.

 •  Hu Jintao issues new guidelines to place qual-
ity and efficiency at the core of logistics mod-
ernization and to incorporate defense and army 
modernization into the overall strategy of na-
tional modernization.

2006
 •  PLA Regulation on Rewarding Professional 

and Technical Personnel Promulgated by CMC; 
drafted by GSD, GLD, GPD, and GAD. 24

 •  The military appears to have overcome the con-
fusion that began in 2000 over what should be 
considered a common use item and what must 
remain service-specific. 25
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2007
 •  April—PLA officially implemented an inte-

grated (joint) logistics system in the Jinan MR 
to support army-navy-air force (three services) 
integration.26

2008
 •  Outsourcing accomplishments highlighted by 

PLA include:
  —     Guangzhou MR established “Evaluation 

Standards for Logistics Outsourcing Qual-
ity and Benefit” to provide standards for 
evaluating reform achievements.

  —    Chengdu MR explored outsourcing of 
medical support taking advantage of local 
health providers to provide medical sup-
port to local and scattered military units.

  —    GSD and GPD intensified supervision of 
food procurement, transportation, and pro-
cessing to improve food safety for military 
units.

  —    5,200 PLA barracks pushed ahead property 
management outsourcing.

  —    About 1,300 PLA units carried out POL out-
sourcing.

 •  China announces plans to send two destroyers 
(Haikou	and Wuhan) and a support vessel from 
the PLAN’s Hainan base to conduct anti-piracy 
operations off the Horn of Africa, especially 
in the Gulf of Aden.27 Admiral Du Jingcheng, 
the mission commander, was quoted as saying: 
“Our primary target is not striking but dispel-
ling them. If the pirates make direct threats 
against the warships or the vessels we escort, 
the fleet will take countermeasures.”28
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2009
 •  Jan—Chinese missile-armed warships Haikou 

and Wuhan began escort duty in the Gulf of 
Aden. Including the accompanying supply 
ship, the crew.

 •  May 6—Five commercial trucks loaded with 
automobile repair parts left Jinan, Shangdong 
Province, to deliver the support directly to Xin-
jiang MD distribution centers for issue to local 
military units. In the past, the repair parts were 
placed in material warehouses and units were 
required to drive to the central warehouse to 
pick up the parts. Under this method, civilian 
transportation distributes the repair parts at no 
additional cost closer to the using units.29

 •  May 15—Medical Support Exercise. First time 
the PLAN logistics department conducted a 
medical exercise with the new Peace Ark medi-
cal ship. The 72-hour exercise was conducted 
with full crew, and tested full capacity support 
for 300 sick beds. The training served to com-
prehensively test onboard medical equipment, 
medical staff, medical services flow, and medi-
cines and medical material when operating at 
full capacity. Experts at the Field Surgery Re-
search Institute of the PLA, the Second Medical 
University, and the Third Medical University 
helped design the content of the training.30

 •  June 4—Xinjiang MR armored regiment signed 
a “Highway Transportation Agreement for 
Armored Equipment” and conducted the first 
emergency call-out exercise using civilian plat-
form trucks to transport armored vehicles.31



621

 •  June—East Sea Fleet (ESF) tests a new floating 
dock ship for repair and maintenance support. 
The dock was issued to a “speedboat flotilla.” 
The dock included a GPS tracker and other ad-
vanced support equipment.32

 •  June—South Sea Fleet (SSF) conducts a Com-
prehensive Support Exercise lasting nearly 
eight hours that incorporated comprehensive 
support ships and a medical ship, to provide 
support to combat ships and dock landing ships 
1,000 kilometers away from land in the South 
China Sea. Food replenishment, maritime first 
aid, and ammunition replenishment support 
were tested.

 •  June—PLAN established the navy’s first inte-
grated civil-military vessel equipment center in 
Guangzhou with civilian equipment develop-
ment unit. The center has established an equip-
ment support network that can provide tech-
nical equipment support to vessels throughout 
South China. PLAN signed agreements with 
six factories and institutes. Multiple forward 
support centers have also been established at 
key ports to exploit technical workforces dis-
patched by development units, to enable front-
line military ports, base support centers and 
equipment development factories to provide 
maintenance support to PLAN vessels.33
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