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his volume is dedicated to the memory of Dr. Richard H. Yang,
founder and former Chairman of the Chinese Council of
Advanced Policy Studies (CAPS).

Dr. Yang was a scholar with strong conviction and strategic vision
who believed the world should pay close attention to the People’s Republic
of China’s military modernization and efforts to rebuild China into a
great power. He acted on this conviction by encouraging academics and
experts to apply scientific methodology to study the modernization of the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and its impact on the regional security
environment. Beginning in 1987, Richard organized the international
conference on PLA affairs on an annual basis and used the conference
proceedings as the basis for books that have stimulated debates and
become important sources of knowledge. Many young scholars and
experts have benefited from the international efforts that grew out of
Richard’s inspiration and hard work.

This volume and the continuing international PLA conference series

are efforts to build on the foundation that Richard created.
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INTRODUCTION

CHAIRMAN XI
REMAKES THE PLA

Joel Wuthnow and Phillip C. Saunders

ntegral to Xi Jinping’s vision of restoring China to greatness—what he

defines as the “great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation” [zhonghua

minzu weida fuxing, PG D] —is building a more modern,
capable, and disciplined military. China’s economic development, territorial
integrity, and even the survival of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
itself cannot be guaranteed without an army that can fight and prevail in
modern warfare. Articulating the need for a stronger military, Xi and his
colleagues have reflected on periods of Chinese weakness, such as the era
of imperial decline in the late 19 century and the Japanese occupation in
the 1930s and 1940s. In Xi’s words, a “nation’s backwardness in military
affairs has a profound influence on a nation’s security. I often peruse the
annals of modern Chinese history and feel heartbroken at the tragic scenes
of us being beaten because of our ineptitude.” Such humiliations, in his
view, should never be repeated.

Xi’s ambition to reshape and modernize the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) has been apparent from his early days as CCP general secretary and
Central Military Commission (CMC) chairman. At the third plenum of the
18" Party Congress, held in October 2013, Xi and other Party elites declared
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their intention to overhaul the military’s command structure, update its
training and logistics systems, adjust the size and composition of the ser-
vices, unveil new rules and regulations governing military personnel, and
strengthen civil-military cooperation in technological development and other
areas.” In early 2014, Xi assumed leadership of a leading group on military
reform, symbolizing his central role in the process. At the group’s first meet-
ing, Xi declared that “national defense and military reform are an important
part and an important symbol of China’s overall reform,” noting that the
overriding goal was to produce a military that can “fight and win battles.”
Following an interval of study and assessment, Xi announced a series
of major organizational changes in late 2015 and early 2016.* Some of the
key reforms included a reorganization of the bureaucratic structure under
the CMC, creation of a system of five joint theater commands (TCs), and
establishment of two new quasi-services that will support joint opera-
tions: the Strategic Support Force (SSF) and Joint Logistics Support Force
(JLSF). This initial tranche of reforms was followed by a series of additional
changes, such as the execution of a 300,000-person force reduction, elimi-
nation of a number of group armies and conversion of army (and some air
force) divisions to brigades, and an overhaul of the PLA’s professional mil-
itary education system (more specifics on the reforms are provided later).
These changes help support the longer term vision for military trans-

formation articulated by Xi at the 19 Party Congress in October 2017:

m by 2020, the PLA should basically achieve mechanization and make
strides in applying information technology and developing strategic
capabilities

m by 2035, national defense modernization should be basically completed

m by mid-century, the people’s armed forces (including the PLA, People’s
Armed Police, and militia) should become “world-class forces” [shijie

yiliu jun, tHFHR—R%].

The Xi-era reforms represent the latest stage in a decades-long process

of organizational realignment and modernization. According to Chinese
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sources, the PLA underwent 10 major restructurings between 1949 and 2013,
most of which attempted to reduce end strength, professionalize the officer
and noncommissioned officer corps, and adapt military force structure to
meet new operational challenges.® Many of the focus areas of the current
(11*") round of reforms, such as strengthening the PLA’s ability to conduct
joint operations and rebalancing the military’s composition from the ground
forces to the naval, air, and missile forces, were conceived in the 1980s and
1990s.” This agenda followed changes to Chinese military strategy to focus
less on preparing for a general war with the Soviet Union or the United
States—which had driven China’s defense planning during the Cold War—
and more on a smaller scale conflict around China’s borders.® Key events
signaling the need for reform included the 1990-1991 Gulf War, which
showcased the U.S. military’s advantages in doctrine and technology, and
the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait crisis, which exposed the PLA’s inability to deter
Taiwan independence forces or counter U.S. intervention on Taipei’s behalf.’
However, fundamental reforms eluded Xi’s two predecessors, Jiang
Zemin and Hu Jintao. The PLA’s service composition remained heavily
skewed toward the ground force, for instance, and the outmoded command
structure was not geared toward rapid crisis response or joint operations.
The problem likely resulted from a combination of Jiang and Hu’s weak
political influence over the military, bureaucratic inertia, and opposition
from corrupt senior officers who profited, quite literally, from a continua-
tion of the status quo. What is unique about Xi’s reforms is not the agenda
itself, but his ability to overcome bureaucratic resistance.'” He has done this
through his own personal charisma as well as savvy political tactics, such as
leveraging anti-corruption investigations over opponents and handpicking
loyalists for key positions. The result has been a more extensive organiza-
tional transformation than what Jiang and Hu were able to achieve, and
perhaps the most important set of reforms in the PLA’s 90-year history.
The implications of the Xi-era reforms for China’s neighbors and
potential adversaries are significant. A better trained, organized, and

equipped PLA will be in a stronger position to accomplish its three primary
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functions: winning modern wars, especially what the U.S. Department of
Defense terms short-duration, high-intensity regional conflicts; deterring
both larger and smaller competitors; and protecting Chinese interests
within and beyond Asia." Rival territorial claimants, such as Vietnam, the
Philippines, Japan, and India, will face a more confident and capable adver-
sary in the South and East China seas and across the Sino-Indian border.
Taiwan will have to contend with a PLA that can more credibly plan and
execute joint operations, such as amphibious landings, blockades, and joint
firepower strikes.'? U.S. forces operating throughout the Indo-Pacific region
will need to anticipate a PLA that can respond more quickly to regional
crises and conduct counter-intervention operations more effectively.
Foreign analysts have only begun to explore the contents, drivers,
and possible implications of Xi’s campaign to restructure the PLA."* Many
issues remain shrouded in uncertainty and warrant further examination.

These include:

m what impacts the reforms are having on PLA operations, training, and
logistics

m the prospects for the ground forces as the reforms’ nominal biggest
loser, as well as the other services

m challenges the PLA is facing in cultivating operational commanders

m the structure, roles, and missions of the SSF and JLSF

m how the downsizing is being carried out, and what impact it might have
on social stability

m the implications of reform for Party control over, and Xi’s influence
within, the PLA

m whether and how the reforms will improve coordination between the
PLA and the civilian science and technology sector

m what the implications might be for the defense acquisition process.

This volume explores these and other dimensions of China’s military
reforms as they were planned and implemented between 2013 and 2018. The
chapters are based on papers presented at the 2016 and 2017 PLA conferences
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co-organized by the U.S. National Defense University, RAND, and Taiwan’s
Council of Advanced Policy Studies, updated to account for more recent
developments." The goal is to assess the motivations of Xi and his associates,
chronicle key successes and outstanding problems, and consider what the
net effect of the reforms will be as the PLA strives to become a “world-class”
military by mid-century, if not much sooner. This introduction provides an
overview of the major elements and goals of the reforms and summarizes the
17 substantive chapters. A brief conclusion at the end of the book assesses

the progress of the reforms to date and sketches the way ahead.

Major Elements

On New Year’s Day 2016, the CMC issued a blueprint for reform that
explained how the PLA would develop into a “modern military with Chi-
nese characteristics that can win information-age wars” by 2020."* The
initial phase of the reforms involved “above the neck” [bozi yishang, Jf£ -V
_I2] changes to the PLA’s three major organizational pillars—the services,
CMC, and theaters—and was introduced by Xi in a series of announcements
in the winter of 2015-2016. The new PLA structure is depicted in figure 1.

First, on December 31, 2015, Xi announced three service-related changes:

m The Second Artillery Force, responsible for the country’s land-based
nuclear and conventional missiles, was renamed the Rocket Force and
upgraded to full-service [junzhong, Z=#f] status, equal to the army,
navy, and air force.!* As David Logan argues in this volume, this was
mainly a symbolic change, though some anticipated that it could imply
greater resources and expanded missions for the Rocket Force.

m The Strategic Support Force was created with the status of an inde-
pendent branch [budui, #3F\], though with a bureaucratic grade
equivalent to a service."” This new organization consolidated a variety
of functions related to the information domain, including space and
cyber operations, electronic warfare, and even some psychological
warfare capabilities.' (Another new force, the Joint Logistics Support
Force, was established in September 2016 to provide strategic and
operational logistics support to the new joint theater commands.)"
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Figure 1. New PLA Structure
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m Headquarters for the PLA ground forces, which had previously been

commanded and administered by the general departments, were

established at the national and theater levels. This reduced the army’s

importance by placing it on the same bureaucratic level as the navy, air

force, and Rocket Force.

Second, on January 11, 2016, Xi announced that the four general

departments—the General Staff Department (GSD), General Political

Department, General Logistics Department (GLD), and General Armament
Department (GAD)—had been disbanded.?® Built on the Soviet model,

these departments had developed into sprawling, semi-independent fief-

doms with limited external oversight. This autonomy meant that corruption

had festered during the Jiang and Hu eras, especially in areas such as the

promotions and logistics systems.” The general departments were replaced

by 15 smaller functional CMC departments, commissions, and offices that

would report directly to the CMC (via the CMC General Office, which was

ranked first among these organizations).”? These are depicted in figure 2,

and described in detail in the appendix to this chapter.
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Figure 2. New CMC Organization
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The CMC reshuffle impacted the former general departments in differ-
ent ways. Most affected was the GSD, whose diverse portfolio was distributed
among new and existing organizations. Core operations and intelligence
analysis functions were transferred to a smaller CMC Joint Staff Department
(JSD), while signals intelligence and electronic warfare went to the SSF and
army aviation was sent to the new army headquarters. The GSD’s training,
strategic planning, and mobilization departments were all removed from
the successor JSD and placed under direct CMC control, indicting both their
significance and the need for more top-level oversight over these functions.
The other general departments were less affected, though as discussed later,
several changes were made to the former GPD to encourage greater Party
control and discipline in the PLA. In addition, the GAD’s Science and Tech-
nology Commission was placed under direct CMC oversight, signaling Xi’s
intent to improve management of military innovation.

Third, the previous system of seven military regions was replaced by five
joint theater commands. The military regions were largely administrative
constructs that had no operational control over air, naval, and missile forces
in peacetime. By contrast, theater commanders would be able to draw on
conventional forces within their respective areas of responsibility to plan and
execute operations (theater-based nuclear forces remained under the tight

control of the CMC). Each of the theaters has a specific set of missions that
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itis primarily responsible for: the Eastern Theater is responsible for Taiwan
and the East China Sea, the Southern Theater handles the South China Sea
and land borders with Southeast Asian states, the Western Theater covers
the land borders with India and Central Asian states (as well as the restive
regions of Xinjiang and Tibet), the Northern Theater would deal with a
Korea contingency, and the Central Theater focuses on the defense of Bei-
jing and can provide support to other theaters as needed. A map of the new
theater boundaries appears in figure 3.

In planning and executing these major organizational changes, the
PLA clearly drew inspiration from the U.S. military. Assigning service
chiefs a force building function and investing operational authority in
joint theater commands paralleled similar changes made in the U.S. system
after World War II and solidified in the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act. The
similarities, however, should not be overstated. For instance, the PLA’s new
regional command structure was geographically confined to China and its
immediate environs, unlike the globe-spanning U.S. combatant command

system. The PLA also retained a number of Leninist features that have no

Figure 3. TC Boundaries
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parallel in the U.S. or other militaries in democratic countries, such as polit-
ical commissars and Party committees. Indeed the reforms, as discussed
below, strengthened those features in important ways.

Following a CMC work conference on military reform in December
2016, the PLA embarked on a second phase of reforms. Several notable
changes were carried out in 2017 and 2018 that affected the PLA’s size,
composition, and personnel. First was a reduction of the PLA by 300,000
personnel, a goal that Xi had announced at a military parade in September
2015.2 The focus was on reducing the ground forces, which had consti-
tuted nearly 70 percent of PLA personnel on the eve of reform. Following
the reduction, Chinese sources claim that the army’s share declined to less
than 50 percent.” If true, this would represent a major step toward the
longstanding goal of rebalancing the force toward the other services. The
reduction also targeted noncombat personnel, such as headquarters staff,
allowing more resources to be devoted to combat troops and equipment
that would give the PLA a “stronger battle capability.”* Overall, more than
30 percent of commissioned officers were reportedly cut.?® Some personnel
transitioned to jobs in local governments, state-owned enterprises, or the
private sector, while others became PLA civilians.?”” The reduction was
declared “basically complete” in March 2018 (though interviewees note that
the downsizing might not be fully complete until 2020).2

Second were a series of below-the-neck [bozi yixia, £ LA ] force
structure changes. In April 2017, Xi announced that 84 “corps-level units”
had been established or adjusted, forming what he called an “indestructible
combat force.””® Few details were provided, though the announcement sig-
naled that the reforms were beginning to address organizational problems

at lowers levels of the PLA.* Some of the changes included:

m The army continued its transformation from a group army-
division-regiment structure to a standardized group army-brigade-
battalion structure, which had begun in the early 2000s. The lineup of
group armies was cut from 18 to 13, 15 former army divisions were con-
verted into two brigades apiece, and combat brigades were transformed
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into combined arms brigades. Revisions were also made at the level of
combined arms battalions, which the ground forces had earlier announced
as the “basic combat unit” [jiben zuozhan danwei, FEAN B AT capable
of independent maneuver.” There has also been an increase in the number
of more rapidly deployable army units, such as army aviation and special
operations forces.™

m The navy has expanded its marine corps, which stood at around 12,000
personnel prior to the reforms. With the conversion of one army motor-
ized infantry brigade and up to three coastal defense units to marine
brigades, the marine corps may have tripled in strength to roughly 36,000
personnel distributed among the North, East, and South Sea fleets.*

m The air force continued its attempts to move from a division-regiment
structure to a base-brigade structure for fighters and ground attack
aircraft units under the theater command air forces. (Bombers, as well
as transport and specialized aircraft, remain organized in divisions.)**

m In December 2017, the People’s Armed Police, previously under the
dual command of the State Council and CMC, was placed solely under
CMC leadership. Its internal organization was also significantly revised;
changes included losing its responsibilities for protecting China’s gold,
forestry, and hydropower resources and gaining oversight of the coast
guard, which previously reported to the State Oceanic Administration.”

Third were changes designed to improve the competence and quality
of PLA personnel. Bonuses and other incentives were adopted to increase
the share of college graduates among active-duty officers, while the reserve
officer program was altered to accept only college graduates.*® To retain
qualified officers, the PLA reportedly offered a modest pay increase drawn
from defense budgets that continued to grow by more than 8 percent a
year.”” The professional military educational system was restructured, with
77 institutes reduced to 43 (many were merged into the National Defense
University (NDU) and National University of Defense Technology).*® Cur-
ricular changes were adopted to focus on practical skills in areas such as
computer science, information technology, and aerospace studies.” NDU

created a new training course in joint operations for mid-level officers and
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inaugurated a specialized joint operations track for its senior commanders’
course.* Reforms to the grade and rank system were also initiated, though
the results of this effort had not been announced as of mid-2018.*
Another step in the reforms came at the 19" Party Congress, when Xi
announced an overhaul of the CMC membership. The congress provided
Xi an opportunity to hand pick leaders that he could trust to implement
the remainder of his agenda and remove those either too old, unreliable, or
corrupt to serve, all of whom had been selected by his predecessors. (Two
former CMC members, Fang Fenghui and Zhang Yang, were targeted by
anti-corruption investigators; Zhang later committed suicide.)** As detailed
in the chapter in this volume by Joel McFadden, Kim Fassler, and Justin
Godby, the new CMC was also reduced in size from 11 to 7 members,
which notably did not include the service chiefs or heads of the successor
organizations to the GLD or GAD. This suggested Xi’s desire to rein in
those organizations. Added was the secretary of the Discipline Inspection
Commission, which is responsible for anti-corruption investigations in the

PLA. Figure 4 lists the old and new CMC members.

Table. Old and New CMCs

18th Central Committee CMC (2012—2017) | 19th Central Committee CMC (2017-2022)

Xi Jinping Chairman Xi Jinping Chairman

Fan Changlong Vice Chairman Xu Qiliang Vice Chairman

Xu Qiliang Vice Chairman Zhang Youxia Vice Chairman

Chang Wanquan Defense Minister Wei Fenghe Defense Minister

Fang Fenghui GSD Director Li Zuocheng Joint Staff
Department Director

Zhang Yang GPD Director Miao Hua Political Work Depart-
ment Director

Zhao Keshi GLD Director Zhang Shengmin Discipline Inspection
Commission Secretary

Zhang Youxia GAD Director

Wu Shengli Navy Commander

Ma Xiaotian Air Force Commander

Wei Fenghe Second Artillery

Commander

Key: GAD: General Armament Department; GLD: General Logistics Department; GPD: General Political
Department; GSD: General Staff Department.
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What the Reforms Sought to Achieve
While broadly focused on building a military that can, in Xi’s words, “fight
and win battles,” reformers also pursued three more specific objectives. First
was strengthening the PLA’s ability to plan and conduct joint operations. This
was not a new goal: by the late 1990s, Chinese military strategists understood
that success on the modern battlefield would require the PLA to better inte-
grate the activities and capabilities of units from the different services and
do so with the support of advanced command, control, communications,
computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance systems and logistics
systems. Part of this judgment resulted from observations of the changing
character of war, especially lessons derived from U.S. operations during the
Gulf War and in the Balkans, while part resulted from the specific require-
ments of preparing for conflict with Taiwan (including denying U.S. forces the
ability to intervene on Taiwan’s behalf, as they had done during the 1995-1996
crisis).** As Mark Cozad explains in his chapter, PLA doctrine and training
exercises increasingly focused on joint operations in the 1990s and 2000s.
Previous reforms had failed to address several persistent weaknesses.
The most significant challenge was an organizational culture that prior-
itized the interests of the ground forces over the other services. As noted,
the army represented a large majority of all PLA personnel, while ground
forces officers occupied most key command and staff billets. This was out of
sync with the growing importance of developing capabilities and expertise
in the maritime, air, and space domains. A related problem was the lack of
ajoint command structure. In peacetime, air and naval forces were under
the operational control of their respective service headquarters, while the
military regions took charge of army units. Prosecuting a joint campaign
would have required temporary “war zones” [!#[X] to be established, a pro-
cess that, while useful to signal strategic intent and non-kinetic escalation,
would have slowed the PLA’s ability to respond to an emerging crisis and
denied it the element of surprise in a campaign against Taiwan. Yet another
shortcoming was the failure of the military’s training and education sys-

tems to produce qualified joint commanders.**

12
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The impetus for further reform was not only a result of these limitations
but also changes in China’s security environment. In his chapter in this
volume, David Finkelstein notes that Chinese security assessments became
increasingly dire under Xi, with a particular emphasis on challenges posed
by the United States (especially the Barack Obama administration’s pivot to
Asia, which many in China interpreted as strategic encirclement), Japan and
other regional territorial rivals, and separatist forces on Taiwan. Xi and his
colleagues also closely followed the global revolution in military affairs, in
which other major powers were making strides in new technologies. All this
meant that the PLA would have to be prepared to win what Chinese military
strategy termed informationized local wars [xinxihua jubu zhanzheng, {524,
JA#i%4E], the cornerstone of which is an ability to conduct joint operations.**

Reforms undertaken between 2015 and 2018 advanced this agenda in

several ways. In brief, these included:

m rebalancing service composition to put more weight on naval, air, and
missile forces

m creating the SSF and JLSF, which provided critical operational support
to joint commanders

m removing the service chiefs from operational chain of command, while
granting theater commanders operational oversight over all conven-
tional forces within their respective regions

m establishing an independent training department under the CMC to
formulate and enforce joint training standards

m revising professional military educational curricula to put more
emphasis on joint operations

m increasing specialized forces, such as amphibious and helicopter units,
that would be essential to a joint campaign.

These adjustments coincided with personnel changes that placed more
navy and air force officers in key positions, including as commanders of
two of the five theaters.*¢

Second was a desire to revitalize Party control and discipline within

the PLA. The PLA has always been a “Party-army,” which must follow the
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CCP’s instructions and defend its interests. Nevertheless, Xi and his col-
leagues worried that Party control may have been atrophying to dangerous
levels. One problem was the possibility that some in the military could
prioritize the interests of the people, or the nation as a whole, over the Party.
This was an issue during the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown, in which some
local PLA units refused to obey the Party’s orders to use force against the
student protesters.” Along these lines, Xi revived concerns that some—
usually unnamed—officers were lobbying for the PLA to be transformed
from the armed wing of the CCP into a “national army” [jundui guojia-
hua, ZEBANEZ4L], which if true could represent a serious threat to Party
survival.* Moreover, the example of the 1991 Soviet military coup (which
Chinese analyses suggested was partially the result of the Soviet Commu-
nist Party’s loosening grip over the military) is never far out of mind.*
Another problem is PLA officers placing their own personal interests
ahead of the Party’s. Xi recognized that corruption in the officer corps—a
problem that had been festering on a large scale since the 1980s—could
blemish the Party’s image among the public, impede readiness and morale,
and limit the willingness of senior officers to tolerate major reforms. Com-
bating this challenge was thus a major theme of his leadership. At a 2014
speech in Gutian, site of the 1929 Party Congress that established the prin-
ciple of Party control over the PLA, Xi commented on problems in cadres’
“ideology, politics, and work style,” castigating the “lax” supervision of
PLA personnel and pointing to Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou, CMC vice
chairmen under Hu who were targeted in Xi’s anti-corruption campaigns,
as cautionary examples.*® He instead urged the PLA to develop officers both
loyal to the Party and capable of “leading soldiers to fight and win battles.”
Central to restoring Party control was elevating Xi’s own status and
authority within the PLA. This is critical to arresting the trend of too much
power being delegated to corrupt military elites and helped ensure that his
vision for military transformation was being implemented. (It was also part of
Xi’s broader consolidation of power within the Party-state as a whole.) Thus,

Xiemphasized what the 1982 PRC Constitution termed the “CMC Chairman
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Responsibility System” [zhongyang junwei zerenzhi, FHRZFZE57/THil], which
stated that ultimate authority over military affairs rested with that individual
(who usually serves concurrently as Party general-secretary). Other steps he
took to assert control over the PLA included attending military events at a
greater rate than Hu, personally leading reform efforts, weighing in on senior
officer promotions, and publishing military treatises that became “required
reading” for soldiers.”

Xialso oversaw a series of structural and personnel changes designed
to combat graft and ensure political orthodoxy among the officer corps.
One part was adjusting the PLA’s supervisory mechanisms. Prior to the
reforms, supervision was centralized in the general departments, which, as
noted, were notoriously corrupt. Xi changed this situation by disbanding
the general departments, elevating the Discipline Inspection Commission
to independent status, and placing its secretary on the CMC—and likewise
placing the audit bureau and military court system under direct CMC
oversight. The Political Work Department continued to oversee person-
nel files, political indoctrination, and the political commissar and Party
committee systems. This meant that the PLA now had several indepen-
dent, but mutually reinforcing channels to monitor and fight ideological
laxity and corruption. This adjustment was complemented by continuing
anti-corruption investigations and a rotation of senior officers intended,
in part, to break up patronage networks.”

Third was the need for improvements in the area of “civil-military inte-
gration” (CMI) [junmin ronghe, ZEIfill ). The term refers primarily to the
process whereby the military could leverage breakthroughs in the civilian
science and technology sector, though it also encompasses other types of
cooperation between the military and civilian realms. Examples include
expanding reliance on civilian contractors in the military supply chain,
which is cheaper and more efficient than relying on traditional suppliers,
and the incorporation of military specifications into the design of civilian
transport ships, which could be appropriated during wartime (especially

during an amphibious invasion of Taiwan). As Brian Lafferty discusses in
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this volume, strengthening CMI has been part of the PLA’s reform agenda
since the 1990s, but its implementation was hindered by ineffectual top-
level management, bureaucratic stovepiping, and other obstacles.

Xi attempted to make progress in the CMI arena through various
changes. One was upgrading the PLA’s Science and Technology Commis-
sion, previously housed within the GAD, to direct CMC supervision. This
commission is responsible for the military’s coordination with outside
civilian experts in critical technological areas. Another was reforms to
the military research system. For instance, several technical institutes
were merged into the PLA’s Academy of Military Science, helping to more
closely integrate technical advances with innovations in China’s military
doctrine.* To improve management and supervision of the process, the
government created a new Central Commission for Integrated Military
and Civilian Development in January 2017, with Xi as chairman.* In sum,
these motives—operational, political, and technological—were not new, but
taken together shaped an agenda that Xi and his fellow reformers acted on

to create a “world-class” force by mid-century.

Outline of the Book

The following chapters explore the reforms from a variety of angles and
are divided into five thematic sections. Part I analyzes the strategic and
bureaucratic context in which the reforms are occurring. In chapter 2,
David Finkelstein considers how domestic politics, operational require-
ments, and changing external security assessments provided the impetus
for reform and shaped its contents. He also asks who (other than Xi) played
a critical role in the process. Chapter 3, by Andrew Scobell and Nathan
Beauchamp-Mustafaga, discusses how the reforms are occurring alongside
the creation of a more “global” PLA that is being tasked with protecting
China’s overseas interests. On the bureaucratic front, chapter 4 by John
Chen explains why the ground forces—which had the most to lose from
restructuring—reluctantly opted to endorse the changes. In chapter 5, Ian

Burns McCaslin and Andrew Erickson examine the impact of reform on
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the navy’s modernization plans and document the emerging rivalries as
the services position themselves to be the critical part of the joint force.

Part II considers several features of the PLA’s attempts to forge a stron-
ger joint operations capability. Chapter 6, written by Mark Cozad, traces the
PLA’s progress in the areas of joint training, doctrine, and personnel edu-
cation since the 1990s, showing why previous reforms failed and how more
recent changes aim to rectify the situation. In chapter 7, Edmund Burke
and Arthur Chan explain the role of the new joint theater commands and
identify several challenges to the effectiveness of the new system, includ-
ing resistance by the services (which have continued to lead some types of
operations).*® Chapter 8, by LeighAnn Luce and Erin Richter, examines the
trajectory and key features of the PLA’s logistics reforms, one component
of which is creating a “precision” system that provides “comprehensive,
timely, and accurate logistics support to PLA joint operations.” In chapter
9, Joel Wuthnow and Phillip C. Saunders assess the challenges facing the
PLA in cultivating highly qualified joint commanders, and how Xi and his
colleagues are seeking improvements in this arena.

Part III digs deeper into how the reforms are affecting the PLA’s ser-
vices. Chapter 10, by Daniel Gearin, places the recent downsizing in the
context of previous force reductions and assesses the implications for the
ground forces. In chapter 11, Dennis J. Blasko discusses the army’s new
structure, recent training and deployments, and changes to its logistics,
doctrine, and educational systems, concluding that despite new equip-
ment, the army’s modernization process has been slower and perhaps less
effective than the more technical services. Even as it remains the largest
single service, Blakso concludes that the army is the “biggest loser” in
the current reforms. Chapter 12, by David Logan, addresses the status of
the Rocket Force, which he asserts is “arguably the biggest winner in the
reforms” because it retained control over nuclear forces, increased its status,
and strengthened its ability to compete for resources. In chapter 13, John
Costello and Joe McReynolds provide a comprehensive overview of the SSE,

detailing this new force’s background, structure, and missions. The authors
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also raise important questions about whether the rise of the SSF was more
about organizational innovation or the desire by top leaders to centralize
control over China’s strategic resources.

Part IV assesses the implications of the reforms for defense acquisi-
tion and the relationship between the PLA and civilian sector writ large.
Tai Ming Cheung, in chapter 14, shows how the reforms complement the
defense industry’s transformation “from a follower to an original innova-
tion leader” and outlines continuing weaknesses in that sector. In chapter
15, Brian Lafferty explores the CMI dimensions of the reforms. He con-
cludes that despite important structural changes, the historical “track
record suggests that even positive returns will involve a longer and more
difficult process than the Party currently acknowledges.” Chapter 16, by
Ma Chengkun and John Chen, explores the impact of the downsizing on
military-locality relations and documents the range of policies and tactics
the government has used to try to compensate the reforms’ losers and mit-
igate discontent among demobilized soldiers.

Part V turns to the political elite dimensions of the reforms, focusing on
Xi’srole and status as CMC chairman. Chapter 17, by Phillip C. Saunders and
Joel Wuthnow, examines the political and ideological challenges Xi sought
to rectify through the reforms as well as his political strategy for bringing
the process to a successful outcome. Chapter 18, by Joel McFadden, Kim
Fassler, and Justin Godby, looks at the new CMC lineup that was announced
at the 19" Party Congress in October 2017. They conclude that “there is little
doubt that Xi and his generals emerged in a stronger position to steer the PLA
toward fulfilling its part in the ‘great rejuvenation’ of the Chinese nation.”

Taken together, the chapters suggest that the PLA has been able to
make major strides, within a short period of time, toward completing the
unfinished business of organizational transformation left over from the
Jiang and Hu eras. This is both a testament to Xi’s ability to push structural
changes through a bureaucracy that has historically resisted them and an
indication that the PLA is on track to field a more professional and capable

joint force by 2020. However, the chapters also reveal persistent weaknesses,
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such as encouraging operational flexibility in a system that prizes top-down
political control; cultivating proficient joint commanders in the absence of
real combat experience (China has not fought a war since 1979); reducing
interservice rivalry and the influence of the ground forces, which remains
by far the largest service and continues to hold most senior command
billets; and forging stronger connections between the PLA and civilian
technological innovators. Resolving these deeper problems will require
that Xi and his successor—whenever one is named—remain focused on
the agenda even after 2020 and be prepared to counter resistance if and

when it resurfaces.
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APPENDIX

Central Military Commission Reforms

his appendix analyzes the organizational logic behind the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) shift from a system centered on a small
Central Military Commission (CMC) staff and the four general
departments to a much larger post-reform CMC staff that incorporates
many of the functions of the former general departments. It also describes
the functions of the 15 new CMC departments, commissions, and offices

that were announced on January 11, 2016.!

From the General Departments to an Expanded CMC

The pre-reform CMC had 11 members, including a civilian chairman,
2 military vice chairmen, minister of defense, heads of the four general
departments, and commanders of the navy, air force, and Second Artillery.
The four general departments—the General Staff Department (GSD), Gen-
eral Political Department (GPD), General Logistics Department (GLD), and
(from 1998) General Armament Department (GAD)—were led by army
officers and collectively served as the ground force headquarters, among
other functions. The CMC members supervised the general departments,

services, and seven military regions and were supported by a relatively

25



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

small staff of about 1,000 people in the CMC General Office.? In this setup,
the heads of the general departments and services represented their orga-
nizations in CMC debates and were responsible for implementing CMC
decisions within their organizations. The CMC chairman (who served
concurrently as the Chinese Community Party general-secretary and state
president) nominally had the final word on decisions, though during the
Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao eras, considerable decisionmaking authority
and autonomy were delegated to the uniformed vice chairmen.

The post-reform CMC has only seven members, with the GLD, GAD,
and service commanders losing their seats, and the director of the CMC
Discipline Inspection Commission gaining a seat on the CMC proper (see
table 1). (See the chapter by McFadden, Fassler, and Godby in this volume
for an analysis of the post-reform CMC leadership.)

Table 1. Pre- and Post-Reform Central Military Commission (CMC)

Position Pre-Reform CMC Post-Reform Post-Reform
Status Position CMC Status
CMC Chairman CMC Chairman CMC Chairman CMC Chairman
CMC Vice Chairman CMC Vice Chairman CMC Vice Chairman CMC Vice Chairman
CMC Vice Chairman CMC Vice Chairman CMC Vice Chairman CMC Vice Chairman
Minister of Defense CMC Member Minister of Defense CMC Member
GSD Director CMC Member CMC Joint Staff CMC Member
Department Director
GPD Director CMC Member CMC Palitical Work CMC Member
Department Director
GLD Director CMC Member CMC Logistics Depart- | —
ment Director
GAD Director CMC Member CMC Equipment —
Development Depart-
ment Director
Navy Commander CMC Member Navy Commander —
Air Force Commander | CMC Member Air Force Commander | —
Second Artillery CMC Member Rocket Force Com- —
Commander mander
Discipline Inspection | — CMC Discipline CMC Member
Commission Director Inspection Commis-
sion Secretary

Key: GAD: General Armament Department; GLD: General Logistics Department; GPD: General Political

Department; GSD: General Staff Department.
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The four general departments were abolished, and the post-reform CMC

staff grew into a much larger organization that now includes 15 departments,

commissions, and offices. The parts of the general departments that focused

on managing the ground forces moved into the new army headquarters, while

those involved in executing space, cyber, signals intelligence, electronic warfare,

and psychological warfare operations mostly moved to the Strategic Support

Force. The remaining parts of the general departments were either converted
into successor CMC departments (the CMC Joint Staff Department, CMC
Political Work Department, CMC Logistics Support Department, and CMC

Equipment Development Department) or elevated to the status of independent

CMC departments, commissions, or offices (see table 2).

Table 2. CMC Departm

nts, Commissions, and Offices

Name Predecessor Initial Director Current Director

General Office [/pA/T] | General Office GEN Qin Shengxiang | MG Zhong Shaojun
(ZE4E] (BhAZE]

Joint Staff Department General Staff GEN Fang Fenghui GEN Li Zuocheng

(A S ) Department (GSD) | [/ H%] [Z=ERK]

Political Work Department | General Political GEN Zhang Yang ADM Miao Hua

[BUATAERR] Department (GPD) | [3KFH] K

Logistics Support General Logistics GEN Zhao Keshi GEN Song Puxuan

Department Department (GLD) | 52 47] (R iE]

EE Y

Equipment Development General Armaments | GEN Zhang Youxia LTG Li Shangfu

Department [25 4% & #] | Department (GAD) | [7K 3] [Z=1AE]

Training and Administration | GSD Military Training | LTG Zheng He [¢#1] | LTG Li Huohui

Department [{IIZ54 ##5] | Department (B2 K]

National Defense Mobili- | GSD Mobilization MG Sheng Bin [#%%X] | LTG Sheng Bin

zation Department [[Ef}; | Department (AR

51|

Discipline Inspection GPD Discipline GEN Du Jincai GEN Zhang

Commission [Z0AEAG 5 Inspection 471 Shengmin [FKF+E]

Z5143] Commission

Political and Legal Affairs | GPD Military LTG Li Xiaofeng LTG Song Dan

Commission [B7%:Z2 i3] | Procuratorate (2R ESE

Science and Technology GAD Science and LTG Liu Guozhi LTG Liu Guozhi

Commission Technology XIENE] DlEYAR]

(Rl R ZR 143 Commission

Strategic GSD Strategic MG Wang Huiging MG Wang Huiging

Planning Office Planning N BN

[ KI5 Department
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Table 2. CMC Departments, Commissions, and Offices

Name Predecessor Initial Director Current Director

Reform and GSD Military Affairs | MG Wang Chengzhi MG Zhang Yu

Organization Office Department [ERRE] (7]

(SRR A

Office of International MND/CMC Foreign | RADM Guan Youfei MG Hu Changming

Military Cooperation Affairs Office (R [FHE]

(HFRZEHA R P A E]

Audit Bureau [Fi 11251 GLD Audit Bureau MG Guo Chunfu MG Guo Chunfu
[F =] [F =]

Organ Affairs General GSD Management | MG Liu Zhiming MG Liu Zhiming

Management Bureau [{/l5% | Support Department | [Xl|Z£H] [XIER]

HEE L)

Key: GAD: General Armament Department; GLD: General Logistics Department; GPD: General Political
Department; GSD: General Staff Department.

This shift from a PLA centered on the general department system to
one managed by the CMC and CMC staff reflects the three broad drivers

of PLA reforms described in the introduction:

m strengthening the PLA’s ability to plan and conduct joint operations
in order to fight and win informationized wars

m revitalizing party control and discipline within the PLA

m improving “civil-military integration” so that the PLA can tap civil-
ian resources and leverage breakthroughs in the civilian science and
technology sector.

Strengthening the PLA’s Ability to Plan and Conduct Joint Operations

One way the reorganization strengthened the PLA’s ability to conduct joint
operations is by reducing CMC responsibilities to allow greater focus on
jointness and managing operations. Freed from the need to serve as army
headquarters and operate technical intelligence collection and space oper-
ations, the expanded CMC staff can concentrate on building a joint force
and supervising joint operations. The removal of service commanders from
CMC membership weakens the services relative to the CMC, although
ground force dominance and the service-centric organizational culture
within the PLA remain obstacles to building a joint force. Key functions

such as joint training (including military education), national defense
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mobilization, and strategic planning were elevated from second-level
departments within the GSD to the status of independent departments
and offices within the CMC staff, allowing the CMC chairman and vice
chairmen direct oversight over these functions and improving their ability
to push forward a joint agenda without obstruction from a GSD or Joint
Staff Department director concerned about ground force equities. Some
new CMC organs, such as the reform and organization office, were created

to help implement leadership priorities.

Revitalizing Party Control and Discipline within the PLA

Bringing the general departments and most of their functions inside the CMC
strengthens the ability of the CMC chairman and vice chairmen to monitor
those personnel and activities. The CMC General Office is the key CMC staft
organization responsible for ensuring compliance with CMC directives and
gathering information on what the larger CMC bureaucracy is doing. That
office’s critical role is reinforced by the fact that Zhong Shaojun, a longtime
civilian aide [#4-13] to Xi Jinping, was installed as a key General Office official
to serve as Xi’s trusted eyes and ears within the military.* Zhong followed Xi
to Beijing, was appointed deputy director with a military rank of senior colo-
nel, and was subsequently promoted to major general before being named as
General Office director in 2018.* The reorganization also seeks to strengthen
the effectiveness of monitoring and control mechanisms by giving the Disci-
pline Inspection Commission, Political and Legal Affairs Commission, and
Audit Bureau independent status and the ability to report directly to CMC
leaders without interference from their superiors.

Elevation of the CMC Discipline Inspection Commission director to
CMC member status increases the authority of that organization within the
PLA (and likely the effectiveness of its subsidiary discipline inspection com-
missions throughout major parts of the PLA). According to interviews, the
discipline inspection system now functions as a parallel chain of information
that reaches directly up to Xi and provides an independent assessment of the

performance of commanders, political commissars, and party committees.’

29



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

This arrangement should reduce opportunities for commanders and polit-
ical commissars to engage in corrupt practices and provide an independent

source of information for Xi to use when making promotion decisions.

Improving Civil-Military Integration

The reorganization also strengthens parts of the PLA that collaborate with
civilian counterparts in the state and party apparatus. The Science and
Technology Commission, previously under the GAD, is now an indepen-
dent CMC organ.® The commission will promote civil-military cooperation
in defense research and development and strengthen high-level guidance
for the research, development, test, and evaluation (RDT&E) system. The
National Defense Mobilization Department, which manages the military
districts and garrisons that interface with the party and civilian govern-
ment organs that run China’s provinces and cities, is now an independent
department that reports directly to top CMC leaders. The CMC’s Office of
International Military Cooperation helps ensure that military diplomacy

is coordinated with China’s broader foreign policy objectives.

Assessing Effectiveness of CMC Reforms
While the shift from the general department system to an expanded CMC
staff system has a clear organizational logic that corresponds to the goals
that PLA reforms are intended to advance, this does not necessarily mean
that the organizational reforms will achieve their intended results. The
reforms should increase effectiveness and improve monitoring by creating
a clearer division of responsibilities and improving the flow of information
from the agents (CMC staff organs) to the principal (CMC chairman and
vice chairmen). Our assessment is that the PLA has adopted a CMC orga-
nizational structure that can support development of a more effective joint
force, but that result is by no means guaranteed.

Challenges include the fact that the expanded CMC staff is a larger, more
complex organization to run than its smaller predecessor, which delegated

more responsibilities to the general departments. As in other aspects of current
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Chinese government reforms, this reflects an impulse to centralize power and
Xi’s reluctance to delegate responsibilities to others. The “CMC Chairman
Responsibility System” calls for Xi to make all the important military deci-
sions. Given that the scarcest resource in government is high-level attention,
how much time can Xi actually devote to these responsibilities?” Does he trust
the CMC vice chairmen enough to delegate some decisions to them?

This challenge is aggravated by the fact that the PLA’s organizational
culture does not encourage independent decisionmaking and taking
responsibility, which suggests that greater centralization may slow down
decisionmaking. According to one PLA source, many of the senior offi-
cers Xi has appointed are relatively inexperienced and reluctant to make
decisions. Instead, they pass the buck to their superiors.® Xi’s promulgation
of his own thought on military matters—now required study within the
PLA—may also make senior officers more reluctant to challenge subopti-
mal decisions from the top. The result may be slower decisionmaking and
difficulty in correcting mistakes.

Finally, most key CMC and CMC staff positions are held by army offi-
cers, and all of them are staffed by officers whose careers have been spent in
a military dominated by the ground forces and with rigid promotion and
assignment systems. Will their decisions reflect their personal experiences
in a PLA with limited jointness or the leadership’s goal of building a military
capable of conducting integrated joint operations? Can the PLA move from
a service-centric mentality to a joint mentality? Even if the structure of the
reorganized CMC supports efforts to build an effective joint military force,
the individuals in key leadership positions may frustrate that objective.
Building a joint force with capable joint commanders and staff officers may

ultimately require generational change.

Overview of CMC Departments, Commissions, and Offices
The rest of this appendix describes the composition of the post-reform
CMC and functions of the new CMC departments, commissions, and

offices that were announced on January 11, 2016. These departments,
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commissions, and offices are presented in the protocol order provided by

authoritative People’s Republic of China media accounts.’

CMC Departments [bu, #/ting, /T

General Office [bangongting, 77T]

The CMC retained a General Office whose key responsibilities include
managing information flows between CMC members and subsidiary depart-
ments, providing advice, and conducting policy research.” Under Xi, a key
mission of the General Office has been implementing the CMC Chairman
Responsibility System, which refers to the principle that all important deci-
sions ultimately rest with Xi"' Authoritative Chinese sources list the General
Office ahead of all other CMC departments, including those led by former
general department directors (that is, Joint Staff, Political Work, Logistics
Support, and Equipment Development), underscoring its importance in
ensuring that CMC orders are being implemented across the PLA. The office’s
director from 2012 through 2017 was Lieutenant General Qin Shengxiang,
who previously served as director of the General Political Department Orga-
nization Department.'? In late 2017, Qin departed to serve as the PLA Navy’s
political commissar but a successor was not immediately announced. Major
General Zhong Shaojun, one of Xi’s longtime civilian aides, was promoted

from his position as deputy director to CMC General Office director in 2018."

Joint Staff Department [/ianhe canmou bu, & 28]

The Joint Staff Department is responsible for command and control (C2),
“combat command support” [zuozhan zhihui baozhang, VESRIEHELRIE],
campaign planning, formulating military strategy, organizing joint training,
performing combat capability assessments, and working to ensure combat
readiness [zhanbei jianshe, 1% 7 1%].* Thus, the department performs many
of the functions of the former General Staff Department Operations Depart-
ment [zongcan zuozhan bu, S Z{E{KE).15 The Joint Staff Department also
likely absorbed some of the GSD’s role in intelligence collection and analysis

(former 2PLA) and, as documented in the chapter in this volume by Costello
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and McReynolds, plays a role in cyber and electronic warfare management
through its Network-Electronic Bureau (former 4PLA). Other former GSD
functions were transferred to the Strategic Support Force and service head-
quarters. The organization plays a significant role in the evolving joint C2
structure by serving as the institutional link between the CMC and five joint
theater commands, though the nature of that role remains unclear.' Its initial
director was former Chief of the General Staff General Fang Fenghui. In
August 2017, Fang, who had become embroiled in an anti-corruption inves-
tigation, was replaced by former PLA ground force commander Li Zuocheng.

Li serves concurrently as a CMC member.

Political Work Department [zhengzhi gongzuo bu, BUE TAFE5E)

The Political Work Department performs the duties of the previous GPD,
including overseeing political education, “human resources management,”
and party organizations within the military, in addition to managing the PLA’s
internal and external propaganda arms. Some have speculated that the Polit-
ical Work Department might have assumed the former GSD Military Affairs
Department’s role in enlisted personnel management.”” This department is
instrumental in strengthening the party’s “absolute leadership” over the mili-
tary, which has been a consistent theme of the reforms.”* However, unlike the
former GPD, the Political Work Department does not oversee party discipline
inspection or the military prosecutorial system; those functions migrated to
independent Discipline Inspection and Political and Legal Affairs commissions
under the CMC. It was initially led by former GPD Director General Zhang
Yang. Zhang, who like Fang Fenghui was caught up in an anti-corruption
investigation, was replaced in September 2017 by Admiral Miao Hua, former

PLA Navy political commissar. Miao serves concurrently as a CMC member.

Logistics Support Department [hougin baozhang bu, 5 Bl rfEE]
The Logistics Support Department is responsible for overseeing logistics
support, setting standards, performing inspections, and carrying out other

duties previously entrusted to the General Logistics Department."” As Luce
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and Richter note in their chapter in this volume, the Logistics Support
Department also plays a role in “facilities management, contracting, budget
management and funds disbursement, international military engagement,
and overall administration of PLA hospitals and medical programs.” A key
focus of the department is managing the logistics system, though combat
support appears to be carried out by the Joint Logistics Support Force and
its subordinate units.? Its first director was former GLD Director General
Zhao Keshi, who retired in October 2017, and was replaced by former

Northern Theater commander General Song Puxuan.

Equipment Development Department [zhuangbei fazhan bu, 2544 % JE5)

Like its predecessor, the General Armaments Department, the Equipment
Development Department performs RDT&E functions and oversees pro-
curement management and information systems building [xinxi xitong
jianshe, 155 RS #1%]. However, the GAD’s Science and Technology
Commission did not migrate to this department and was instead placed
directly under the CMC (see below). In addition, the GAD’s role in over-
seeing equipment development for the ground forces was sent to the new
army headquarters. According to the Ministry of National Defense (MND),
the PLA aims for a division of labor in RDT&E between the new CMC
department, services, and theaters, but how this will work in practice is
unclear.” The initial director was former GAD Director General Zhang
Youxia. Following Zhang’s elevation to CMC vice chairman in October
2017, the department was directed by Lieutenant General Li Shangfu, a

previous deputy commander of the Strategic Support Force.

Training and Administration Department [xunlian guanli bu, |55 HEE8]

The Training and Administration Department is responsible for oversee-
ing training and professional military education, and likely coordinates
with the Joint Staff Department, theater commands, and services to
develop joint training requirements and assess training programs.

It replaced the former GSD Military Training Department [zongcan
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junxun bu, SZZ#], which had been stood up in 2011.22 Establishing
a training department under direct CMC supervision underscores the
importance of strengthening “realistic” joint training across the PLA.
The first director was Lieutenant General Zheng He, who went on to serve
as president of the PLA Academy of Military Sciences and later the PLA
National Defense University. He was replaced by Lieutenant General Li
Huohui, who was previously commander of the 31®* Group Army, one of

the PLA’s elite units.

National Defense Mobilization Department [guofang dongyuan bu, [E 55l 535

The National Defense Mobilization Department oversees the reserve forces
and the provincial military districts [sheng junqu, %4 %[X] and below, other
than the Tibet and Xinjiang Military Districts and the Beijing Garrison
(which were placed under the army headquarters in part due to their higher
bureaucratic grade).** This department succeeds the former GSD Mobiliza-
tion Department [canmou dongyuan bu, S Z5)5%). Elevating mobilization
to a separate CMC department highlights the importance of civil-military
integration, given the office’s oversight over reserve force and mobilization
planning.”® The first director was Lieutenant General Sheng Bin, who was

previously deputy commander of the Shenyang Military Region.

CMC Commissions [weiyuanhui, Z55143]

Discipline Inspection Commission [jilu jiancha weiyuanhui, 204346 &2 5143)
The CMC Discipline Inspection Commission is responsible for enforcing
party discipline within the PLA, including conducting investigations of
suspected corrupt personnel. Its mission parallels that of the civilian
Central Discipline Inspection Commission, which has played a promi-
nent role in China’s anti-corruption campaign since late 2012. Although
Chinese sources describe this as a new organization,* the CMC has had
a discipline inspection commission since November 1980.2” However, the
work of that commission was reportedly carried out by the GPD. Its inau-

gural secretary was General Du Jincai, a previous GPD deputy director. In
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March 2017, Du was replaced by General Zhang Shengmin, who had been
political commissar of the CMC Logistics Support Department. Zhang
was appointed a CMC member at the 19" Party Congress.

Political and Legal Affairs Commission [zhengfa weiyuanhui, BLEZR 143

This organization establishes regulations and legal norms to improve the
administration of the PLA—what the Chinese armed forces call “regular-
ization” [zhengguihua, R4k Tt also helps to “prevent, investigate, and
deal with” criminal activities in the military.* Centralizing the military’s
legal system reduces the potential for interference with the enforcement of
laws and regulations at lower levels. Previously, the military court system and
Military Procuratorate (which conducted police investigations) were under
the GPD. The organization parallels the civilian Central Political and Legal
Affairs Commission, formerly under Zhou Yongkang, which supervises the
legal and police systems. The first secretary of the CMC Politics and Law
Commission was Lieutenant General Li Xiaofeng, who previously served
as the PLA’s chief procurator. In March 2017, he was replaced by Lieutenant

General Song Dan, previously the commission’s deputy secretary.

Science and Technology Commission [kexue jishu weiyuanhui, F}2#HARZE F143]
As part of the CMC reshuffling, the PLA’s Science and Technology Com-
mission was transferred from the GAD to direct CMC oversight.* It
continues to be responsible for advising PLA leadership on weapons devel-
opment and serving as a nexus for collaboration between the armed forces
and defense industry.* Moving the commission to the CMC highlights the
importance of civil-military integration to the PLA, a theme of the larger
reforms. The commission’s director remained Lieutenant General Liu

Guozhi, who was appointed to his position in 2014.%
CMC Offices [bangongshi, 733 [shu, Z&/zongju, )]

Strategic Planning Office [zhanliie guihua bangongshi, fRI& R RIFR A %]

The Strategic Planning Office is responsible for centralizing authority over
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“military strategic planning.”* It replaced the GSD Strategic Planning
Department, which was established in 2011 and carried out functions
such as long-term strategic analysis, resource allocation analysis, and
organizational reform analysis.** The new department continues to per-
form some of these roles, including managing military budgets and project
evaluation and accountability systems.*® Organizational reform issues,
however, appear more likely to be addressed within the CMC Reform and
Organization Office (see below). Major General Wang Huiqging remained

as the office’s director after its transfer from the GSD.

Reform and Organization Office [gaige he bianzhi bangongshi, SR A E]

The Reform and Organization Office is responsible for coordinating mil-
itary reforms and managing the PLA’s organizational structure.’® The
organization likely coordinates closely with the CMC’s military reform
leading small group [zhongyang junwei zhenhua guofang he jundui gaige
liangdao xiaozu, " JEZEZE AL A PA A 4552/, which was
established in 2014 to provide guidance for the entire reform process under
Xi’s leadership.?” It appears to replace some functions of the former GSD
Military Affairs Department [zongcan junwu bu, 2% 5] and may
also have acquired some responsibilities from the former GSD Strategic
Planning Department related to organizational reform.*® The office’s first
director was Major General Wang Chengzhi, who formerly led the GPD’s
Direct Work Department [zong zheng zhishu gongzuo bu, S E & TAE
#]. In 2017, he was replaced by Major General Zhang Yu, who previously

served as the office’s deputy director.

Office of International Military Cooperation [guaji junshi hezuo bangongshi, ElSx
FHEIFIAZ]

The CMC Office of International Military Cooperation is responsible for
managing foreign military exchanges and cooperation and supervising
foreign affairs work throughout the PLA.* It replaced the previous MND
Foreign Affairs Office [guofang bu waishi bangongshi, EjFs I A
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‘2], which had doubled as the CMC General Office Foreign Affairs Office
(FAO). However, the MND Information Affairs Bureau [guofang bu xinwen
shiwu ju, EBHEHTH955)5), part of the former FAO that conducts news
briefings, remained within the MND. Clarifying the office’s status within
the CMC underscores the importance of military diplomacy, which has
been an emphasis of Xi.*° The first director of the office was Rear Admiral
Guan Youfei, who previously headed the MND Foreign Affairs Office.* In
May 2017, Guan was replaced by Major General Hu Changming, who had

previously served as the office’s deputy director.

Audit Bureau [shenji shu, tit]

The Audit Bureau is responsible for inspecting PLA finances and supervis-
ing the military’s audit system.** This office was previously located within
the GLD but moved to the CMC in November 2014.* Like the Discipline
Inspection Commission, the Audit Bureau sends inspection teams to
units throughout the PLA to ensure compliance with rules and root out
corruption.** Major General Guo Chunfu was appointed to lead the office

in December 2015.%°

Organ Affairs General Management Bureau [jiguan shiwu guanli zongbu, H155%
S E LS

This is a new organization responsible for providing administrative support
to CMC departments and subsidiary organs.*® The office was apparently the
result of a merger between the former GSD Management Support Depart-
ment [canmou guanli baozhang bu, S E PRI, which served alogistics
function (for example, facilities management), and similar offices from the
other general departments.” The new bureau appears to continue to play a
role in provisioning supplies as well as in managing military wages.*® One
role of the office is “cutting support units and personnel,” which suggests
that it has played a role in implementing the PLA’s planned 300,000-person
force reduction.” The bureau’s first director was Major General Liu Zhiming,

former head of the Shenyang Military Region Joint Logistics Department.
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CHAPTER 1

BREAKING THE PARADIGM

Drivers Behind the PLA's Current Period of Reform

David M. Finkelstein

Closely embrace the building of a military that listens to the
Party’s commands, which can fight and win, with a superior work style.

—Third Plenum “Decision,” November 2013

n late 2015, Xi Jinping launched the Chinese People’s Liberation Army

(PLA) into a period of much anticipated reform that will continue

for many years. In 2016 alone, the PLA made significant changes to a
legacy organizational structure that had its roots in the 1950s, when Soviet
advisors helped to shape the People’s Republic of China (PRC) defense
establishment. Swept away were the four general departments—traditional
bastions of authority over operations and training, Party work and personnel
affairs, logistics, and equipment development.? In their stead emerged an
expanded and more powerful Central Military Commission (CMC) that
includes a newly formed Joint Staff Department, among other subordinate
departments and organs.’

Also disestablished were the PLA’s seven geographic military regions:
ground force-dominated entities that harkened back to the immediate
“post-liberation” period after 1949, when they were created to consolidate
Communist rule after a long civil war and to defend the borders and coast
of the newly established PRC against potential external attack. These have
been replaced by five joint theater commands that will focus on planning

and conducting operations outward along various “strategic directions.”
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These organizational changes have been accompanied by major adjust-
ments in roles, authorities, and responsibilities. With the disestablishment
of the four general departments, the CMC now has direct control over
the five joint theater commands and services, the latter now serving as
force providers responsible for training, equipping, and modernizing their
respective organizations.® Moreover, peacetime and wartime command
and control relationships have been streamlined and authorities clarified,
at least in theory.” This is just the beginning of Beijing’s ambitious mili-
tary reform agenda.® On December 2-3, 2016, President Xi convened and
chaired the CMC Work Conference on Armed Forces Scale, Structure, and
Force Composition Reform. This conclave launched the second tranche of
major organizational reforms focused mostly on force reductions, a rebal-
ancing among the services, a reorganization of major ground force units,
and institutional reforms such as a reorganization of the expansive system
of military academies.’

Beyond changes to the PLA’s line-and-block chart, the heart and soul of
this enterprise will be myriad institutional and systemic changes that were
announced as part of the military reform agenda in the Central Commit-
tee’s “Decision” at the Third Plenum of the 18" Party Congress in November
2013, that were discussed at the November 2015 CMC Work Conference
on Military Structural Reform, and that were included in the authoritative
Central Military Commission Opinion on Deepening Reform of National
Defense and the Armed Forces, which was issued on January 1, 2016."° These
institutional, systemic, and procedural reforms—some 46 identified in the

Third Plenum Decision—cover major areas such as:

m national military strategy

m command and control relationships

m the balance of forces among the services
m service structure and size

m force deployments within China

m the ratio of combat to noncombat organizations
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m the balance between officers, noncommissioned officers, and enlisted
personnel

m the officer personnel management system (promotions and assign-
ments)

m professional military education
m budget and finance

m oversight and compliance.

Although the PLA’s timetable for enacting change in all of these areas is
unknown, the year 2020 has been set as the target date for completion."

Needless to say, this is a bold undertaking. In some areas, such as organi-
zational changes, the decisions to date have already gone far beyond previous
periods of reform, and more developments are expected. For example, as initial
versions of this chapter were being drafted, the PLA announced the establish-
ment of the Joint Logistics Support Force under the CMC."? As for institutional
reforms, that enterprise has just begun, but it will be marching over well-tram-
pled fields. The PLA will seek to push through change in systemic problem
areas that have long bedeviled China’s armed forces. Overall, the range of
issues on the reform agenda suggests the PLA is seeking to make significant
adjustments to organizational, institutional, and operational attributes that
have defined it for decades. They are looking to break out of old paradigms.

What is driving this current period of military reform? To what ends?
Why now? This chapter argues that this period of reenergized military
reform is being impelled by three drivers that are all interacting at a moment
in time: domestic political factors, operational factors, and assessments of
China’s national security situation. When this process is complete, Beijing
hopes to have a military that is more tightly tied to the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) and more operationally capable of winning joint, high-tech
wars fought primarily in the maritime and aerospace domains.

The remainder of this chapter looks at each of these three drivers of
reform in greater depth. The analysis is based almost exclusively on PLA

and other Chinese materials that have been placed in the public domain,
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mostly in the Chinese media. Indeed, PLA leadership and a wide range of
officers have not been shy about discussing what they intend to achieve and
why they need to achieve it through speeches, journal articles, and PLA
media. While the details may be slow in coming (if at all in some cases), the

general contours of what is transpiring are in the public domain.

The Political Dimensions of Military Reform

Four key and interrelated political drivers are behind this reform enterprise.
First and foremost is a need to tighten the CCP-PLA linkage in an era of
perceived internal and external challenges to the Chinese Party-state. Sec-
ond is pulling the PLA into the larger national reform agenda that Xi and
the CCP have set for the PRC. Third is strengthening Xi’s personal power.
Fourth is the need to preemptively roll over any potential resistance within

the PLA to the military reform enterprise. Each is examined in turn.

Reaffirming Party Control of the PLA

Since this period of reform was announced at the Third Plenum in 2013, a
significant dimension of the accompanying internal propaganda campaign
directed at the PLA has focused on reinforcing fundamental political princi-
ples: that the PLA is a Party-army and the armed wing of the CCP. In short,
the PLA needs to remain a force that “listens to the commands of the Party.”
“Adhere to the correct political direction” was the first of the six “Basic Prin-
ciples” for the reform outlined in the authoritative CMC “Opinion” issued

on January 1, 2016:

Adhere to the correct political direction. It is necessary to con-
solidate and perfect the basic principles and system of the Party’s
absolute leadership over the military, maintain the nature and
purposes of the people’s military, carry forward our military’s
glorious traditions and excellent work style, comprehensively
implement the Central Military Commission chairmanship

responsibility system, and ensure that the supreme leadership
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right and command right of the military are concentrated in
the [Communist Party of China] Central Committee and in the

Central Military Commission."

It is easy to dismiss these reaffirmations of Party control of the PLA as
standard CCP rhetoric [tifa, $#7%], for there is nothing new at all in these
exhortations. However, the amount of hand-wringing over this issue is
worth noting. At a time when the CCP is facing a challenging domestic
agenda, Party leadership appears determined that there be no slippage
whatsoever in CCP-PLA connectivity." A strong CCP-PLA connection is
considered especially critical at this point in time under “the new situation”
[xin xingshi, FT/E#] when the Party perceives that it is facing mounting
internal and external security challenges, some of which are viewed as
interconnected—an assessment that is captured in the CCP’s shorthand
phrase “the two big situations” [liangge da ju, >R J=)].

There continue to be concerns that “anti-Party forces” from within
and without China pose a real threat to the CCP-led regime. Xi Jinping
has spoken of the need to “achieve political security as our fundamental
task.” There is no dearth of public commentary about perceived threats
to the political system. One authoritative example comes from the publicly
released 2015 defense white paper that transmitted China’s national military
strategy. The document declared that “China faces a formidable task to
maintain political security” and that “anti-China forces have never given
up their attempt to instigate a ‘color revolution’ in this country.”'¢ Besides
persistent concerns about color revolutions, the example of the fall of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union stands as a stark reminder of what
can happen when a Party-army loses its political direction. Party leaders
no doubt also keep in the backs of their minds the momentary confusion
in the ranks of the PLA at one point in 1989 when some units refused to
obey orders to enforce martial law. In the face of these political threats and
challenges, a PLA not loyal to the CCP could pose an existential threat to

the regime, and so requires constant vigilance.
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Second, and directly related to the above, over the past few years senior
CCP and PLA leaders have felt a need to vociferously attack the notion of
the “nationalization” or “de-politicization” of the PLA. In 2011, for example,
the former director of the General Political Department, General Li Jinai,
wrote a widely disseminated editorial in PLA Daily that lambasted the idea of
depoliticizing the PLA as an attempt by “domestic and foreign hostile forces”
to overthrow the CCP, a common theme."” (In August 2016, an uncorrobo-
rated news report alleged General Li was arrested in retirement as part of the
anticorruption campaign in the PLA ') In August 2013, in a long article on
military reform in Seeking Truth [Qiushi, 3K/&], the CCP’s flagship journal,
then-CMC Vice Chairman General Fan Changlong warned that the PLA
must “resolutely refute and reject the erroneous political viewpoints of ‘dis-
associating the military from the Party, depoliticizing the armed forces’ and
‘putting the armed forces under the state.”® And, of course, Xi’s speech at
the All Army Political Work Conference held in Gutian in November 2014,
1 year after the Third Plenum and 1 year before the CMC Opinion on mili-
tary reform, was a top-down exercise in “re-redding” the PLA.?° Addressing
concerns about “erroneous views” on depoliticizing the PLA in conjunction
with the current period of reform is likely a combination of a periodic need
to exorcise this ultimate demon that CCP and PLA officials have conjured
up in their worst nightmares, a need to counter the arguments of some
Western scholars who argue from time to time that the PLA cannot become
a professional force until it is a national force, and possibly a response to a real
discourse on this issue that may have been taking place in some quarters of
the PLA, but into which outside observers have little visibility.”

Third, there are intriguing hints, though based on thin gruel, that over
the years the absolute power and authority of the CMC (and hence, the
Central Committee) over the PLA had somehow been diluted and that the
reorganization would correct this. One article in PLA Daily spoke of “overly
concentrated power” in the four general departments resulting in them
taking on some of the prerogatives of the CMC, and that the four general

departments “in reality form[ed] an independent level of leadership” serving
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as “a substitute for several functions of the CMC”—not an acceptable situa-
tion.” As for the military regions, the same author used a historical-literary
allusion from the Western Zhou Dynasty (11" BCE) to assert that as a result
of the new organizational changes to the PLA, the “large military regions

will also no longer have feudal powers over their domains.”*

Pulling the PLA “Inside the Tent"
Another political dimension of the current military reform enterprise is
bringing the military establishment inside the CCP’s “tent” and chipping
away at what one might refer to as the PLAs tradition of bureaucratic excep-
tionalism. What is meant by this term? To be clear, it is not meant to imply
that the PLA is a rogue or independent actor within the Chinese Party-state
system or to question its institutional loyalty to the CCP. It does mean that
the PLA has been left mostly to its own devices to manage itself, regulate
itself, and set its own institutional priorities with little or no oversight or
accountability from outside the PLA. This extreme institutional autonomy
has resulted in two significant problems for the PLA: rampant corruption
throughout the officer corps (including at its highest levels) and a lack of
political will to take on the deeply vested bureaucratic, institutional, and
personal interests that have stood in the way of implementing reforms
necessary to enhance the PLA’s capabilities as a warfighting organization.

The anticorruption campaign sweeping through the PLA and the
mind-boggling number of senior officers who have been arrested speaks
volumes to Xi Jinping’s determination that the PLA not elude the larger
ongoing anticorruption campaign within the greater CCP. Through this
campaign he is underscoring that the PLA, and especially its top leaders,
is subject to the same type of Party discipline as civilian CCP members.
A PLA Daily commentator article in October 2016 strongly suggested the
anticorruption campaign in the PLA is far from over and will continue for
some time to come.**

As for the need to move forward on much needed military reforms,

the PLA has been given its marching orders directly from the CCP to make
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tough decisions and show progress despite the number of “rice bowls” that
will be upended. Military reform and modernization have been made a
part of Xi’s and the CCP’s larger national reform agenda—military reform
is not just the PLA’s business at this point.

The importance of military modernization to the larger CCP agenda
has been clear since the 18" Party Congress in 2012 and was reaffirmed at
the Third Plenum in 2013. We recall that the 18" Party Congress work report
called for “accelerating” defense reform and made its accomplishment “a stra-
tegic task of China’s modernization drive,” directing the PLA to “make major
progress.”* The Central Committee’s “Decision on Major Issues Concerning
Comprehensively Deepening Reforms” coming out of the Third Plenum
placed military reform in the context of a larger national reform agenda that
included the economic system, government functions, the fiscal and tax sys-
tems, urban-rural issues, the “socialist democratic political system,” the legal
system, accountability of officials, social services, and environmental issues.

Announcing the key components of the current military reform effort
at a Central Committee plenum, and not at an expanded meeting of the
CMC as in the past, has been described by some PLA officers as unprec-
edented. Moreover, as one PLA analyst has written, this was the “first
time China’s national defense and military reforms have been integrated
into overall national reforms and been considered an important part of
executing a national strategy.”* Finally, as students of Chinese affairs are
well aware, an important component of the CCP’s “China Dream” [zhong-
guo meng, FEAF] is the “Strong Army Dream” [giangjun meng, T7FEAF].
Having been handed its own “Goldwater-Nichols moment” by the Party,
the PLA must now produce results no matter how dislocating or painful it

may be for various stakeholders.

Strengthening Xi’s Power
Finally, another result of the political muscle movements associated with
this current PLA reform and modernization enterprise has been strength-

ening Xi Jinping’s control over the PLA, and hence his control over the Party
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itself. Xi is chairman of the “CMC Leading Small Group for Deepening
National Defense and Military Reform” [zhongyang junwei shenhua guofang
he jundui gaige lingdao xiaozu, "M RZEZZHA E T ZE A D405/ N,
an organ that was established after the Third Plenum to oversee the devel-
opment and implementation of military reform and modernization plans.
The implication is that Xi is personally involved in this process to make
sure it happens. In the past, the four general departments were responsible
for carrying out the stated military reform objectives of the CMC. This
usually resulted in foot-dragging or less than bold initiatives. This time,
overseeing and enforcing change has been taken over by the CMC chair-
man himself (Xi), who has taken the four general departments out of the
process, disbanding them and absorbing many of their former functions
and responsibilities into the CMC. Second, the PLA and Party literature
explaining the new organizational and command and control arrange-
ments are awash with explanations of the need to strengthen the “chairman
responsibility system” [junwei zhuxi fuze zhi, 253 JiE 71 5t —that is,
placing more authority in the hands of the CMC chairman, namely Xi.
As one article put it, the new arrangements “will be more advantageous to
strengthening the concentrated unified leadership of the CMC, and better
implementing the chairman responsibility system . . . to safeguard the firm
grasp of the highest leadership and command authority over the nation’s
armed forces of Chairman Xi and the CMC.”” Third, the anticorruption
campaign and the netting of such high-level generals as former CMC Vice
Chairmen General Xu Caihou and General Guo Boxiong make clear to
everyone in uniform how powerful Xi is. Indeed, Xi is getting tough with
the PLA just as Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping did. The symbolism of
Xi convening the November 2014 All Army Political Work Conference in
Gutian, the site of one of Mao’s early triumphs over the Red Army (1929),
could not have been lost on those who attended (and the rest of the officer
corps not in attendance, thanks to a barrage of articles in PLA Daily). Xi’s
alleged criticisms of the PLA are reminiscent of Deng, especially Deng’s

famous 1975 speech, “The Task of Consolidating Our Army,” in which he
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famously criticized the PLA for “bloating, laxity, conceit, extravagance,
and inertia.”?® Finally, because of the reorganization, Xi is the first CMC
chairman to take on the title commander-in-chief of the Joint Operations
Command Center.””

At this point, there should be no question in the PLA (or the CCP)
about who is in charge of the armed forces. Nothing says “I'm in charge” like
arresting active-duty and retired generals, chairing the group overseeing
the reform enterprise, having your expositions on national defense and
army-building published and studied, taking on new titles, and disestab-
lishing organizations that have provided the bases for personal power and
institutional authority for decades. To oppose or stand in the way of military
reform is to oppose the will of the Central Committee and Xi Jinping. Such
alarge degree of political power behind the military reforms is considered
a necessary prerequisite for a successful reform program simply because
of the challenges of bureaucratic inertia and resistance to change based
on vested interests. The PLA has been attempting many of these reforms
for decades, but unsuccessfully due at times to resistance from within the
armed forces. CMC Vice Chairman General Xu Qiliang, an important
political voice of the reform, has hammered home the need to get with the
program as directed by the CCP. Typical of his exhortations: “It is necessary
to break through the restrictions of traditional thoughts, break through
the obstruction of vested interests, and muster up the courage of blazing a
trail when facing a mountain.”*® And a steep mountain it is that the PLA
is trying to climb, for the guts of this enterprise is aimed at enhancing the

PLA’s capability to conduct a type of warfare it has never fought before.

Operational Imperatives

The most significant driver of this reform enterprise is the need to improve
the operational capabilities of the PLA as a joint warfighting force—one
that can prevail in information-intensive joint operations in the mari-
time-aerospace domains, and other high-tech battle spaces. In addition to

strengthening the CCP-PLA linkage, the PLA must come out the other end
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of this period of reform more capable of prosecuting joint warfare, an objec-
tive it has been pursuing for over two decades. In addition to prevailing in
ajoint, high-tech fight, the PLA is being told to better position itself to deal
with an expanding list of nontraditional security threats faced by Beijing and
to be able to secure Chinese national interests, many of which are increas-
ingly abroad. All of these missions require enhanced operational capabilities.

The demand signal from the CCP for such a military is captured in
the opening paragraph of the section on defense and military affairs in the

work report of the 18" Party Congress:

Building a strong national defense and powerful armed forces that
are commensurate with China’s international standing and meet
the needs of its security and development interests is a strategic
task of China’s modernization drive. China is faced with interwo-
ven problems affecting its survival and development security as
well as traditional and nontraditional security threats. To address
these problems and threats, we must make major progress in

modernizing national defense and the armed forces.”

Atbottom, the PLA is being told that it must become a force that can “fight
and win.” It is Xi himself who is demanding that the PLA enhance its actual
operational capabilities and focus its energies on warfighting.

Xiis quoted ad infinitum in articles in the PLA media and professional
military journals emphasizing that all facets of the military reform program
must be focused on the Party’s “strong army objective” [giangjun mubiao,
5% H#7] and that the most important criterion for moving forward with a
reform initiative is whether it will unleash combat power and meet the “war-
fighting standard” [zhandouli biaozhun, 51 7H7HE]. The following passage
from The Selected Important Expositions of Xi Jinping on National Defense
and Army Building (cited by a PLA author) makes the point indelibly clear:

The military must develop the ability to fight and win wars. We

must strengthen the ability of officers and men to fight wars, to
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lead troops in battle, and train soldiers in a warfighting way of
thinking. We must firmly establish warfighting capability as the
fundamental and sole standard. We must build according to the
requirements of warfighting; grasp preparations; and ensure that

the army will respond to the call, fight, and win.*

Xi reportedly underscored this point at the first meeting of the CMC’s
Leading Small Group on Military Reform (March 15,2014) when he stated that:

it is necessary to firmly grasp the focal point of being able to
fight and win. Persistently take preparations for military struggle
[PMS] as the lead, persistently adhere to the orientation of problem
solving, focus reforms on settling crucial and difficult issues in
preparations for military struggle and overcoming the weak links

in combat power building.*®

There are two phrases in the statement that merit comment. The first phrase
of note is “preparations for military struggle” [junshi douzheng zhunbei, %
HLfES], which some also translate as “military combat preparations.”
This PLA term speaks to the need to be able to equip, train, and especially
employ a military force to engage in a specific type of conflict. It is a capa-
bilities-based perspective.** To a large extent, many if not all of the facets of
this current period of military reform are centered on the need to be able to
fight a specific type of conflict. What type of conflict is the PLA being told
to prepare for? The answer was provided by Beijing in the publicly released
2015 defense white paper. The paper told readers that China’s current mil-
itary strategy (“Military Strategic Guideline of Active Defense Under the
New Situation™®) requires the PLA to prepare to fight “informationized
local wars, highlighting maritime military struggle and maritime PMS.”*

There is no dearth of PLA writing or analyses to help us understand what
type of conflict the Chinese armed forces are being told to prepare for. Briefly,
firstand foremost, it means a joint fight that integrates all of PLA services and

key capabilities. It means a high-tech and information-dominant conflict.
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It is anticipated by the PLA that operations will primarily be fought in the
maritime-aerospace domains, with actions also taking place in cyberspace,
outer space, and across the electromagnetic spectrum. The ability to fight and
win this type of fight is what the PLA reform enterprise must accomplish.

The second phrase of note in Xi’s statement is overcoming the weak
links in combat power building. This is important to highlight because the
PLA currently assesses that it is not yet where it needs to be when it comes
to fighting and winning the kind of joint conflict it currently identifies as
the “focal point” for its “preparations for military struggle.”

Those who are steeped in Chinese military literature and who regularly
read the comments and articles of commanders, political commissars, and
Chinese military analysts appreciate that there is no greater critic of the PLA
than the PLA itself. PLA expert Dennis Blasko has written and commented
extensively on this point.”” The PLA (and Xi Jinping) have multiple self-crit-
ical phrases that capture the PLA’s various self-assessed shortcomings. One
of the most common is the “two incompatibles” [liangge buxiang shiying,
PIANASHHIE B ], which assesses that the PLA’s level of modernization is not
yet at the point of being able to win information-based local wars, nor can
the PLA fulfill all of its new “historic missions in the new phase of the new
century.”*® Another common phrase is “the two big gaps” [liangge chaju
hen da, ANZEREIR K], which states that there is still a large gap between
the capabilities of the PLA and the overall demands of national security
and between the PLA’s state of modernization compared with the world’s
most advanced militaries.*

What seem to be the problems? Where are the “weak links” Xi Jinping
spoke of that must be addressed during this urgent period of military reform?
Even a cursory answer to these questions is far beyond the scope of this
chapter. However, to oversimplify, they reside in two big bins: technologies
(weapons and systems) and institutions (organization, people, and processes).

On the technologies side, the PLA is not satisfied that it has the weap-
ons and systems it needs to sustain and prevail in modern warfare. For

example, there are still problems with China’s defense industrial system,
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with indigenous innovation, and in manufacturing key components of
some weapons systems or platforms. Aircraft engines are one persistent
example where there is still difficulty in the defense industrial sector. The
current reforms aim to address the perennial problems in China’s defense
industrial sector again (as they have been attempting to do for almost three
decades). The emphasis in the current period of reform on enhanced “civ-
il-military integration” [junmin ronghe, ZEIGflA] as part of the solution
is not a new concept; it goes back decades (see the respective chapters by
Cheung and Lafferty in this volume).

Moreover, the PLA speaks of itself as unevenly modernized across
a force of some 2 million personnel (after the 300,000-troop cut that Xi
Jinping announced in September 2015 has been implemented). The PLA
still describes itself as only partly mechanized and partly “information-
ized”—not only in equipment but also in operational mindsets. The PLA
views itself as a force operating in two military epochs simultaneously:
the previous age of mechanization and the current information era, with
some forces only partially residing in either. In the year 2013, when this
period of reform was launched, the PLA was not where it planned to be in
making these transitions, even in achieving full mechanization, as called
for in its own 30-year military modernization plan known as the “three
step development strategy” [san buzou fazhan zhanliie, =7 K JR K],
promulgated in 1997.4°

These problems notwithstanding, there has been great progress on
the weapons and systems fronts over the years that the current reform
enterprise aims to build on and accelerate. China’s defense industries have
demonstrated that they can indigenously produce (or reverse engineer and
reproduce) impressive weapons, systems, components, and technologies
that today give the PLA more reach, more punch, and more situational
awareness than at any time in the past. The Chinese have demonstrated the
capacity to field systems credible enough to elicit concerns and reactions
from among the foreign defense establishments in China’s neighborhood

and beyond, to include the United States. The U.S. Department of Defense’s
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annual reports to Congress on Chinese military power, and other types of
publications, are replete with examples of impressive systems being fielded
by the PLA (and the high rate by which they are being produced): various
types of missiles, surface vessels, submarines, aircraft, tanks, long-range
artillery, satellites and antisatellite systems, radars, cyber capabilities, and
a nuclear force that is being modernized. The list goes on.*" And there are
certainly pockets of excellence in defense innovation, so positive strides are
being made in some sectors in China.

The more vexing issues for the PLA seem to reside on the institutional
front. There appear to be deep-seated concerns, and a full appreciation,
that the capacity to produce first-rate weapons and systems does not
automatically translate into operational capability. The latter is the result
of real operational know-how (experience), coupled with the necessary
command and control assets, and organizational structures that allow
commanders to employ, integrate, and manage forces on the modern
battlefield. In short, the PLA is concerned about the practical but increas-
ingly complex matters associated with operational art, to borrow a term
from the U.S. military. The PLA is painfully aware that it has not been
tested in battle for many years, and there are questions in its own mind
about how it might fare in real-world operations. As a commentator arti-
cle in PLA Daily put it, “it should be noted that our military forces have
not fought any major battle for over 30 years, and have not undergone
the tempering of actual operations under informationized conditions.™?
Some of the comments attributed to Xi Jinping about the capabilities of
the PLA’s operational commanders are both blunt and surprising. For
example, PLA press articles often refer to Xi pointing out that many PLA
commanders suffer from the “five cannots” [wuge buhui, 711" %]. These

commanders cannot:

m analyze a situation
m understand higher echelon intent

m make a decision on a course of action
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m deploy forces

m handle unexpected situations.*

Beyond technological shortfalls and the lack of recent real-world oper-
ational experience, the literature surrounding this current period of reform
strongly suggests that the CCP and PLA leadership believe the real inhibitors
to generating operational capability and combat power are systemic. There
isan acute acknowledgment that the PLA’s legacy organizational structures,
processes and procedures, and even its institutional culture and the level of
operational acumen of its personnel (especially commanders) are such that
they are inhibiting the generation of combat power. This is borne out by a
careful read of the military section of the Central Committee’s Decision
from the Third Plenum. Almost all of the areas identified as needing reform
or change are organizational, institutional, procedural, or administrative in
nature. The CMC’s authoritative Opinion on Reform (2016) speaks of the
necessity of “resolving systematic obstacles, structural contradictions, and
policy problems that constrain national defense and military development.™*
Writing in People’s Daily over a year before the Opinion was published, CMC
Vice Chairman Xu Qiliang used almost the same language, calling for the
pressing need to “break through the restrictions” to accruing combat power

» «

and operational capability caused by “institutional obstacles,” “structural
contradictions,” and “policy-related problems.””

The persistence of institutional and systemic problems inhibiting warf-
ighting capability must be a source of great frustration, for the PLA has been
working at resolving a host of these issues for decades. This is not the first
time in recent memory that the PLA has attempted to surge its reform efforts.
Students of Chinese military affairs will recall the late 1990s and early 2000s,
when the PLA introduced myriad systemic changes to doctrine, organization,
personnel management, training, logistics, professional military education,
and “civil-military integration” in the realm of defense industries.** Among

some analysts of the PLA, this author included, 1999 was referred to as “the

year of regulations” in recognition of the amount of systemic change the
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PLA was attempting to undergo by enacting new administrative regulations
and guidelines as well as new operational doctrine. All of these areas (and
others) are being looked at again during this current reform period. One can
only surmise that the fixes of the past did not solve the problems they were
intended to mitigate, were not actually put into place or enforced, or did not
keep up with the rapidly changing nature of global military affairs. One must
also surmise that the political will to enable bold but necessary changes was
not present until recently (see the chapter by Wuthnow and Saunders in this
volume for an overview of the changes being discussed).

In terms of “bold but necessary changes,” the recent disestablishment
of the former seven “military regions” [junqu, %[X] and creation of the
five “theater commands” [zhanqu, ii[X] stands out as a prime example of
what the PLA is attempting to achieve by way of improving its ability to
conduct joint operations.

After working assiduously since the early-1990s to develop the capacity
to conduct joint operations, a major stumbling block was apparently com-
mand and control arrangements. The wholesale disestablishment in February
2016 of the legacy military region system makes clear that the PLA assessed it
was unable to effectively superimpose the requirements of joint warfighting
onto the military region system, especially with respect to command and con-
trol arrangements. This is not surprising. The military regions were conceived
in the late 1940s based on internal geographic and political considerations:
internal political defense of the new CCP regime and the defense of the
new Party-state’s borders and coastlines from attack or invasion. Moreover,
throughout their existence, the military regions were ground force-centric
entities, with other services and forces stationed in the military regions
commanded or managed by their respective service headquarters, elements
within the four general departments, or the military region headquarters. No
arrangement could be less conducive to joint warfare.

The five newly created joint theater commands are conceptually dif-
ferent from the old military regions in various significant ways. (See the

chapter by Burke and Chan in this volume.) The most important difference
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is that they are joint entities focused on projecting military power externally
against designated contingencies—“strategic directions” [zhanliie fang-
xiang, i#& 77171, in the parlance of the PLA. Along with new command
and control relationships and authorities, the PLA hopes that this organi-

zational change will do the following:

m Simplify command and control relationships by having the theater
commands report directly to the CMC.

m Establish unity of command by giving the five joint theater command-
ers operational control over all forces assigned to their theaters.

m Achieve unity of effort by assigning specific strategic directions—
that is, contingencies—to each theater command for planning and
warfighting purposes.

m Focus warfighters on warfighting by making theater commanders
responsible for war planning and joint training and relegating the
services to the role of force providers.

m Quickly transition from peacetime training to wartime operations
by creating standing joint theater staffs versus the previous ad hoc
command and control arrangements.

This is but one example that underscores the operational factors behind
the current reform period.

Before leaving this section of the chapter, it is important to state that the
preceding discussion of the PLA’s self-assessment of its own operational or
institutional shortcomings, and those pointed out, should not be miscon-
strued for an argument that the Chinese armed forces are not an increasingly

capable, increasingly advanced, and potentially formidable force.

National Security Assessments: The Third Driver of Reform

The third major driver of this period of reform is a set of assessments that
the CCP and PLA have made about China’s current security challenges, as
well as concerns about the accelerating nature of the global revolution in
military affairs. Both are justifying and adding a sense of urgency to the

military reform enterprise.

62



Breaking the Paradigm

The increasingly “stern,” “complex,” and “uncertain” security environ-
ment the Chinese state and CCP itself are said to be facing is being touted
by Xi Jinping and senior PLA leadership as another critical reason why the
military must “accelerate” reform and modernization while the “strategic
window of opportunity” remains open. Then-CMC Vice Chairman Gen-
eral Fan Changlong urged PLA personnel to think of the current reform
period as “a race against time,” further stating, the “complexity and stern-
ness of our country’s security situation require that substantial development
be made in national defense and army building.™” A 2014 article in PLA
Daily declared, “to successfully accomplish our mission in the relay race of
history, our Party cadres in the military, no matter at what positions, should
have a stronger sense of trouble and crisis and a stronger sense of mission,
and dare to take on duties and commitments in work.”

The CCP still officially adheres to the ideologically important judgment
that “peace and development” [heping yu fazhan, F1*V-5 % f] remains the
“keynote of the times” [shidai zhuti, FfX 3 @]. This judgment was made
by Deng Xiaoping back in 1985 and revalidated in 1999 during an extended
public and internal debate triggered by the errant North Atlantic Treaty
Organization bombing of the PRC embassy in Belgrade. At its most basic
level, this judgment holds that a world war that could involve China is not
imminent and that China has the opportunity to develop in a fundamen-
tally peaceful environment. That said, this larger judgment provides a good
deal of analytic space for challenges to China’s national security interests.
These include the possibility of local wars, regional conflicts, nontraditional
security threats, and other breeches of the peace that could involve China
or directly and adversely affect Beijing’s key national interests. Changes in
assessments in this space can result in adjustments to foreign policy, mili-
tary policy, and domestic security policies. Consequently, it is important to
stay abreast of how the Chinese security community assesses its proximate
security situation at any given time.*

Since the military reform enterprise was launched at the Third Ple-

num, various assessments of China’s security situation placed in the public
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domain strongly suggest that Beijing sees challenges to Chinese national
security on the rise both externally and internally (the “two big situations,”
in CCP speak). This is discernable in publicly released PRC government
documents such as the defense white papers of 2012 and 2015. These con-
cerns are especially driven home in much starker language in PLA-authored
articles in military and Party journals as well as in editorials and commen-
taries in the PLA’s media complex—venues meant for internal consumption.

Beyond the need to fight a joint, high-tech, information-intensive war
off China’s littorals, what other threats and challenges are being discussed?
What are some of the other perceived challenges to Chinese national secu-
rity that are currently being transmitted down through the PLA and are
associated with the need for military reform and modernization? Below is

a brief sampling, not comprehensive by any means.*

The Rising Challenges of “Hegemonism, Power Politics,

and Neo-Interventionism”

Both the April 2013 and May 2015 editions of the PRC defense white paper
called out concerns about “hegemonism, power politics, and neo-interven-
tionism.” In 2013 then-CMC Vice Chairman Fan Changlong wrote that
“Hegemonism, power politics, neo-interventionism are on the rise.” In 2014,
the dean of the Nanjing Army Command Academy parroted this assessment
in an article in China Military Science, stating that “Hegemonism, great

power politics, and ‘new interventionism’ have all risen to some extent.”*

External Pressures Aimed at Preventing China’s Rise

There is also an assessment often found in the PLA and Party literature
that “outside powers” are working to undermine China’s ascension to great
power status and retard China’s rise. A February 2014 commentator article
in PLA Daily declared that “some Western countries are not willing to see
socialist China’s development and strengthening, and try by all means to
carry out strategic containment and encirclement against China.” This

assessment was made in the context of urging the PLA to study Xi Jinping’s
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newly published Expositions on national defense and army building in 2014.
A PLA Daily editorial on August 1, 2014, commemorating the founding
of the PLA stated that “external hostile forces do not want to see China
growing strong, and try by various means to contain and restrict China’s
development.”* A variation on this argument is that as China continues to
grow and gather strength, there will be pushback from outside powers—
especially the United States. In May 2014, Major General Gao Guanghui

(at the time commander of the 16" Group Army) made these arguments:

As the country’s comprehensive national strength has rapidly
increased, so too the structure of its national interests produced
great influence. The friction between containment and anti-con-
tainment continues to play out. This is especially true of the [U.S]
Asia-Pacific “Rebalance” strategy, which strengthens containment
of China and brings about great change to the political, economic,

and strategic situation in the Asia-Pacific region.”

In an eye-catching passage from the 2013 edition of Science of Military
Strategy (published by the PLA Academy of Military Science), the authors
provided this admittedly low-probability but high-impact scenario when

it comes to thinking about the possible conflicts China could find itself in:

At this crucial stage in our country’s peaceful development, our
country cannot rule out the possibility of hegemonic countries
inciting war with the goal of delaying or interrupting our country’s
rise. The factors leading to war may be a crisis getting out of con-
trol and gradually escalating, or a premeditated plot that arises
suddenly. The probability of this kind of conflict breaking out is
low, but its degree of danger is high.*® (Emphasis added).

The “Three Main Dangers”
According to some Chinese public domain articles, Xi Jinping himself has

articulated the need for the Party and PLA to remain vigilant in defending
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against the “three main dangers.” In a long 2015 interview with Huangqiu
Wang, Admiral Sun Jianguo, a deputy chief of the General Staff whose
PLA portfolio included military intelligence and foreign affairs, asserted
that “President Xi has made a general survey of today’s changing world and
has clearly presented strategic determinations such as ‘three major trends,
‘three unprecedented situations,” and ‘three main dangers.” In the inter-
view, Admiral Sun states, “looking at the matter from the point of view of
the threats facing national security, the main dangers are the nation being
invaded, being subverted, and being split; the danger of the overall state of
reform, development, and stability being damaged; and the danger of an
interruption in the development of socialism with Chinese characteris-
tics.”” This formulation has appeared in other PLA-authored articles. For
example, in a May 2014 article in China Military Science, Major General
Wang Pei and Major General Zhang Zhihui, both of the Nanjing Army
Command Academy, wrote the following under the heading “The Security
Situation Has Grown Severely Complicated, Presenting New Demands for

the Military’s Warfighting Capabilities™

We face a severely complex national security situation. We must
ensure that the country is not invaded, subverted, or split up;
ensure that the general situation of reform and development is
not broken; and ensure that the process of building socialism with

Chinese characteristics is not interrupted.*

In yet another variation on this theme, the deputy political commissar of
the PLA National Defense University argued in a January 2014 article that
the PLA must enhance its ability to fight and win informationized local
wars “so as to guarantee that our nation will not be turned into a target of
aggression, subversion, and division.”

The near verbatim verbiage of these and other statements strongly
suggests that this language is contained in official internal study materials
associated with the military reform enterprise, perhaps in Xi’s Expositions

(published in February 2014) on national defense or some other speeches
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not in the public domain. One notes the three dangers cover the physical
security of China, China’s development, and political security—issues in
line with Xi’s concept of “holistic security” [quanmian anquan guan, 4=1H
%42 W] as articulated in his April 2014 speech at the first meeting of the

National Security Commission.*

Political Subversion and Threats to Sovereignty

Related to the three main dangers are concerns about political subver-
sion—specifically, the undermining of CCP rule. This is not a new worry,
but it has been a prominent theme associated with the internal propaganda
campaign associated with the current military reform program. As men-
tioned, China’s military strategy, as transmitted in the 2015 defense white
paper, called out “anti-China forces” that are alleged to be “attempting to
instigate a ‘color revolution™ in China.* In his aforementioned interview
with Huangiu Wang, Admiral Sun Jianguo likened the “occupy” movement
in Hong Kong to a color revolution and then went on to explain the concern

in more detail:

Instigating “color revolutions” is a customary trick of certain
Western nations to fly the flag of “democratization” and subvert
the regimes of other nations. With China’s constant development,
their aim to infiltrate and harm China has become all the clearer,
their activities are all the more rampant, and they are stepping up
the implementation of an online “cultural Cold War” and “politi-
cal genetic engineering.” Struggles in the area of ideology are acute
and complex—iron-forged souls vs. the souls of termites, solid
roots vs. the roots of destruction. The contest is growing more
intense and is becoming a major danger facing China’s political

security and regime security.®

Related to the concern about the subversion of China’s political and
ideological unity are concerns about “separatist forces” determined to

undermine China’s geographic unity. PLA articles continue to emphasize
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challenges posed by separatist cliques and forces operating within and out-
side of China to separate Taiwan, Tibet, and Xinjiang from the mainland.
The challenges in Xinjiang in particular are associated with the incantation
of the “three evil forces” [san gu shili, —}%#7]]: terrorism, separatism and

extremism. As stated by Major General Wang Pei:

the “three evil forces” are interlinked within and outside of
Chinese territory. They have intensified separatist movements,
repeatedly produced incidents, and posed serious threats to
the political security and social stability of the country. This
demonstrates that China’s security problems are becoming more

integrated, complex, variable, and unprecedentedly strong.*®

Beyond the various forms of threats and challenges to China’s geo-
graphic, political, and “developmental” security, the evolving “global
revolution in military affairs” is touted as another reason why the PLA
must make significant progress in modernization and reform. Specifically,
the Chinese argue that the global revolution in military affairs continues
to forge ahead, China must keep up, China is not necessarily keeping up in
all domains, and various other nations are making progress that, in some

cases, is troubling. From a 2014 PLA Daily commentator article:

The accelerating development of the world’s new revolution
in military affairs also poses a stern challenge to our national
defense and armed forces building. With the rapid development
of new and high technologies with information technology as
the core, military technologies and the pattern of war are also
undergoing revolutionary changes. The major countries in the
world are all stepping up their military transformations in an
attempt to seize the commanding heights in the future military
competition. At present, there remains a substantial gap between
the modernization level of our military and the world’s advanced

military level.®*
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Then-CMC Vice Chairman Fan Changlong used much the same
language in his own 2013 Qiushi article, writing that the “world’s new
revolution in military affairs is still accelerating. All major countries are
stepping up military transformation. This poses a stern challenge to our mili-
tary.”®® Fan’s then-colleague, CMC Vice Chairman Xu Qiliang, has also beat
this drum, stating that “deepening national defense and military reform is
an urgent need in adapting to the accelerating development of the world’s
new revolution in military affairs and the profound evolution of the war-
fighting patterns and operational forms.”¢ In particular, the United States,
Russia, and Japan are commonly cited in PLA articles as nations whose
progress in military modernization bears China’s attention, for they are
often touted as being on the leading edge of the global revolution in military

affairs. For instance, one PLA author argues in China Military Science that:

Currently the new worldwide revolution in military affairs has
developed quickly. Competition [among] countries in the speed
of advancement and development of quality is increasingly fierce.
The American military relies on the continuous development
of science and technology, draws support from enriched com-
bat practices, and continues the revolution in military affairs. It
openly emphasizes “we must ensure that the U.S. militaryis a few
steps ahead of any potential opponent.” Russia has announced
that it must speed up the process of its military “stepping into the
21*-century electronic world,” so that [it] can return to a place as
one of the world’s most influential powers. . .. Japan is acceler-
ating the pace of its military reforms and attempting to build an
offensive force that can operate regionally and globally. India is
committed to promoting “a military capable of exerting influence
both regionally and globally.” Faced with these severe challenges

and pressing situations, we must view matters soberly.”

What usually follows these narratives of progress among the world’s

top militaries is the “sober” assessment of China’s lack of progress and the
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invoking of the various self-critical phrases mentioned earlier, such as the
“two incompatibles” or laments about the lack of progress in reaching “full
mechanization” and “informationization” as called for in the PLA’s “three
step strategy” for modernization of the force. “The foundations of army
building are weak. We are still engaged in the complex development stage
of mechanization, semi-mechanization, and informationization,” wrote
Major General Gao Guanghui.®® Moreover, a PLA Daily commentator

article stated:

The major countries in the world are all stepping up their military
transformations in an attempt to seize the commanding heights
in the future military competition. At present, there remains a
substantial gap between the modernization level of our military
and the world’s advanced military level; the modernization level
of our military is still not in keeping with the requirement of

winning local wars under informationized conditions.®

For his part, Fan Changlong argues that the PLA is getting closer to its

modernization objectives, but is not there yet:

We are now so close to the strong army dream like never before,
and are more confident in and more capable of fulfilling the goal
[of] strengthening the military. However, we should be soberly
aware that, at present, our military is situated at the stage of having
not yet accomplished mechanization and also accelerating the
development of informationization, there remains a substantial
gap between our military’s modernization level and the world’s
advanced military level, and our current condition remains out of

keeping with the requirement of national security.”

And so it goes. As one reads through PLA and Party materials, it
is clear that the sense of urgency in moving forward with the military
reform enterprise is being driven by assessments that China’s threat envi-

ronment is becoming more acute, that the state of PLA modernization is
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inadequate, that the global revolution in military affairs is accelerating,
but that there is still a window of opportunity for China to make substan-
tial progress if the PLA can just push through some bold reforms. How
much of this threat assessment does the Party and PLA truly believe,
and to what extent are these fears and concerns being hyped to justify
some tough decisions? The answer is probably a mix of both. What really
matters is that this is what the PLA is telling itself, this is what the officers
and troops are imbibing, this is the narrative being carried in important
Party media outlets—and one strongly suspects also being expounded on

in internal Party-PLA documents.

Who Are the Architects of Reform?

To this point, this chapter has focused on the reasons for the reform enter-
prise. An equally important question is who is behind these reforms. Who
devised these changes? As far as any single individual or specific group of
officers goes, the answer to this question is unclear, at least to this author.
Nevertheless, some brief speculation is in order.

Certainly, Xi Jinping’s fingerprints are indelibly stamped on this mil-
itary reform enterprise, and it will undoubtedly be part of his legacy. Like
other aspects of the Chinese Party-state, Xi is attempting to move the
PLA into the post-Dengist era. His Expositions on national defense and
“army building” serve as a political primer to justify the reforms, and his
chairmanship of the CMC Leading Small Group for Deepening National
Defense and Military Reform places him in the center of all major deci-
sions on military reform. Overall, it would not be unreasonable to posit
that Xi is the most engaged CMC chairman since Deng Xiaoping, and
there should be no question that Xi’s role in this reform process has been
vital. Specifically, Xi has served as the enabling and catalyzing agent who
has provided the political muscle necessary to force the PLA to overcome
its own bureaucratic inertia and force it to move forward with significant
organizational and institutional reform. Nevertheless, Xi is not the architect

of these reforms, deft Marxist theoretician though he may be.
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The reforms we have seen to date, and those yet to be announced, could
only have come from the military professionals within the PLA itself. How-
ever, one is hard-pressed to point to any single general officer or group of
officers publicly identified as being highly influential in the current reform
effort as in the past. In the 1980s, for example, General Li Jijun was closely
associated with the creation of the group armies [jituan jun, ££[41%] and
combined arms doctrine for the ground forces. Also in the 1980s, General/
Admiral Liu Huaqing was associated with the modernization of the PLA
Navy. In the late 1990s, General Chen Bingde was sometimes associated
with the new iteration of operational doctrine that was issued circa 1999
(specifically, the “new generation operations regulations” [xin yidai zuozhan
tiaoling, H1—fAEl%254]). Today, the PLA professionals who devised the
current reform program remain largely anonymous.

Without question, this current reform enterprise is the result of a
protracted institutional effort across the PLA. It is undoubtedly based on
many years of study, experimentation, and planning. Lessons learned from
the practices of militaries abroad were clearly studied by the cohort of mili-
tary analysts and scholars who comprise the PLA’s foreign military studies
community. We should assume the PLA military intelligence community
supported that effort. PLA journal articles strongly suggest that military
reforms and operational practices of the armed forces of Russia and the
United States in particular were carefully followed and studied. More than
likely, PLA delegations traveling abroad and PLA oftficers studying at for-
eign institutions of professional military education would have had ideas to
offer. So too would officers participating in combined exercises with other
nations’ militaries be in a position to understand best practices from abroad.

More than anything else, perhaps, the results of nearly two decades of
joint exercises and experimentation were probably critical in formulating
fixes to the PLA’s more intractable operational problems, especially those
associated with joint command and control arrangements. The exercises
involve not only forces in the field but also observers and analysts from

Beijing and other centers of operations research throughout the PLA.
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One can imagine organizations such as the Academy of Military Science,
National Defense University, PLA Navy Research Institute, various ser-
vice-level command academies across China, and other organizations that
comprise the PLA’s large military research complex all working on the key
problems, both through their focused research efforts and as observers in
field settings.

Staff officers in the former four general departments must have played
arole in thinking through the operational and administrative challenges of
the reorganization effort, likewise for officers in headquarters of the former
military regions. One does wonder with hindsight whether the establish-
ment of the PLA’s Strategic Planning Department [zhanliie guihua bu, 1%
W& FUKI] in November 2011 was a harbinger of serious preparation for the
reorganization of late 2015 and the accompanying reforms.

Moreover, professionals from across the PLA were invited to write
papers and do their own research, a sort of “mass line” [qunzhong luxian,
T A% ZE] approach to gathering good ideas for change and practical fixes
to vexing problems. Some officers associated with the reforms have asserted
that the PLA has indeed taken a bottom-up as well as top-down approach
to seeking solutions to its problems. This becomes quite apparent when
reading the titles of articles in the table of contents in China Military Science
over time, especially between 2013 (post-Third Plenum) and continuing
over the following 3 years, especially under the journal’s section heading
of “National Defense and Armed Forces Building.” Many of these articles
identify shortcomings in various practices and offer solutions. And, of
course, as is the proclivity of the PLA, one imagines interminable confer-
ences, meetings, symposia, workshops, and seminars at which ideas were
floated, rejected, adjusted, refined, and then sent up the chain of command
as recommendations.

Undoubtedly, the CMC Leading Small Group for Deepening National
Defense and Military Reform, as well as the new CMC Reform and Organi-
zation Office [junwei gaige he bianzhi bangongshi, FZEFIGHITMAZE],

have played a critical role in gathering data, taking in recommendations,
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and sending decision papers up to Xi and the top leadership of the Leading
Small Group—whose full membership remains unpublicized, although
General Fan Changlong and General Xu Qilaing were both reported to be
vice chairmen.

This is the best we can do using public domain data: speculate about
how this process may have taken place, without knowing who the creative
military professionals are who devised the blueprints of the most ambitious
reform and reorganization enterprise in the history of the PLA. Hopefully,

that institutional history will be written one day and available.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused on the drivers behind the current military reform
enterprise—the reasons why the PLA is being told this is necessary and
why modernization must be accelerated. Three major drivers have been
identified: political factors, operational factors, and national security assess-
ments. There are undoubtedly other ways that the catalysts for the current
reform effort could have been parsed, presented, or analyzed. These three
were chosen because they represent how the PLA is explaining the need for
significant systemic change to itself.

For many outside observers, certainly for countries in the Asia-Pacific
region and for the United States, the operational imperatives for Chinese
military reform will undoubtedly be the most important. A PLA that is
better organized, equipped, and trained to conduct joint operations along
various strategic directions—especially in the maritime-aerospace domains
beyond the Chinese littoral—will have a wide range of strategic and oper-
ational implications. And truly, reorganizing and reforming to become a
military that “can fight and win” is at the heart of this endeavor.

Yet the Chinese would surely say that the political drivers are equally
important. The survival and protection of the CCP as the ruling political
Party of China is Beijing’s number one national security priority: “political
security,” to borrow a phrase from the PLA and Party literature. One is

struck by the degree to which Party and PLA leaders see the CCP itself as
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the real target of internal and external threats. Consequently, a PLA that
is tightly tied to the CCP and that will defend the regime from political
threats both from within China and from abroad is deemed absolutely
essential. This is likely why the paramilitary People’s Armed Police was
brought under the sole control of the Central Military Commission in
January 2018, whereas previously it was under the dual command of the
CMC and State Council.

The sober assessments of China’s national security situation (even as
the Chinese judge that they are still in “a period of strategic opportunity”)
are clearly being used to justify why military reform must be accelerated
and why extraordinary measures are necessary. So too with the judgment
that the global revolution in military affairs is moving quickly and that
the PLA cannot miss this opportunity. Indeed, one gets the sense that they
believe that if they do not fix their biggest problems now, they will only
find themselves further behind than they believe they are now compared
to other modern militaries.

The need to maintain the momentum in military modernization and
reform was reiterated as a political task by the CCP in the work report of
the 19t Party Congress in October 2017. The year 2020 was set as the time
by which the PLA must achieve full “mechanization” and significant prog-
ress toward “informationization.” The report deemed the year 2035 as the
point at which the PLA will “basically realize modernization of national
defense and military.” By mid-century, the CCP aim is to have “a world-class
military” [shijie yiliu jun, 15—t %]. These are ambitious objectives.”

What the PLA actually initiated with the issuing of the Central Mil-
itary Commission Opinion on Deepening Reform of National Defense and
the Armed Forces on January 1, 2016, is a generational undertaking. Being
joint is not merely changing the line and block charts; it is a capability born
of a deep set of professional and operational experiences, a product of the
professional military education system, adjustments based on training
experiments and real-world operations, and sustained by institutional

incentives that reward joint service.
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How this will unfold for the PLA will depend on many factors, not least
of which is the quality, training, and capabilities of personnel in the force,
especially its commanders. From a professional and institutional perspec-
tive, some of the more interesting reforms coming down the road will be
those that address the PLA’s perpetual problems with attracting, training,
managing, and retaining the personnel it needs to fight the high-tech wars
it is convinced it must be able to fight (see the chapter by Wuthnow and
Saunders in this volume). As Jiang Zemin is alleged to have once stated
about the PLA, “Everything will be empty talk without qualified personnel
and knowledge.” Yet for all of its problems, the PLA continues to demon-
strate that it is a “learning organization.” For those of us who study this

fascinating military organization, the next few years will hold our attention.

Notes

! The formal name of the “Decision” of the Third Plenum of the 18 Central
Committee is “Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
China on Some Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening Reforms,”
November 12, 2013, available at <www.china.org.cn/china/third_plenary_
session/201401/16/content_31212602.htm>.

? The four general departments were the General Staff Department [zong
canmo bu, 5 Z 5], General Political Department [zong zhengzhi bu, SBUAH],
General Logistics Department [zong hougin bu, &J5#1], and General Equipment
Department [zong zhuangbei bu, S35 &),

* The Central Military Committee (CMC) is a Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) organization, an organ of the Central Committee. Its formal name is Military
Commission of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party [zhongguo
gongchandang zhongyang junshi weiyuanhui, FIEIEF= 5 RZEFFL 714, Tt is
usually chaired by the General Secretary of the CCP.

* The number of military regions and their borders have changed over the
years (in 1985, there were 11). Until their recent disestablishment, they were the
most important and powerful sub-national organizations in the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) structure.

* Inthe PLA doctrinal lexicon the term “strategic direction” [zhanliie fang-

xiang, iM% /7 ] is used to identify either a general direction from the mainland
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from which China perceives a military threat that requires preparations or a spe-
cific contingency. For example, since at least 1993, the PLA has identified Taiwan
as its “main strategic direction” [zhuyao zhanliie fangxiang, F=FEHZMS 75 ). For
more on strategic directions, see David M. Finkelstein, “China’s National Mili-
tary Strategy: An Overview of the Military Strategic Guidelines,” in Right-Sizing
the People’s Liberation Army: Exploring the Contours of China’s Military, ed.
Roy Kamphausen and Andrew Scobell (Carlisle Barracks, PA: Strategic Studies
Institute, 2007), 69-140.

¢ The PLA’s four services are the PLA Army, PLA Navy, PLA Air Force, and
PLA Rocket Force.

7 Other key organizational changes included the elevation of the former Sec-
ond Artillery (hitherto a branch of the ground forces) to an independent service
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CHAPTER 2

CHOOSING THE
“LEAST BAD OPTION"

Organizational Interests and Change
inthe PLA Ground Forces

John Chen

he People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is currently undergoing a series

of organizational reforms unprecedented in its 90-year history.
Beginning in September 2015, Chinese Communist Party (CCP)

General Secretary and Central Military Commission (CMC) Chairman Xi
Jinping announced a force reduction of 300,000 PLA personnel, kicking off
arapid-fire sequence of organizational and structural reforms. The PLA has
undergone significant revisions to multiple levels of its command structure,
constituent branches and services, and force structure that broadly conform
to a dictum that the CMC will handle general management, newly formed
theater commands (T'Cs) will focus on operations, and the services will han-
dle force building [junwei guanzong, zhanqu zhuzhan, junzhong zhujian, %
ZIET, MRIX AR, M2 These are major changes, and their complete
impact may not be fully understood and appreciated for some time to come.
Changes in China’s external security challenges, altered perceptions

of the character of warfare, and new political directives all likely played
critical roles in driving these latest adaptations in the PLA ground forces.
These drivers, however, appear better suited for explaining the gradual,

spasmodic pace of PLA Army reform that has taken place over the past 25
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years rather than the sweeping changes enacted over the past 2 % years. If
these three main drivers offer only partial explanations, what explains the
dramatic and unprecedented changes in the ground forces announced in
the latest organizational reforms?

This chapter argues that the army’s organizational and bureaucratic
interests are a valuable lens for interpreting the 2015 reforms and that
these same considerations may have contributed to the recent disruptive
changes aimed at fielding a PLA ground force that serves as a true ground
component of a joint force. To the extent that organizational interests prove
to be important steering factors of the future army, they may push the PLA
ground forces toward a more offensive-oriented role for a PLA ground force
that has previously been tasked to defend and deter.

This chapter proceeds in four parts. The first section summarizes
several possible drivers for change within the PLA ground forces since the
collapse of the Soviet Union, briefly outlining a variety of motivations and
the expected “new type of army” [xinxing lujun, FiAHi %] that would result
from each. The second section examines past and present changes in the
army, arguing that while each driver has some explanatory value, the exist-
ing explanations for adaptation are incomplete. The third section identifies
organizational incentives and behavior as a valuable lens for explaining the
drawn-out nature of army reforms. The final section describes the impli-
cations of army organizational behavior as a possible explanation for the

latest tranche of PLA reforms.

Drivers for Changes

Many of the existing explanations for the 2015 reforms fall into three broad
categories: changes in China’s external security environment, changes in
Chinese views on the character of warfare, and response to new politi-
cal imperatives. While these categories of drivers are typically offered in
explanation of change in the PLA writ large, they are equally applicable to

changes in the ground forces.
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Changes in External Security Outlook

Changes in China’s external security outlook could have motivated signifi-
cant changes to the PLA ground forces. A broader reorientation of security
threats along China’s land borders, or a change in enemy war plans along
those borders, could have led to major changes in the ground forces. Any
change in threat perception from China’s surrounding waters would also
have had an impact on the ground forces. If changes in China’s overall
external security outlook are the main determinant for changes in the
PLA Army, new doctrinal thinking, force structures, and training patterns
should emerge following any new assessment of China’s land security sit-
uation. Conversely, relative continuity in China’s security situation should
trigger no major changes in the ground forces.

The most consequential change in China’s external security outlook
in the last three decades was the disappearance of the Soviet Union as
a major land threat. Shortly after the December 1991 dissolution of the
Soviet Union, top Chinese leaders assessed that a major land invasion of
the Chinese homeland from the north no longer posed an existential threat.
This relative confidence in the security of China’s land borders is reflected
in the 1993 Military Strategic Guideline for the New Period xinshiqi junshi
zhanliie fangzhen, Fit 1731 J7%1], which called for the PLA to shift
its attention away from defending the Chinese mainland from large scale
invasion to preparing to fight local wars under high-technology conditions
along China’s periphery.’ The 1993 guideline held that the most likely
sites of local wars were on China’s land borders, along with near seas and
associated airspaces.

The dissolution of a major land threat on China’s northern border has
been accompanied by an intensified emphasis on offshore threats. Military
scholars argued that future wars would increasingly threaten targets along
China’s coastline and involve maritime and air operations,® and the 2004
defense white paper called for increased prioritization of naval, air, and
missile forces in accordance with this new threat perception.® The most

recent defense white paper, published in 2015, reiterated the need to shift
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emphasis away from land and toward the sea, arguing that China “must
break the traditional thinking that land outweighs sea” [bixu tupo zhonglu
qinghai de chuantong siwei, W2 IR BRI LS M 4E] 7 This language
was a prominent part of the development of the latest iteration of China’s
military strategy.® The overall intent was clear: the PLA as a whole would
focus less of its resources and attention on land threats.

These altered views on China’s external security outlook had a clear
impact on reshaping the PLA ground forces. The dramatic decrease of the
land threat to China led to a reduction in the PLA Army’s end strength,
while the increasing priority placed on sea threats nudged the army toward
becoming the ground component of a joint force. The introduction of
the 1993 military strategic guideline was followed by a force reduction
of 500,000 personnel in 1997 that reduced the ground forces by some 19
percent, while only trimming the navy by 11.6 percent and the air force by
11 percent;® further reductions in 2005 and 2015 also disproportionately
impacted the ground forces."” The losses in end strength have been accom-
panied by increasing emphasis on maritime threats and joint training in
the years following the 1993 military strategic guideline, with the army
increasing the size of its amphibious forces after the 1997 troop reduction by
transforming the first army division to an amphibious mechanized infantry
division in 2000 and adding other amphibious units to the order of battle
in the former Nanjing and Guangzhou military regions (MRs)."! The army
began discussing and implementing its interpretation of “integrated joint
operations” [yitihua lianhe zuozhan, — /LI E1EAK], which inevitably
broached an increasing maritime orientation when it was established as

the main form of operations beginning in 2004."2

Changing Views on the Character of Warfare

A second explanation for changes in the PLA ground forces could be that
broader changes in views on new technology and the character of warfare
drove military reforms within the PLA and its ground forces. The rise of

new warfighting technologies and their implications for force structure
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and employment may be driving adaptations in the ground forces, and
new technology may drive new tactics and ways of conducting warfare.
Increased emphasis on technological developments, changes in force struc-
ture, and rapid integration of new technologies into the force following
new assessments of the character and conduct of warfare would indicate
that the PLA ground forces are adapting to changes in the way warfare is
carried out. Relative continuity within the ground forces during perceived
periods of fundamental change in the character of war, especially in doc-
trinal thinking, would suggest that any army changes are responding to a
different determinant.

PLA strategy documents have envisioned at least three notable shifts
in the character of warfare over the past 25 years, namely “local war under
high-technology conditions” [gaojishu tiaojian xia de jubu zhanzheng, \=HA
A FHRIERR S, “local war under informationized conditions” [xinxihua
tiaojian xia de jubu zhanzheng, (&S24 F F IS, and “informa-
tionized local war” [xinxihua jubu zhanzheng, {5 2R ERIEF]. Two of
these fundamental changes in how the PLA views the character of warfare
were strongly influenced by recent conflicts: local war under high-technology
conditions was informed by the 1991 Persian Gulf War, and local war under
informationized conditions was informed by the 1999 Kosovo War and the
2003 Iraq War.” Scholars have argued that the third, informationized local
war, was not influenced by any particular past conflict."

The lessons derived by PLA academicians from these conflicts place
a premium on mobility, range, command of information, and increased
operability in multiple domains, including land, sea, air, space, and the
electromagnetic spectrum. High-technology warfare is “focused on supe-
rior weapons technology; battlefield integration between air, land, and sea;
high-speed, all-weather operations; new modes of long-range warfare, espe-
cially missile, electronic, and air warfare; and a premium on [command,
control, communications, and intelligence] dominance.”® War under
informationized conditions is characterized as an intermediate step toward

informationized war, using “information systems and a defined degree of
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informationized weapons to carry out war.”'® Informationized warfare
“relies upon networked information systems and informationized weapons,
fighting on air, land, sea, space, and in the electromagnetic spectrum.””
These lessons have not been lost on the PLA ground forces, which
have translated them into ground forces more capable of meeting the
requirements of high-technology and informationized warfare, especially
by emphasizing increased mobility and more multifunctional [duoneng
hua, Z§&1k] units. Army transformation theorists argued that future
PLA ground forces would need diverse capabilities to enable army units to
fight under different conditions of informationization."® Accordingly, PLA
ground forces began to stress mobility and more organic cross-domain
capabilities like aviation and electronic countermeasures units. Army
training has placed special emphasis on transregional mobility and oper-
ations in complex electromagnetic environments since at least 2008.” The
ground forces have been adding aviation units and building them in size
and capability since the first formation of an army aviation brigade in
2009.”° These changes in force structure and training strongly suggest that
the PLA ground forces have been gradually adapting to a shift in the char-

acter of warfare that has called for better mobility and multifunctionality.

Response to New Political Directives

The PLA’s role as a Leninist military organization subject to CCP com-
mand means that military reforms could alternatively be the direct result
of military obedience to new political directives emanating from the Party.
Political directives that could have spurred doctrinal and organizational
change in the ground forces could include anything from the articulation
of new missions for the ground forces to exhortations to embrace joint
warfare. Timely changes in PLA ground forces in direct response to CCP
orders would suggest that obedience to Party directive is the main driver of
reform in the ground forces. On the other hand, delays in implementation
or repeated CCP orders would suggest that changes in the ground forces

are not necessarily responses to Party commands.
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Hu Jintao’s 2004 articulation of a set of New Historic Missions [xin
de lishi shiming, BT IS ffi4] for the PLA is one obvious example of a
new political directive shaping PLA ground forces. Hu’s speech called for
the PLA to protect CCP rule, guarantee strategic opportunity for national
development, provide strategic support for defending national interests, and
protect world peace and security, and thereupon laid the groundwork for
increasing prioritization of military operations other than war (MOOTW).
The MOOTW concept made its first appearance in the 2008 defense white
paper, signifying its elevation in status to that of a critical military task.*

The PLA ground forces have made adaptations in accordance with
these New Historic Missions, with many of the changes falling in line with
the new political directive. Doctrinally, the PLA ground forces began to
embrace their newly articulated MOOTW role in a series of research works
detailing the army’s role in a variety of MOOTW operations, including
counterterrorism, protection of social stability, peacekeeping, and disaster
relief.?* Force structure concepts like “modularity” [mokuai hua, f1k]
were originally intended to create more independent, deployable army units
capable of quickly adapting to a wide variety of missions in combat,* but
quickly proved applicable for units training for different types of MOOTW
operations and yielded obvious utility for units rotating into and out of
peacekeeping operations abroad.”® At home, PLA ground force units rou-
tinely practiced rapid-reaction maneuvers to the point where the official
distinction between designated “rapid-reaction units” and “regular units”
has been mostly dissolved.”® Abroad, army soldiers make up the majority
of China’s peacekeeping forces,” and some have gained combat experience
during their time overseas.”

Taken separately, these three drivers for army reform would have
resulted in three distinct types of ground forces, each with different pro-
jected opponents, force compositions, geographic orientation, and types of
operations. The characteristics of these different types of ground forces are

summarized briefly in table 1.
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Table 1. Drivers of PLA Army Changes and Resultant Types of PLA Ground
Forces

Changes in External
Threat Environment

Changes in Nature of
Warfare

New Political
Directives

Change Land threat perception | Shifting from large land | Focus on New Historic
greatly reduced; conflict to long-range, | Missions and military
maritime threat noncontact warfare operations other
perception increases than war

Role Ground component of Defend and deter; Guarantee Party
joint force survive and thrive in rule; secure China's

noncontact warfare overseas interests

Required Force | Reduced size, Multifunctional, mobile | Modularity, mobile

Size and increased amphibious
Structure capabilities
Training Joint training with Cross-domain training; | Rapid deployment,

other services; experience overseas

amphibious training

joint training with
other services

In reality, however, all three of these drivers have stimulated adaptations
in the PLA ground forces in the past and continue to manifest themselves
in the 2015 reforms. The PLA ground forces appear to have responded to
changes in China’s external threat environment, changes in views on the
character of warfare, and new political directives by implementing many
of the changes in table 1 to varying degrees over the past 25 years. Many of
these changes are still under way as a direct result of the 2015 reforms: the
army continues its seaward orientation,” revisions to force structure have
stressed multifunctionality in army units by creating combined arms brigades
[hecheng lii, 75/3%iK] from divisions,*® and the army continues to play a large
(and increased) role in peacekeeping operations overseas.”

Yet an explanation that attributes the 2015 changes in the army solely
to some combination of the three drivers identified here would be incom-
plete. None of the specific factors described were especially pressing or
unique to the period immediately preceding the 2015 reforms. The explan-
atory gaps associated with each of these drivers are covered in more detail

in the following section.
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Gaps in Explaining the 2015 Reforms

Despite the fundamental nature of the existing explanations for reform,
none of these three main drivers is sufficient explanation for the 2015
reforms. Many of the critical indicators of change in the PLA ground forces
were present long before the 2015 reforms came about. Changes in doctrinal
thinking, force structure adjustments, and new training regimens all sug-
gest that the three main drivers for changes in the ground forces have been

motivating a number of different adjustments in the army for some time.

Changes in Threat Environment?

Changes in China’s external threat environment are unlikely to have been
the primary determinants of the 2015 changes to the PLA ground forces.
Current analysis indicates that the 2015 reforms were designed to enhance
the PLA’s ability to conduct joint operations,** which would strongly sug-
gest that PLA leaders envisioned a change in China’s external security
environment or in the character of warfare dramatic enough to warrant a
major reorganization of the PLA ground forces—and yet no such tectonic
shifts are obvious in the period immediately preceding the 2015 reforms.
In fact, many of the factors driving the 2015 reforms have been unvarying
components of army transformation for years.

The 2015 force reductions that might be correlated to a shifting threat
assessment are not unique to the latest tranche of reforms. While these latest
troop reductions undoubtedly help reorient the army away from land and
toward the sea, they are better understood as part of a long-running effort
dating back to the 1990s to create a much smaller [xiaoxing hua, /N4k]
army. The 1999 Science of Military Strategy noted that combat forces were
trending toward smaller and lighter formations, and the 2001 Science of
Military Strategy called for the PLA to reduce the size of the armed forces
as much as possible without compromising victory.* By early 2008, army
researchers had called for overall force reductions and specifically cited
army reductions as a key component of ground force transformation.**

Force reductions to implement this new type of ground force have taken
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place intermittently since the 1993 military strategic guideline, with reduc-
tions announced in 1997, 2005, and 2015.%

Although the latest reforms purport to push the army toward a mar-
itime orientation, they have not yet added amphibious capabilities to the
army commensurate with a substantial reorientation toward a maritime
threat. Some army capabilities, like special operations, aviation, and elec-
tronic warfare units, are useful for offshore maritime operations, but PLA
and army leaders have been calling for more of these units since at least
2011, as noted in the 2013 Academy of Military Science (AMS) edition of
the Science of Military Strategy, which called for reductions in “traditional”
army units in favor of expansions in special operations, electronic counter-
measures, network attack and defense, tactical guided-missile, and army
aviation units.*® These types of units have been growing in size and number
since at least 2009.”” If anything, rumors about the conversion of army units
in Northern China to navy-controlled marine brigades seem to suggest that
other services with more relevant maritime capabilities will benefit at the
expense of the army.*

Most importantly, the highest-level strategic articulations of army
missions have remained consistent since the early 2000s, coalescing around
regional threats including Taiwan, Korean Peninsula, and various forms of
territorial disputes along China’s borders. These missions are expressed in
the 2004 and 2015 defense white papers, which represent close approxima-
tions of revised military strategic guidelines, but are also reflected in more
granular PLA texts from the years dating back to at least 2004 and preceding
years.” For instance, army academic research confirms the service’s previ-
ously anticipated roles in addressing regional threats: a 2011 AMS volume
identified several regional threats that China was likely to face, includ-
ing potential land conflict hotspots like the Korean Peninsula to the east,
Afghanistan and Central Asia to the west, and Kashmir to the south. Tibetan
independence and Xinjiang independence were also specifically identified
as security challenges within Chinese land borders.* For their part, army

researchers regularly stressed “anti-Taiwan separatist” operational training*
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and emphasized preparations for potential border conflict with India.*> The
2015 white paper repeats almost all of these regional land security threats,
with an added emphasis on threats to the security of Chinese overseas energy
resources, overseas personnel and assets, and strategic sea lines of commu-
nication.® In short, past doctrinal thinking on the army’s main missions
roughly matched the thinking immediately prior to the 2015 reforms, albeit
with an additional emphasis on maritime threats in recent years.

Changes in the external security outlook certainly affected army
modernization, but the nature and scope of those changes may have been
insufficient to force large-scale, organizationally disruptive reforms. The
reduction of the Soviet military threat permitted change but did not compel
the PLA to adapt quickly to confront a major new threat. The rise of the
threat of Taiwan independence in the mid-1990s created the need for army
capabilities to deter Taiwan via the threat of punishment, a relatively modest
goal. Building the capability to successfully invade Taiwan in the face of
U.S. military intervention was a much more ambitious goal, but one that
lacked urgency given the acceptability of the status quo, so long as Taiwan

did not move toward de jure independence.

Changes in the Character of Warfare?
A fundamental shift in views regarding the character of warfare is simi-
larly unlikely to have been the primary driver of the 2015 reforms. Many
of the indicators of such a shift predate Xi Jinping’s rule and have been in
play for many years before the 2015 reforms, suggesting that other factors
combined to push the 2015 reforms through. Although evidence suggests
that PLA theorists believe informationized warfare [xinxihua zhanzheng,
&S] to be a departure from warfare under informationized con-
ditions [xinxihua tiaojian xia zhanzheng, {5 S5 T4+, the changes
in the army instituted by the latest reforms have been undergoing trial and
experimentation for a decade or more, suggesting that a new conception of
the character of warfare among army leaders may not be a primary reason

for the 2015 reforms.
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The PLA ground forces have been pushing toward the multifunc-
tionality [duonenghua, 2f¢{t] associated with changes in the character
of warfare since long before 2015, suggesting that it was not a substantial
change in the way Chinese leaders perceived warfare that directly precip-
itated the 2015 reforms. The effort to build a “multifunctional” army has
been justified by a perception that the PLA’s ground forces must adapt to
a variety of different missions since the early 1990s. For instance, the 1999
Science of Military Strategy argued that “local wars” were by nature “diverse
situations,” and called for the PLA to better prepare for missions on land, at
sea, and in air.** A 2011 AMS work called for the development of multifunc-
tional forces to fulfill the needs of a “mission-oriented” combat structure.*®
This attitude had filtered down to operational army units by mid-2013,
when a deputy commander of the former Shenyang MR emphasized the
importance of being able to complete a wide variety of missions.*® These
same views were expressed in various authoritative PLA writings leading
up to the 2015 reforms* and have been implemented in the restructuring
of group armies to accommodate combined arms brigades.*® This imple-
mentation, however, is the culmination of years of efforts that predate the
2015 reforms, suggesting that it was not a fundamental change in PLA views
of the character of warfare that drove the increased multifunctionality in
the latest reforms.

An emphasis on increased mobility emblematic of a shift in the char-
acter of warfare has likewise been a consistent feature of army training
for more than a decade before the 2015 reforms. Doctrinally, the army
has stressed increased mobility and flexibility since before 2000: the 2000
defense white paper noted that the army was moving toward smaller,
modularized, and multifunctional forces as the army “reoriented from
theater defense to trans-theater mobility.™ The army began to implement
some of these concepts by adding aviation units in 2009, while exercises
beginning in 2006 emphasized transregional mobility and operations in
complex electromagnetic environments.* The 2015 reforms may have accel-

erated implementation of these concepts, but the reforms are implementing
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changes suggested in response to a shift in PLA views of warfare that was
elucidated many years before.

Army views on the character of warfare have evolved in the past 25
years, but there is no evidence that a major change in the Army’s view of
warfare occurred immediately prior to the 2015 reforms to prompt major
organizational changes. Many of the changes implemented in the reforms
were experimented with and agreed on long before they were actually exe-
cuted, suggesting that other factors were at play in determining the timing

of the reforms.

New Political Directives?
Some analysts argue that a new political directive from Xi Jinping may have
driven the 2015 reforms, but the issuance of a new political directive alone
is unlikely to have prompted such swift and sweeping change in the ground
forces. Past political directives have not always been fully heeded or executed
in a timely fashion. While a new political dictum was issued in March 2013
calling for the military to obey CCP command, fight and win wars, and
develop an excellent work style (that is, not be corrupt) [ting dang zhihui,
neng da sheng zhang, zuofeng youliang, Wr 3845, Be NHERL, FERPLR]
this broad formulation did not imply a specific organizational structure or
translate directly into distinctive guidance for PLA reforms. The outlines of
the military reforms were unveiled in the third plenum decision document
approved by the CCP Central Committee in November 2013,* but it took
an additional 2 years of work within the PLA to flesh out the details, some
of which are still being refined as the reforms are implemented. The new
military strategic guideline that eventually resulted (which was announced
in the 2015 white paper on China’s military strategy) was a minor adjustment
rather than a major change. (See the chapter by Wuthnow and Saunders in
this volume for discussion of Xi’s role in the reforms).

While the 2015 reforms were undoubtedly accompanied by a new
political urgency, the actual military content of the latest political direc-

tive appears to be based on longstanding past appeals by PLA reformers,
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including the emphasis on improving the PLA’s ability to plan and execute
joint operations.” (See the chapter by Finkelstein in this volume.) Immedi-
ately after the reforms were announced at the end of 2015, newly anointed
commander of the army Li Zuocheng called for the service to dispense with
the “Big Army Mentality” [da lujun siwei, Kt B 4E], avoid the belief that
“land warfare is outdated and the army is useless” [luzhan guoshi, lujun
wuyong, FfiliII Y, % JCH], and construct a “new type of army,”* osten-
sibly marking a new political directive to the army endorsed by Xi Jinping
himself.® These expressions, however, are not new. A 2009 AMS volume
on army command in joint operations listed “countering the influence of
the Big Army” [kefu da lujun de yingxiang, v lRKIEZ (P52 as the first
among many steps to establish better coordination among the services,*
and a 2011 volume noted that the PLA should abandon Big Army tradition
in order to better embrace integrated joint operations.”

Even if the most recent political directive had significant new content,
the PLA’s track record of executing political orders in a timely manner is
mixed. Hu Jintao’s New Historic Missions were announced in 2004, but the
PLA ground forces did not appear to fully embrace the study of MOOTW
operations until an extensive series of instructional materials were pub-
lished in 2008.% The details of Xi Jinping’s new type of army are likely being
interpreted in a similarly delayed approach: the flurry of recently published
articles by army officers “studying” Xi’s new type of army suggests that the
ground forces are still translating this latest political directive in ways that
may vield additional changes further in the future.” Hu Jintao reportedly
contemplated organizational reforms to establish joint command structures
in 2008-2009, but was unable to push the reforms through against oppo-
sition by the ground forces.

These examples indicate a distinctive new political directive was not
the primary driver of recent army reforms. Hu’s inability to carry out
reforms may have been thanks to a lack of political capital or the resistance
of corrupt senior army officers, such as CMC vice chairmen Guo Boxiong

or Xu Caihou. The familiar content of the latest political instructions to
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the PLA suggests that that Xi Jinping’s personal involvement in the reforms
and use of a multifaceted political strategy to see them through likely
affected the timing and implementation of the reforms, but the content of
the reforms was largely derived from ideas about joint operations that had
been advocated by PLA reformers for years.

The main body of available PLA literature suggests that army theorists
arrived at a clear answer for their service’s modernization by the end of the
first decade of the 21 century at the latest: the future army was to be a smaller,
modular, multifunctional force shaped to conduct informationized joint
operations with a primary focus on threats emanating from the sea. Many
of these concepts were well-worn and not unique to the immediate period
leading up to the 2015 reforms. Even the new political directive to abandon
the Big Army Mentality was based on previously articulated exhortations.

The existing explanations for the 2015 reforms fail to account for the
timing and implementation of the most recent changes to the army. What
explains the time lag between development of army reform concepts and
the actual implementation after the 2015 reforms, and what could explain
the timing of the actual implementation of these concepts within the army

at scale once the 2015 reforms began?

Army Changes from an Organizational Perspective
The inadequacies of several existing explanations for the timing and imple-
mentation of the 2015 reforms leave at least one major question unanswered.
If many of the changes that comprise the 2015 reforms are not substantively
new ideas, what explains the long lag time between the genesis of these
ideas and their actual implementation in 2015, and what may have caused
the changes to actually happen? Though direct evidence of organizational
motivation to reform is hard to find, examining the changes from the orga-
nizational perspective of the army yields several compelling insights and
possible explanations for the long delay and the timing of the 2015 reforms.
The rough typology of PLA ground force organizational interests that

follows is based on past studies of organizational behavior that chart the
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typical organizational interests of a bureaucracy, as well as evidence of army
concern about these broad categories of organizational interests. It is neither
exhaustive nor necessarily fully borne out by direct evidence that may be
difficult to obtain; instead, the sections below provide a useful framework

for evaluating army changes from an organizational perspective.

Uniqueness and Identity

Like any other military organization, the PLA ground forces appear to
place a premium on a unique service identity driven by unique service
capabilities and a monopoly of expertise. Early scholars of bureaucra-
cies identified monopoly of expertise as a formidable and indispensable
source of bureaucratic power.® Monopoly of expertise and a bureaucracy’s
“technical superiority over any other form of organization” ensure that a
bureaucracy is the only unit capable of executing a task and virtually forces
society to rely on that organization to execute policy.®!

PLA Army scholars view the service’s unique capability to seize and
hold territory as the defining hallmark of its identity, even as the advent
of integrated joint operations carves out even greater roles for the other
services. Army theoreticians have argued that even though naval, air, and
missile capabilities have replaced many of the army’s traditional strengths,
the army continues to have a special role even in the context of joint war-

fare, namely to seize, hold, and control strategically important territories.®

Autonomy

The army’s unique capabilities and identity are inextricably linked to
autonomy, which is a critical organizational interest for the service. This
emphasis on autonomy is particularly pronounced when related to control
of the budget, as the expenditure of funds determines the essence and
priority of an organization’s activities. Organizations frequently seek total
operational control over the personnel and resources required to carry
out a mission.® Autonomy is valued by bureaucracies “at least as much as

resources” and signals that the agency “has a supportive constituency base
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and a coherent set of tasks that can provide the basis for a strong and widely
shared sense of mission.”™*

One proxy for the army’s relative autonomy is its relationship with the
other PLA services, which is theoretically moving away from single-service
thinking and toward more interservice cooperation as a result of increased
emphasis on joint warfare. Army researchers openly acknowledge that
the service’s relative freedom to act on its own singular objectives is fast
waning as the rest of the PLA adopts joint warfare as the primary mode of
operations and the other services gain in prominence.®® On top of that, PLA
theorists have noted that army commanders must increasingly understand
and consider the requirements, strengths, weaknesses, and specialties of
other services, especially in the era of joint operations.® This rhetoric sug-
gests a steadily decreasing amount of autonomy for army commanders and

units, especially when engaged in joint operations or exercises.

Budget
A third army organizational interest is budget. An organization’s budget
may be the most important of the metrics of bureaucratic power, as money
enables a bureaucracy to hire personnel, buy equipment, gain prestige,
and otherwise increase an organization’s capabilities and strengthen its
ability to get what it wants.*” Scholars have compared bureaucracies to
firms, articulating a vision of bureaucracies as budget maximizers (instead
of profit maximizers). The problems of making changes and managing
a bureaucracy are at least partially alleviated by an increase in the total
budget, and organizations will frequently maximize their budget relative
to the production output expected of them by the sponsor of the organi-
zation’s budget.®® In brief, money is important to the extent that it enables
production and eases management, and organizations (and their leaders)
will pursue higher budgets as rational actors.

Available army writings almost never explicitly reveal budget-maxi-
mizing behavior, but the importance of the army’s budgetary disposition

is not lost on PLA researchers. Past researchers have called for increased
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overall defense expenditures to enable more investment on army weapons,”
while more recent articles have argued that overall army expenditure is
excessive in comparison to the spending of other services.”” These con-
trasting viewpoints illustrate that service budgets have long been a point of

debate within the PLA, in spite of an overall lack of budgetary transparency.

Presence in Command Billets

A final organizational interest is the number of influential positions held
by army personnel. Scholars have argued that in order for a bureaucracy to
provide governance, its officials must “occupy the most important positions
in policy making, and further, they must be in sufficient numbers to be
able to make their decisions effective.””! Quantity of positions held has a
quality all its own, in that sheer preponderance of positions held may itself
increase bureaucratic power.” Staffers, ad hoc players, and lower level offi-
cials are also critical, wielding substantial influence over action channels
and agenda-setting.”

PLA Army theorists understand the importance of having qualified
personnel occupying key billets in a given command structure. Army
researchers have recognized the importance of developing relevant army
talent to occupy billets that might require army expertise,* and past anal-
ysis has identified the lack of qualified army technical personnel in key
billets as a major bottleneck for the advancement of transformation.” One
prominent researcher proposed the establishment of an army command
organ, among other specifically army-controlled organizations like mili-
tary academies, research units, and logistics support units, to remedy this

problem as far back as 2009.7

Becoming a Joint Force Component: Choosing the

“Least Bad Option”

While organizational and bureaucratic interests (some would say pathol-
ogies) may have held up the reforms until 2015, these same interests could

also have enabled the reforms by helping the army to evaluate its future
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force choices. Interpreting the army’s menu of options for its future force
through the lens of the service’s organizational interests yields an interest-
ing perspective: of the three variants of a new type of army, becoming the
ground component of a joint force may have been the least objectionable
option for the army as an organization. The contours of these three different
models for a future ground forces are summarized briefly in table 2 and

described in more detail in the sections that follow.

Table 2. Future PLA Ground Force Roles

“Defend and Deter”

Constabulary Force

Ground Component
of Joint Force

home

Missions Deterrence Military operations Taiwan

other than war
Unique Defend homeland Defend Chinese Seize and hold
Capabilities Communist Party at territory

Relationship with

Reliant on naval,

Reliant on naval and

Reliant on naval and

high-end combat
operations

of high-end combat
operations

PLA Partners rocket, and air forces air forces for overseas | air forces for trans-
for protection transportation portation and support;
and strike naval, rocket, and air

forces for strike

Budgetary Limited budget; Smallest budget; Comparatively

Implications investment in equip- limited investment reduced budget;
ment for defensive for personnel and investment in heavy
and deterrence minimum necessary power-projection
operations equipment

Command Stay at home; limited | Stay loyal; little to Reduced but contin-

Implications role in command of no role in command ued role in command

of complex combat
operations

Defend and Deter

The PLA ground force is currently shaped as a force designed to defend and
deter, largely thanks to China’s longstanding strategic posture and periodic
modifications in the way PLA leaders perceived the character of warfare.
The PLA and its ground forces place a heavy emphasis on deterrence and

defense of China; offense is typically referenced in the context of “active
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defense,” in which China would task its armed forces to attack only when
threatened.”” Force modernization resulting from changes in perceptions
about warfare under high-technology conditions to informationized con-
ditions laid the groundwork for a force that is increasingly mechanized
and informationized, with growing but limited-range power projection
capabilities in its special operations and aviation components.” Taken
together, these components represent the army’s status quo, forming the
basis for an army shaped primarily to defend the Chinese homeland and
deter any violations of Chinese territory.

A ground force shaped for defense and deterrence confers specific
bureaucratic advantages, capitalizing on the army’s unique capability
among the PLA’s services to hold territory in defense of China’s landmass.
While the navy and air force each have ground force components, and the
Rocket Force is based on land, the army alone has sufficient numbers and
heavy weapons to assure China’s territorial integrity on land.

At the same time, however, an army shaped for defense and deterrence
is saddled with distinct bureaucratic disadvantages. While the army could
benefit from interior lines for transportation and logistical support, it would
be heavily reliant upon the PLA’s naval and air forces and Rocket Force for
protection and strike, even while operating inside friendly territory. PLA
academics acknowledge this reliance, commenting that army operations
are “near impossible without reliable air cover”” and that the army should
make maximum use of long-range firepower strikes from the other services
to achieve its goals.®

This reliance generates some significant potential budgetary and com-
mand limitations for the PLA Army. Comparatively greater portions of the
defense budget would go to the navy, Rocket Force, and air force to buy high-
end equipment needed for their operations. Meanwhile, with limited power
projection capabilities and missions, army commanders would gradually be
given commands limited to homeland defense and would only participate
in high-end joint combat operations to the extent that they are needed to

coordinate with other services tasked with protecting the ground forces.
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The PLA ground forces have already run up against many of these
limitations. The army does not command strategic air defense assets,
which belong to the air force, and the long-range strike weapons used to
keep China’s enemies far afield are under the command of the Rocket Force
and air and naval forces, which are perceived to be naturally better suited
to use long-range firepower.® These trends have contributed to an army
with limited power projection capabilities designed primarily to secure

Chinese territorial integrity.

A Constabulary Force
Hu Jintao’s New Historic Missions offered the army a glimpse at a future
bureaucratic disposition far worse than the one army leaders were accus-
tomed to during the runup to the 2015 reforms. A PLA ground force that fully
embraced Hu's New Historic Missions would have focused more of its time and
resources on MOOTW missions like antiterrorism, peacekeeping, and internal
security, at the expense of training and equipping for complex combat opera-
tions against peer adversaries. The result would have been an army that more
closely resembled an enhanced constabulary force with limited expeditionary
capabilities instead of one designed to defeat the militaries of peer competitors.

While the call to participate in MOOTW missions under the aegis
of Hu’s New Historic Missions offered bureaucratic opportunities for the
army, the unique and most politically important of these was not one that
the PLA ground forces especially savored. Party leaders have continued
to champion the army as the final line of defense for ensuring continued
CCP rule,® but internal security was a mission that army leaders did not
especially want. Some officers have candidly expressed their distaste for this
particular duty.*’ Indeed, the existence of the People’s Armed Police helps
distance the PLA from this internal security mission.®

A constabulary army could have expected a greatly reduced share
of the budget and significantly lessened command responsibility for the
types of complex combat operations that armies typically embrace. Its

unique role as the defender of the CCP would not have required extensive
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modernization that could justify budgetary largesse, and modernization
funds would likely be funneled to selected units tasked with overseas
peacekeeping, antiterrorism, and other MOOTW operations, eschewing
the advanced capabilities needed to fight peer adversaries in favor of lighter
rapid reaction forces. The increased emphasis on MOOTW would divert
training time and resources away from more intensive combat operations,
which would ultimately diminish the number of army officers holding
prestigious command billets charged with executing complex combat
operations against peer adversaries offshore from China.

It is no surprise that the PLA ground forces have not fully embraced
the constabulary model that MOOTW missions would have foisted upon
the service. Some evidence suggests that army theorists increasingly
conceive of MOOTW operations within the context of larger, more com-
plex operations rather than a set of separate, dedicated missions.* This
is preliminary evidence that army theorists appear inclined to include
MOOTW missions as lesser included tasks, even though MOOTW
operations remain enshrined as one of the “three basic ways to use mil-
itary power” cited in the 2013 Science of Military Strategy®® and offer
unique opportunities for the army to gain experience in combat support
skills.®” Given the significant bureaucratic disadvantages, army leaders
are unlikely to endorse or adopt anything resembling the constabulary

model if they can help it.

Ground Component of a Joint Force

Given the options described here, becoming the ground component of a
joint force appears to be the best option from the perspective of the army’s
bureaucratic interests. While a full embrace of joint warfare would reduce
the service’s budget allocation, control over command billets, and leave the
army reliant on other services for transportation and support, it nonetheless
presents the strongest case for continued force modernization, making it the
best option for the ground forces from the standpoint of organizational and

bureaucratic interests.
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Fully transforming into the ground component of a joint force would
result in a bureaucratic retreat on multiple fronts, damaging the army’s
organizational interests and priming the way for significantly reduced
influence. The army would lose some of its monopoly of expertise as other
services begin to absorb or compete for army roles, such as amphibious
operations. Accordingly, the army’s share of budgetary appropriation
relative to other PLA services would fall as the navy, air force, and Rocket
Force funnel money toward costlier systems and training needed for com-
plex joint operations. Army dominance of command billets would end as
officers from other services increased their proficiency in joint operations
and begin to rise through the ranks, demanding greater control commen-
surate with the rising importance of the other services.

Many of these bureaucratic retreats have already come to fruition
during the recent reforms, though the army lost at least some of these
bureaucratic battles more than a decade ago. Recent changes have captured
the most attention. For instance, key chief of staff and theater commander
billets in the newly formed theater commands are increasingly being filled
by officers from other PLA services.® If true, rumors that an army brigade
would be converted to a marine corps unit would have dealt a further blow
to the army’s weakening monopoly of expertise on amphibious operations.®
Still, it is clear that the army likely lost some important bureaucratic clashes
years before—the prioritization of informationization over mechanization
and the announcement that the navy, air force, and Second Artillery would
have modernization priority in the 2004 defense white paper hinted at
major bureaucratic defeats for the army.”

In context, however, becoming the ground component of a joint force
entails comparably fewer bureaucratic concessions than the other two
options. Should the army ultimately be tasked with a future invasion of
Taiwan, for instance, it would reap the budgetary benefits of continued
modernization directed at defeating a technologically advanced Taiwan
military and the U.S. military might that the PLA expects to confront in

such a scenario. The aggregate number of officers occupying command
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billets responsible for joint operations would fall, but the army would still
retain a legitimate claim to a substantial number of critical command
positions given its continued role in a joint PLA. An army that is an equal
participant in joint operations could ameliorate its reliance on other PLA
services for protection and transportation by contributing niche capabilities
to joint operations with other PLA services.

Given the comparatively lesser bureaucratic losses to the army, it is
not entirely surprising that the undeniably painful transition toward a
joint force is fully under way. This transition, evinced by numerous blows
to the army’s bureaucratic standing, will likely continue to be shaped by
not only the army’s organizational interests but also broader strategic and
political directives described in previous sections of this chapter. In the end,
however, organizational interests may have helped push army leaders and

experts toward making the best of a worsening bureaucratic environment.

Explaining Incremental Change: Organizational Backsliding with
Chinese Characteristics, or Risk Aversion?
If the transition to a ground component of a joint force was ultimately in the
army’s best organizational interest, what explains the lag time between the
introduction of reform concepts in the 2000s and actual implementation
in 20152

The first and most simple explanation for the delay is that the army
simply saw no strategic imperative for dramatic changes to its fighting force
after the 1993 military strategic guideline, which marked a new era in how
the PLA and the ground forces should have perceived land security chal-
lenges—a shift toward fighting local wars under high-technology and later
under informationized conditions called for a smaller, more versatile, and
mobile ground force. According to this explanation, the army’s changes, or
lack thereof, were a response to the new strategic directives laid down by the
1993 guideline, and subsequent modifications were appropriate responses
to comparatively minor adjustments in China’s national military strategy.

The army continues to implement the directives handed down to them by
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higher authorities and does so with sufficient speed and effectiveness.”
The consistency in the army’s perceptions of land security challenges
is a function of the enduring nature of China’s remaining land security
challenges, which is an especially plausible explanation given that China
has mostly settled its territorial disputes, save for a select few outstanding
trouble spots.*

But the evidence suggests that this “strategic” explanation is incom-
plete. If the PLA and its ground forces were as responsive to higher level
strategic directives as the CCP and the military would have observers
believe, one might expect quicker and more pronounced changes in doc-
trine or force structure than those described in the previous sections of this
chapter. One prominent example of this explanatory gap is the apparent
multiple attempts to adopt the smaller ground force structure that is consis-
tently upheld and reiterated seemingly ad infinitum as a key pillar of army
modernization. Since the introduction of the 1993 guidelines, the PLA has
undergone several troop reductions: 500,000 personnel in 1997, 200,000
more in 2005, and an additional 300,000 announced in 2015.” The latest
reductions were reportedly completed in March 2018,” nearly a full 25 years
after the strategic need for a smaller ground force was first articulated in
1993 and 20 years since the first personnel reduction under the “military
strategic guideline in the new period” was undertaken. Are these reductions
deliberate and precise responses to changes in China’s land security threats
and views on the character of warfare, or have they been conducted in a
delayed and piecemeal fashion because the PLA (and especially its ground
forces) was unwilling or unable to reduce the size of the force? How much
of the delay can be attributed to the consensus-driven nature of the PLA’s
organizational culture, and how much is due to opposition or resistance?
Given the relative consistency in China’s views on land security threats
since 1993, the timing of the iterative, piecemeal force reductions cannot
be readily explained by adjustments in perceptions of land security threats.

A second explanation involves PLA (and especially ground force)

resistance to implementing its conclusion that smaller, modular, and
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multifunctional forces were necessary because these changes went against
parochial organizational interests within the ground forces. Seasoned
PLA experts point out that the PLA does not always respond rapidly to
decisions it does not like. There is ample scholarship supporting the idea
that the PLA and its ground forces may be less than fully willing to follow
through on CCP directives,” and history is replete with concrete instances
of serious friction between the Party and army. One recent example is the
November 2015 announcement of a 3-year phase out of PLA commercial
businesses, which came nearly two decades after the famous 1997 divesti-
ture of PLA businesses ordered by Jiang Zemin, which was apparently not
as effective or complete as civilian leaders had hoped.*® Through this lens,
one might attribute the slow and small-scale changes in army priorities to
organizational backsliding and unwillingness to break “iron rice bowls”
within the service. The army’s professional role as land warfare experts
gives the service excellent bona fides upon which to execute this partic-
ular form of doctrinal disobedience, as with any other service. The long
series of experimental exercises in the former Jinan MR may have been an
expression of this resistance, serving as an excuse to put off implementa-
tion of needed reforms rather than a genuine effort to change the army.””
Was the army’s laggard pace of change actually a result of a deliberate
campaign of military slow walking?

A third possible explanation for the army’s relative failure to adapt
to a new type of force centers on a potential organizational inability to
do so, or at least do so in a radical way. Military organizations, like their
nonmilitary counterparts, are typically deeply resistant to change, except
under conditions of competition or doctrinal innovation from a foreign
opponent.”® A review of scholarly literature on organizational behavior
suggests that organizations rarely adopt radical change, preferring instead
to engage in incremental innovation characterized by the adoption of policy
options that bear a strong resemblance to choices adopted in the past.” On
its face, the main body of PLA and army literature regarding land security

threats appears to conform to these patterns of behavior—views on regional
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challenges and the future shape of the force have remained nearly identical,
while changes to emphasize amphibious operations use many of the same
intellectual language and constructs employed before the latest revision to
China’s military strategic guideline.'® This suggests that the ground forces
may have previously been organizationally unable to innovate, hindered by
a particular brand of organizational pathology that emphasizes hierarchy
and consensus-driven processes.'”!

Evidence to assess the relative weight of these explanations is difficult
to come by, but some details from the PLA reforms give hints that all three
of these explanations may be valid to varying degrees. Some of the latest
reforms appear to be directed at remedying selected residual outcomes
that could have resulted from the above three explanations, especially
any deliberate slow-rolling or inability to foster doctrinal innovation.
For instance, the reduction of army influence at the highest levels of
administrative and operational command, exemplified by the reassign-
ment of several former General Staff Department functions to competing
organizations'®
[lianhe zuozhan zhihui zhongxin, B A /EEIETEH0] at the new theater

103

and the formation of joint operations command centers
commands,'” would likely reduce any army-led efforts to obstruct or
hinder the development of a “joint” PLA. The heavier presence of air force
and navy officers at the theater commands is likely to force their army
counterparts to interact more with other doctrinal schools of thought.'**
The bevy of first-time military delegates to the latest Party congress may
also hint at a broader displacement of army personnel who were profes-
sionally disinclined toward change.'”®

While it remains difficult to determine precisely which of the above
explanations best describes the army’s pace and scope of change, the
relative validities of these explanations nonetheless have much larger
implications for the army, the PLA writ large, and the state of Party-
military relations in China.

If the army failed to adjust in the past based on limited adjustments

in strategy or views on the character of warfare, the latest changes in the
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ground forces suggest that a dramatic reorientation in the army’s future
force is coming to fruition. Many of the changes that army theorists have
discussed at length over the past 20-odd years are finally being realized,
shortly after the issuance of a new military strategic guideline strongly
emphasizing maritime threats. Reforms from the “neck down” [bozi yixia
gaige, £ LA N U] have resulted in significant reductions and changes
to army units, including the elimination of five group army headquarters
and the redistribution and reassignment of many of their subordinate
units, personnel, and equipment. The remaining group armies command
combined arms brigades instead of divisions, and have been redesignated,
reduced in size, and completely reorganized.’* If the army is responsive
to the latest military strategic guideline, it will continue to work toward
developing smaller, modularized, and multifunctional forces, primarily
for use in joint maritime operations.

If the ground forces were backsliding, some elements of the reforms
may be better interpreted as deliberately disruptive measures. The process
of “discarding Big Army Mentality” may have motivated the removal of
individual leaders and precipitated the abolition of certain institutions and
departments, and any further perceived Big Army Mentality may result
in further disruption within the PLA ground forces. A concerted move
against the army would bode ill for the Party-army relationship, and ana-
lysts should expect to see much more stringent efforts at political control of
the army in particular. Ground force personnel associated with corruption
may be drummed out of the force en masse, and the remaining forces and
their commanders will likely experience a sharp uptick in political work
emphasizing political and personal loyalty to Xi Jinping. For career army
personnel, it will likely pay to be “Red.”

If the ground forces are simply risk averse and organizationally inca-
pable of articulating a radically different view of land security challenges,
the process of discarding Big Army Mentality is likely to be gentler and
more gradual, although just as jarring in the end. Party and military

leaders may increase the army officers’ exposure to other components
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of the PLA, namely the air force, navy, and Rocket Force, in an attempt
to diversify army doctrinal and operational thinking. Older officers will
be ushered out of their posts in order to be replaced by a new generation
that is more inclined to value joint operations with other services. One
obvious price of becoming more accepting of change in the army, how-
ever, is that the service’s bureaucratic status and influence are likely to
continue to decrease as a result of any “radical” changes in views on land
security challenges.

These three paths are not necessarily mutually exclusive, and some of
the recently announced changes from the reforms could be indicators of all
three explanations of army theoretical and actual change. One major issue
going forward is that absent better data, much of the evidence gleaned from
the reforms can be interpreted as supporting evidence for multiple theories
explaining the army’s views on land security challenges. For instance, army
leadership reductions and reassignments resulting from the group army
reorganization could be part of the service’s response to a new strategy,
serve as a punishment to some backsliding officers, or remove organiza-
tional and bureaucratic obstacles to needed change. On balance, such a
leadership change probably achieves all three of those objectives, which
makes it difficult to determine which explanation is most valid.

As it stands, the key findings of this chapter suggest that while changes
in China’s external security challenges, altered perceptions of the character
of warfare, and new political directives all likely played critical roles in driv-
ing these latest adaptations in the PLA ground forces, these explanations
for reform neglect the army’s organizational interests as a potential driver
and enabler of reform. While an organizational explanation may still be
unable to account for exactly what happened to push the 2015 reforms to
fruition, the existing body of literature on bureaucratic behavior in general
and on the ground forces suggests that army organizational interests almost
certainly influenced the scale and timing of reforms.

To the extent that army organizational interests prove to be important

determinants of the future service, they may push the PLA ground forces
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toward a more offensive-oriented role for a PLA ground force that has previ-
ously been tasked to defend and deter. This is not to say that the PLA or the
highest CCP leadership will opt to use the ground forces in an offensive manner,
but rather to imply that a more joint PLA ground force would have a greater
organizational preference for offensive actions within the context of the PLA’s
broader posture of active defense. This may be especially true in a Taiwan
scenario in which the ground forces may be called upon to invade the island.
Ultimately, the ongoing transformation of the army into the ground
component of a joint force is still not good for the service’s bureaucratic
standing. An altered strategic paradigm will likely precipitate a continued
decline in army bureaucratic power and influence. Organizational opposi-
tion or simple organizational pathology is likely to trigger similar outcomes,
albeit with varying degrees of disruption. Given these possible explanations
and outcomes, the other PLA services and branches will likely continue to
gain at the expense of the ground forces as the PLA continues to implement
the next slate of reforms. Nonetheless, the army’s embrace of joint warfare
will likely continue to be its “least bad” organizational choice, especially

in light of its other options.

The author is indebted to Dennis J. Blasko, Morgan Clemens, and
Phillip C. Saunders for their generous help in reviewing previous

versions of this chapter. Any errors are the author’s alone.
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CHAPTER 3

THE IMPACT OF
XI-ERA REFORMS ON THE
CHINESE NAVY

By lan Burns McCaslin and Andrew S. Erickson

his chapter examines how China has come to declare itself a mari-
time country and how the reforms of the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) under Xi Jinping affect the navy’s ability to protect and
advance China’s maritime interests and its own organizational interests. It
examines the context within which China’s maritime evolution is occurring,
explores three vectors of naval modernization, and considers the difference
that PLA reforms might make for each. Xi, general-secretary of the Chinese
Communist Party, chairman of the Central Military Commission (CMC),
and commander in chief of the armed forces, has stated that his “China
Dream” includes a “strong military dream” and has tasked the PLA to be
able to fight and win informationized wars. In pursuit of this goal, Xi has
implemented ambitious reforms intended to force collaboration between the
services and improve their ability to conduct joint operations. The PLA Navy
(PLAN) stands to benefit from a reduction in traditional ground force dom-
inance, but the reforms may also shift the trajectory of naval modernization
efforts in directions less supportive of an independent navy.
This chapter is organized in five sections. The first frames China’s

maritime development by examining its strategic drivers. The second
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outlines the navy’s three vectors of modernization: hardware and “soft-
ware” developments aimed at creating a blue-water navy capable of power
projection; creation of a maritime component that can work effectively
with other services as part of a joint PLA; and further development of
an “interagency” maritime force wherein the navy works with the coast
guard, maritime militia, and other parts of the Chinese government to
advance China’s maritime sovereignty claims. Sections two, three, and
four lay out each of these vectors and examine the impact of the reforms
on it. The last section offers broad findings concerning the reform of
China’s sea forces and related implications, with particular focus on the

tensions among the three modernization vectors.

Strategic Drivers of China’s Maritime Development

”ou

“Reform and Opening Up,” “Going Out,” and “New Historic Missions”
Since Deng Xiaoping ushered in the policy of “Reform and Opening Up”
in late 1978, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has become increasingly
integrated into the global economy. China took full advantage of opportu-
nities provided by globalization, with foreign companies investing in China
to tap cheap labor and Chinese state and private companies gradually devel-
oping the expertise and technology to produce for export markets. Rapid
economic growth increased Chinese demand for imported components, oil
and natural gas, and food and tied the employment of millions of Chinese
workers to exports. China’s integration with the global economy received
a further boost when Hu Jintao urged Chinese companies to “go out” into
the world by investing abroad to acquire natural resources and technology
and to compete for foreign construction contracts.!

The growing importance of sea-borne trade and increased PRC invest-
ment and citizen presence overseas, some in unstable places, prompted
Beijing to take measures to secure its new interests. In 2004, Hu Jintao gave
the PLA “New Historic Missions,” including defending China’s expanding
international interests.> Under this aegis, the PLA Navy has conducted

counterpiracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden since December 2008 and
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participated in evacuations of PRC citizens during unrest in Libya and
Yemen. Social media and press coverage have produced growing calls for
the Chinese government to better protect PRC citizens abroad.’ China’s
overseas presence has continued to deepen with Xi Jinping’s Belt and
Road Initiative, an ambitious plan to fund infrastructure construction
to increase China’s connectivity with Eurasia and the rest of the world.
The initiative now even includes an additional maritime component, a

proposed “Polar Silk Road” through the Arctic Ocean.*

Navy Primed to Take Advantage of China’s New Orientation

Of all the services, the navy was best positioned to exploit the increasing
importance of the outside world. The navy has long worked to articulate the
importance of Chinese maritime interests and to advocate for a more capable
navy to protect these interests.” PLAN leaders like Vice Admiral Chen Ming-
shan have argued since the early 1990s that the navy is “a direct defender of
its [China’s] economy, especially its maritime economy and foreign trade.™
Chinese analysts have insisted that the navy needs capabilities “to protect
[China’s] long and increasingly vital maritime energy supply lines.”” PLAN
publications such as Modern Navy® have emphasized topics such as “mari-
time resources” more frequently than mainstream civilian publications and
general defense publications.’ The Chinese maritime lobby has grown to
include ofticials in maritime provinces, state-owned and private firms reliant
on overseas trade, companies that build equipment and technology used to
seize and build on claimed areas, and military and civilian organizations
charged with seizing, building, and administering claimed areas.

The navy not only leveraged the growing importance of the sea for
China’s economy but also stressed the growing importance of China’s
maritime and sovereignty claims. China’s three highest profile sovereignty
disputes (Taiwan, South China Sea, and East China Sea) all involve islands
or other physical features surrounded by vast bodies of water. The navy and
marines have occupied physical features in the Paracels and the Spratlys

for decades. As maritime and sovereignty disputes in the South China Sea
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and East China Sea intensified after 2012, the navy took center stage in
defending China’s interests. Efforts by the Chinese naval and maritime
lobby to emphasize the growing importance of Chinese maritime interests
helped attract resources for naval modernization and culminated in the 18%
Party Congress work report in November 2012 that set the task of “building
China into a sea power nation.”!

Calls for greater efforts to protect Chinese maritime interests were
supported by rapid economic growth following China’s reform and open-
ing up that enabled the PLA to receive double-digit budget increases for
decades. Higher budgets benefited all PLA services, but the navy received
an increasing share of the defense budget beginning in 2004, allowing it
to create and expand a fleet of modern warships and aircraft. Improved
underwater, surface, and aerial platforms have allowed the navy to operate
farther from the PRC more frequently and for longer periods of time. Given
exposure from port calls, international military exercises, and its increasing
presence in the South China Sea, East China Sea, and Indian Ocean, the

navy has in many ways become the face of the PLA to the world.

Chinese Naval Modernization

China’s naval modernization can be analyzed in terms of three vectors of
modernization. The first involves hardware and “software” developments
aimed at creating a blue-water navy capable of power projection. The sec-
ond is creation of a potent maritime component that can work effectively
with other services to achieve operational synergies as part of a joint PLA
capable of fighting and winning wars against advanced militaries. The third
is further development of an “interagency” maritime force where the navy
works with the coast guard, maritime militia (which the U.S. Department of
Defense refers to as the People’s Armed Force’s Maritime Militia), and other
parts of the Chinese government to advance China’s maritime sovereignty
claims. Each vector is driven by certain factors, is supported by certain
actors, emphasizes different missions, and is optimized for use in different

areas. As resources are finite, any increase in resources for one particular
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vector potentially reduces those available for the others, thereby affecting
the composition of the navy and its capacity to perform other missions."”

The table illustrates key aspects of each vector.

Table. Three Modernization Vectors for the PLA Navy

Blue-Water Navy

Joint Operations

“Interagency” Mari-

Force for the Mari- time Force
time Domain
Type/Mode Combined-arms naval | Joint operations Sovereignty claim
of Operation operations advancement oper-
ations
Maritime SLOC protection, far- War vs. high-tech Maritime territorial
Challenges seas defense, power adversary, Taiwan, disputes, regional naval
projection, military ECS, long-range piece | clashes
diplomacy of joint campaign
Missions ASuW, ASW, strike, ASuW, ASW, strike, Presence, deterrence,
amphibious operations, | transportation, (2, escalation control
nuclear deterrence amphibious operations,
nuclear deterrence
Partners Navy branches Other services CCG, PAFMM, MoFA,
SOEs
What Do Nothing ASBMs, long-range White hulls, fishing
Partners strike, manpower for vessels, deniability,
Provide? land ops., air control, messaging, numbers

air defense, airlift,
cyberspace capabili-
ties, counter-space

(swarming), asymmet-
ric approach

Key: SLOC: sea lines of communication; ASuW: anti-surface warfare; ASW: anti-submarine warfare;
ECS: East China Sea; ASBM: anti-ship ballistic missile; C2: command and control; CCG: China coast
guard; PAFMM: People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia; MoFA: Ministry of Foreign Affairs; SOE:
state-owned enterprise.

First Vector: Blue-Water Navy

Possession of a blue-water navy has been the “blue dream” of every great power
since technology made such fleets possible."* A blue-water fleet is commonly
seen as the epitome of naval development, with the ability to operate far from
the homeland and perform combined arms naval operations. In the Chinese

context, such a fleet would allow the navy to operate independently to address
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the maritime challenges of protecting sea lines of communication, far-seas
defense, power projection, and military diplomacy in distant seas. It would
also require the navy to perform the missions of antisurface warfare, anti-
submarine warfare, strike, amphibious operations, and nuclear deterrence.
The navy has been working for decades to create its own blue-water
fleet. This involves two main elements: hardware modernization (military
equipment) and software modernization (education, training, doctrine,
and so forth). This vector of modernization supports PLAN interests by
providing a rationale for moving beyond its original role as a support force

for the army toward an independent operational capability.

Building the Fleet
The navy had been undergoing modernization for decades prior to Xi’s
reforms. Early Soviet (1950-1960), later American (1980s), and post-Cold
War Russian (1991-present) assistance for Chinese naval modernization have
been largely supplanted by efforts to replace foreign equipment and tech-
nology with indigenously developed or improved Chinese versions. Soviet
support created an initial foundation for the navy, both in terms of hardware
and personnel training." However, the withdrawal of Soviet advisors in 1960
and the Western technology blockade forced China to rely on indigenous
efforts to reverse-engineer foreign technology and to make incremental
improvements on Soviet designs. Rapprochement with the United States
eventually allowed China access to some Western arms and military tech-
nology, but this window largely closed after the Tiananmen massacre in 1989,
when the United States and Europe imposed bans on arms sales to China.
Improved relations with the Soviet Union in the late 1980s and its
eventual breakup gave the Chinese military and defense industry access
to advanced weapons such as the Kilo-class submarine, Su-27 fighter
(assembled in China, then reverse-engineered and produced as the J-11),
Sovremmeny-class destroyers (and their advanced antiship cruise mis-
siles), and S-300 surface-to-air missile systems. The combination of broad

improvements in China’s technology base, direct access to advanced Russian
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weapons, assistance from weapons scientists from the former Soviet Union,
and industrial espionage helped the Chinese defense industry assimilate
advanced technologies into more advanced weapons systems.

Rapid economic growth spurred on by Deng’s reform and opening up
initiative provided both technology and resources that allowed the PLA
to import greater numbers of more advanced equipment and weapons
and procure the increasingly advanced weapons produced by the Chinese
defense industry. The PLA’s limited ability to respond to the deployment
of two U.S. carriers during the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait crisis and the
accidental bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 during the
Kosovo War persuaded Chinese leadership to increase funding for military
modernization. Preparing for a potential invasion or blockade of Taiwan in
the face of U.S. intervention became the chief scenario for PLA planning
and force modernization, with the maritime aspects of the Taiwan scenario
supporting PLAN efforts to procure a range of advanced weapons systems.

China’s naval modernization includes the development and deployment
of advanced surface ships, submarines, aircraft and aircraft carriers, and
amphibious vessels that will improve the PLAN ability to conduct a range
of missions. China’s shipyards are now launching new ships at a brisk pace,
but have also shifted to focus on “quality over quantity.””* The old surface
fleet, based on largely antiquated 1950s Soviet technology with some indig-
enous improvements, is being replaced with new advanced vessels, such as
the Type 054/054A frigate, Type 052C/D destroyer, and cruiser-sized Type
055 destroyer. These vessels feature advanced weapons and modern design
features such as vertical launch systems capable of launching different types
of antiship, antiaircraft, and land-attack missiles, phased-array radars, and
improved air and cruise missile defenses.'* The navy had no corvettes prior
to 2014, but had 37 Type 056/056A ships as of November 2017."

The notoriously noisy PLAN submarines have been gradually reducing
their noise footprint."® The submarine force consists primarily of diesel-pow-
ered attack submarines, most of which are capable of launching advanced

antiship cruise missiles. The navy has also added 10 nuclear submarines
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to the force since 2002, including 6 longer range nuclear-powered attack
submarines, and 4 nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNG).
The submarine force may grow to between 69 and 78 submarines by 2020."

China’s first aircraft carrier, the Liaoning (Type 001), began sea trials in
August 2011 and was declared combat ready in November 2016. The Liaoning
carries J-15 fighters that launch off its ski jump-style flight deck. The navy
is currently developing two more advanced aircraft carriers, with the Type
001A carrier beginning sea trials in May 2018.° The planned inclusion of an
integrated propulsion system on the Type 002 aircraft carrier, which would
support an electromagnetic aircraft launch system, could allow more rapid
aircraft launches.” Xinhua hailed the launch of China’s first carrier as a sym-
bolic step forward: “building a strong navy that is commensurate with China’s
rising status is a necessary step and an inevitable choice for the country to
safeguard its increasingly globalized national interests.”*

Due to their value and vulnerability to attack, aircraft carriers typi-
cally operate as part of a carrier group with multiple vessels protecting and
supporting them.” The navy has made clear its intent to establish carrier
groups by rushing production of the Type 055 destroyer. The Type 055
destroyers will join the growing array of vessels and weapon systems that
will provide Chinese carriers protection against air and cruise missile attack
and allow them to operate more safely outside the range of land-based air-
craft. The navy has also been producing a new type of large replenishment
ship, the Type 901, which is similar in size to those used by the U.S. Navy.**
The production of such support vessels is particularly important given
the continuing poor ratio of support vessels to frontline ships of the navy,
especially when compared with the U.S. Navy.”®

The navy has also been deploying new ships to improve its limited
amphibious capabilities. These include semi-submersible amphibious land-
ing vessels, the Type 726A air-cushioned landing craft, and the Type 071
landing platform dock. The new ships, coupled with the PLA Navy Marine
Corps expansion to add additional marine brigades, should significantly

improve PLAN amphibious warfare capabilities.?
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Creating a “New Type” of Sailor for the New Navy: Recruiting,
Educating, and Training

Naval modernization also requires talented personnel capable of executing
independent and joint operations far from the country’s shores. The service
and its branches have reformed their efforts to recruit higher caliber person-
nel to fill their ranks, especially with graduates from civilian universities.”
From 1999 onward, the navy planned to recruit 600 officers from civilian
higher education institutions each year.?® Naval aviation began recruiting its
own personnel in 1988, an important step toward achieving independence
from the PLA Air Force (PLAAF), which enabled it to educate and train
individuals for aeronautical operations in the maritime domain from the
beginning of their careers.”

The navy has also reformed the education and training of recruits.
Since 1987, the navy has utilized the training ship Zheng He, a “classroom
at sea,” to help train its cadets.*® This ship has been an “especially prolific
traveler,” even embarking on the first circumnavigation of the world by a
Chinese navy training ship in mid-2012.* This has allowed the navy to give
thousands of cadets hands-on experience in a variety of maritime environ-
ments around the world.** The navy has also recently added a “tall ship,” the
Polang, as well as the advanced naval training ships, Qi Jiguangand Yupeng.
These ships and the push for naval personnel to undergo “tempering” on a
vessel allowed the navy to provide onboard experience for 92 percent of the
3,000 “new soldiers” trained by the South Sea Fleet from 2011 to 2012.%* To
give its aviators at-sea experience, the navy launched the air training ship
Shichang in 1996.** The PLAN aviation training base at Huangdicun has
added land-based facilities and equipment, such as ski jumps on runways,
to allow pilots to practice carrier takeoffs and landings more safely, and
added catapult launch systems to support training for the Type 002 carrier.”

Similarly, the navy created Vessel Training Centers in the 1980s for
each of its fleets to provide more detailed and vessel-specific training, facil-
itating the introduction of new classes of ships. The centers can assemble

military personnel, industry representatives, and other experts to help
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create an “Outline for Military Training and Evaluation” specific to each
class of vessel to accelerate training for the first crews.* This was seen with
the Bengbu, the first Jiangdao-class (Type 056) corvette to be introduced
to the East Sea Fleet.”

An increased operational tempo contributes to training of the force.
China Daily stated that “each year every combat vessel and submarine will
spend nearly eight months at sea, carrying out patrols, drills, and training.
Every day, dozens of aircraft, more than 100 ships and submarines, and
thousands of navy personnel are in operation.”** Since December 2008,
PLAN activity has included continuous deployment of an escort task force
in the Gulf of Aden to conduct escort and counterpiracy operations. This
high operations tempo is paralleled by more port calls and increased partic-
ipation in international military exercises. The navy only conducted 11 port
calls from 2003 to 2008, but conducted 40 in 2015 alone. The navy has also
led the way in international military exercises. From 2003 to 2016, the navy
conducted almost half of all international military exercises that involved
the PLA, more than any other service. The navy has also begun to participate
in multilateral exercises such as the U.S. Rim of the Pacific exercise series.*

A growing number of these exercises, especially those with Russia,
include combat or combat-support elements. The navy “completed its first
overseas joint beach landing drill” as part of the Joint Sea-2015 exercise in
Russia.* Sino-Russian naval exercises are being held in new locations, such
as in the Baltic Sea, Mediterranean Sea, and Sea of Okhotsk, expanding the
operational horizons of the navy. Some Sino-Russian naval exercises have
expanded to include combined arms operations with the participation of
multiple branches.* Spurred on by their increasing experience and confi-
dence, some navy officers have even begun using run-ins with foreign forces
as training opportunities, and they have been recognized and rewarded for
their actions.*

All these exercises and training have begun to pay off as the tradition-
ally strict control by senior officers is starting to relax, giving operational

commanders more flexibility. Submarine units have been applauded in
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recent military media reports for undertaking significant operations with-
out additional senior officers onboard, whose presence often reduced
the captain of a submarine to a “duty officer.”” Naval aviation began
introducing greater “pilot autonomy” back in 2013, marking a shift from
“nanny-style” control of pilots by superior officers.*

Years after the army first established special operations forces (SOF)
units in the 1980s, the navy finally established its own SOF regiment in
the South Sea Fleet.*” This regiment has been able to gain operational
experience from the navy’s antipiracy patrols, which have included a SOF
contingent with every flotilla.** PLA SOF operators have also benefited
from the establishment of the Special Operations Academy in Guangzhou
and have sought to gain experience from foreign units by participating in
international SOF competitions.”” The navy’s SOF regiment is augmented
by smaller units established in at least two marine corps brigades.*

The PLA marines corps functions as the naval infantry branch of the
navy but has recently established a separate headquarters and is expanding
its number of operational brigades as part of PLA reforms. The marines
were relatively late in joining the rest of the PLA in exercising abroad but
performed their first overseas exercise in Thailand in 2010.* The marines
also appear to now have their own helicopters, which had previously been
provided by naval aviation.*® The Marine Corps College now boasts more
than 20 professional programs, an educated faculty, and simulation training
systems.* Faculty are being encouraged to participate in exercises to rectify
their lack of combat and operational experience.*

Other branches such as naval aviation are making similar efforts to
improve education and training to produce officers and seaman capable of
operating modern weapons. To leverage carriers, the Naval Aviation Academy
and Naval Aeronautical Engineering Institute have been combined to form
the Naval Aviation University/Naval Aeronautical University, which will
train China’s carrier-based fighter pilots.® The new university has recruited
450 pilot cadets, which will eventually translate into a significant boost in

naval aviation personnel to support the deployment of more carriers.>* Naval
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aviation has also changed the way it trains pilots to emphasize extended
daytime and nighttime operations and increasing flights over water and at
low altitudes.” To improve the quality and realism of training, naval aviation
held its first actual combat confrontation exercise between different aircraft
models in 2011.>

Impact of Reforms on the Blue-Water Navy Vector of Modernization

The reforms have three main effects on the blue-water navy vector of mod-
ernization: altering the role of the services, assigning operational control
to the theater commands, and improving PLA education, training, and
personnel systems. First, the services are now responsible for force-building
rather than operations. This should reduce the operational role of navy
headquarters. However, the navy appears to be utilizing several methods
to keep a not-insignificant role in operations. PLAN headquarters appears
to have retained operational responsibility for counterpiracy deployments
to the Gulf of Aden. The headquarters role in force-building and setting
naval training requirements allows the navy to use training exercises to
maintain an operational role, since virtually anything can be promoted as
having “training” value. The navy refers to this as moving from “separation
of training and operations” [xunzhan fenli, YII!§43#] to “embedding train-
ing in operations” [yizhan zaixun, LA%#].¥” The navy headquarters also
appears to be using tri-fleet exercises, which do not fall under the responsi-
bility of any particular theater command, as another way to hold onto some
operational responsibilities.”® An unintended consequence of attempting
to relegate service headquarters to training and force-building is that it
frees time and resources for the headquarters to advocate for the interests
of its individual service.*® Such lobbying is more important as the Chinese
economy slows, which has already led to slowdowns in military budget
growth. For the navy, this could lead to clashes with the other services and
with the new theater commands, which have their own distinct interests.
Some platforms, like land-based aircraft, are highly relevant for the Eastern

Theater Command in planning for the invasion of Taiwan, while blue-water
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systems such as aircraft carriers are less relevant. It remains unclear how
such discrepancies in interests will be resolved.

The second major impact, placing the theater commands in charge
of operations, reduces the navy’s autonomy in conducting operations. It
also complicates operations to protect China’s maritime sovereignty claims
by adding another bureaucratic actor into the mix, especially if a non-
navy officer is in charge of the theater. However, the navy has used theater
command geographic constraints to lead some operations. The Indian
Ocean, for example, falls outside of the geographic jurisdiction of the theater
commands, giving the navy headquarters a strong case for continued lead-
ership in counterpiracy operations, even if these have joint elements.* Port
calls and exercises with foreign militaries also fall outside the geographic
responsibilities of the theater commands, giving navy headquarters another
opportunity. However, while navy headquarters can task its components to
meet certain requirements through training, the theater commands nom-
inally control naval forces within their jurisdiction and may have different
priorities. This situation is complicated by the fact that the service chiefs are
no longer on the CMC but are now theater-leader grade, putting them on
equal footing with the heads of the theater commands.®' Neither side has the
authority to force the other to follow orders. It is unclear whether one of the
CMC vice chairmen, or perhaps even Xi himself, will arbitrate such disputes.

While the Joint Staff Department Overseas Operations Office coor-
dinates army peacekeeping operations, the navy appears to control its
far-seas operations.® This might be partly due to the unique nature of
navies and the history of “independent command at sea” that they cher-
ish.®® Despite the increasing number of military diplomacy activities and
exercises involving naval forces, the theater commands do not appear to
have been able to curtail these activities to increase focus on joint training
and theater-specific missions.®*

The third major impact of the reforms on this vector of moderniza-
tion involves personnel issues. Some of the most important aspects of

the reforms and anticorruption campaign have to do with career paths
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and the health of the military force as a whole. As of April 2018, PLA
personnel have received two pay increases since Xi announced the 300,000-
troop cut in September 2015.% How any military deals with its veterans
is of immense importance for recruiting and for the morale of existing
active-duty personnel. The PLA has historically been parsimonious toward
honoring commitments to its veterans.* To address these shortcomings, Xi
announced that the government would “set up an agency that will manage

veterans and protect their legal rights and interests,”’

and a new Ministry
of Veterans Affairs was established to care for the PLA’s 57 million retired
personnel.®® Ensuring fair treatment of veterans will help “make a career
in the military one that is revered and respected by all.”® As subsequent
large-scale veterans protests have demonstrated, this is still one area where
the armed forces and civilian government are struggling.”

The anticorruption crackdown within the PLA may also make a mil-
itary career more attractive and respected. While the campaign has often
selectively removed individuals who were seen as potentially disloyal to the
Party or to Xi himself, many of those individuals were nonetheless spec-
tacularly corrupt.” The anticorruption campaign has helped officers who
resented the negative effects corruption has had on the PLA, those unable
to afford the bribes necessary to advance within a corrupt system, and
junior officers who can advance more quickly to fulfill positions vacated by
corrupt officers.”? This should allow professional military criteria to become

more important for career advancement, especially for the officer corps.

Second Vector: Naval Component of a Joint Force

The PLA is a “latecomer” to joint operations.” Its first and only real joint
operation was the attack and conquest of the Yijiangshan Islands in 1955.™
An effective joint force, in the Chinese context, can respond to the maritime
challenges of war against a high-tech adversary, an attempted conquest of
Taiwan or the Senkakus, and the long-range aspect of joint campaigns in
the near seas. Officers have acknowledged that the PLA must become more

joint, which is seen as a fundamental part of modern warfare.” For this to
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happen, the concept of winning as a joint force must replace the old concept
of a “single service victory” [danyi junzhong zhisheng, F-—2- Pl lf£].” The
push for jointness has undercut the army’s traditional dominance of the PLA
to the benefit of the other services. While the navy looks to be a big winner
under the reforms, interservice rivalry and competition for resources and
missions remain powerful obstacles to jointness and may have some negative
impact on navy interests. Moreover, jointness implies that naval operations
will be conducted via joint command and control structures, potentially
undercutting the navy’s efforts to develop more autonomy and the ability

to conduct its own combined arms operations in the far seas.

Joint Education and Training

The PLA’s conceptualization of jointness involves achieving victory by fus-
ing the “operational strengths” of the separate services together to achieve
collectively what no service could accomplish alone.” Jointness received a
much-needed boost following the ground force—~dominated PLA’s inability
to respond effectively to the U.S. Navy’s sending two aircraft carrier battle
groups toward Taiwan in March 1996. The role of airpower in the Kosovo
War and sea power in the Falklands War impressed upon the PLA the stra-
tegic importance of other services.” However, despite frequent mention of
jointness in articles and internal publications, the reality of jointness still
lags far behind the rhetoric.

The PLA has tried to rectify the imbalance among the services by
adding the commanders of other services to the CMC (2004-2017) and
by increasing students and faculty from services other than the army at
PLA National Defense University and the Academy of Military Science.
The presence of these officers was intended to facilitate joint thinking by
ensuring that non-army perspectives are included in the classroom and in
important debates.

PLA texts acknowledge that China’s armed forces still have a long way
to go to achieve true jointness.”” Even with increased focus on educating joint

commanders and theater command staff, joint experience remains a widely

139



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

acknowledged weakness of the PLA as a whole.*® Officers complain that the
lack of joint command experience could reduce its joint commanders to
mere “armchair strategists” [zhishang tanbing, 4% 1% J%].* The 2015 book
Theater Joint Operations Command [zhanqu lianhe zuozhan zhihui, {[X X
A VEAIETE] suggested that the PLA should engage more in exchanges and
exercises with foreign militaries to compensate for this lack of experience.*
However, despite increasing PLA participation in international military
exercises, only a few of these (a mere 7 percent from 2003-2016) involve
two or more PLA services.® The navy has been most active in international
exercises, but these are usually combined arms exercises with multiple navy
branches rather than joint exercises with multiple PLA services.

Joint training between the various services continues to be limited, but
some progress is being made.®* The navy (including surface vessels, marines,
and naval aviation) and air force participated together in a Sino-Russian
international exercise, Joint Sea—2015 (II), for the first time in 2015.%° How-
ever, in the words of one expert, “true joint interoperability remains largely a
work in progress for the PLA.”* The navy and air force are doing some joint
training, most notably in name-brand exercises, such as Sharp Sword-2015.5
In some of the highest profile joint exercises between naval aviation and
air force, including Golden Helmet-2015, the two were actually competing
against one another as opposing forces rather than working together.®

Training between the navy and army is also limited, though this
appears to be changing as well. One example involves army aviation and
naval aviation providing air support for marines during amphibious train-
ing exercises.* Another involves joint amphibious exercises with army
amphibious and ground force units, which would provide the bulk of the
troops for large-scale amphibious landings, such as an invasion of Taiwan.”

In reviewing PLA joint exercises, press reports highlight “cases in
which PLA commanders were not well-versed in the wide range of capa-
bilities at their disposal, failed to coordinate and share information among
the units under their command, and demonstrated their weak command

and organization skills.” The lack of qualified joint commanders and staff
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officers continues to plague China’s armed forces.”> Without significant
progress, the PLA’s lack of jointness will result in “deconflicted operations,”

where the services operate in proximity to, but not with, each other.”®

Reduced Army Dominance

Recognition of the increasing value of the maritime domain and the push
for jointness have benefited navy modernization efforts. One of the earliest
indicators of a shift in attention and resources away from the army was the
2003 force reduction, when it took a disproportionate share of the cuts.”*
(Blasko’s chapter in this volume argues that the army is the biggest loser in
the current PLA personnel reductions, as the PLA places more emphasis
on the other services.)

Decreasing army dominance can also be seen in the PLA’s changing
strategic outlook. When the 2002 defense white paper stated that the “pri-
mary missions” of each service were to be performed “independently or
jointly,” it simultaneously encouraged the services not only to work together
jointly, but also to be able to operate on their own.”” Non-army services
received a further boost with the 2004 defense white paper, which explicitly
stated the PLA would “enhance the development of its operational strength
with priority given to the navy, air force, and Second Artillery Force.”
Acknowledgment of the important role non-army services would play in an
invasion of Taiwan also gave the navy a new toehold in operational planning.

While the navy’s focus has gradually shifted outward from coastal to
offshore defense, establishment of an “active defense” strategy for the PLA
saw the military leadership formally inaugurate a shift in focus from China
and its immediately periphery, which favored the army, toward “open seas
protection,” which favors the navy.”” These changes were illustrated in
the 2013 edition of the Science of Military Strategy that argued, “the main
threat of war has already shifted from traditional inland direction to the
ocean direction.” In addition, the “strong enemy,” a common PLA euphe-
mism for the United States, “will rely on its comprehensive distant combat

superiority from the ocean direction.” Under such circumstances, it will
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be “increasingly difficult to protect the homeland from the homeland and
the near seas from near seas, it might even become untenable.” Therefore,
defensive operations should be pushed farther away from Chinese terri-
tory.”® Efforts to “push forward the strategic frontier” to gain additional
strategic space boosted the navy because the geography of the region
means that additional strategic space is maritime space. As maritime con-
cerns—such as Taiwan, the South China Sea, and sea-borne trade—have
grown over the years, the navy appears to have been increasingly successful
at capitalizing on them to bolster itself as a service.

The push for jointness has opened new opportunities for the navy to
make itself relevant for additional missions. The service has moved beyond
its initial coastal defense and sealift missions into missions ranging from

interdiction to amphibious operations to nuclear deterrence.

Increased Competition for Maritime Missions

The increased priority of maritime missions not only favors the navy, but
has also encouraged other services to encroach on PLAN turf by high-
lighting the relevance of their own current and future capabilities to the
maritime domain. The navy has responded by further developing its own
ability to perform “diversified tasks” to reduce the need for help from the
other services.” These trends highlight the tension between the navy’s
desire to be able to conduct independent operations (especially in blue water
far from China’s coast) and the potential for other services to contribute
useful capabilities in a joint operational context.

As growth in PLA budgets has slowed, the air force, army, and even
Rocket Force are attempting to carve out new maritime responsibilities
(and associated budget claims). The air force has made the clearest effort to
ensure that it is not left out of the new emphasis on the maritime domain.
In the past few years, it has taken significant steps to emphasize operations
over water, the traditional domain of the navy and naval aviation.'® This
has been marked by a number of firsts, including flights over the Western

Pacific through new air corridors,'” PLAAF H-6K bombers practicing
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attacks on Guam,'” and deploying some of the air force’s most advanced
aircraft, such as the Su-35, to the South China Sea. The air force has also
expanded the role of its vessel troops to support maritime combat opera-
tions.'” A professor from the Air Force Command Academy stated that
South China Sea deployments showed PLAAF “resolution to implement
missions in the new era and firmly maintain national sovereignty and
security and maritime interests.”"*

The air force has overhauled training for its pilots to emphasize oper-
ations over water, including those farther from shore.'®® These included the
creation of new textbooks, including A Practical Handbook on Maritime
Live-Fire Training with Trainer Aircraft and Safety Checklist for Maritime
Live-Fire Training'* Classroom work has been augmented by “regular high
seas training” that began in 2015."” The air force has held seminars attended
by senior officers to review its progress in overwater training.!®® These
efforts put the air force in direct competition with the navy for maritime
missions and resources.

The air force has followed the PLAN lead in using the need to protect
China’s economic interests as an argument to support its strategic relevance.
Then-PLAAF Commander Ma Xiaotian gave a speech in 2014 emphasizing
the importance of airpower for the maritime domain. According to Ma,
“[W]inning the initiative in the air is important in effectively responding
to all kinds of security threats at sea. . .. [We must] fully recognize the new
circumstances in the defense of maritime rights; [it] gives the air force new
meaning to accelerate the transition from territorial air defense toward
attack and defense. . . . [We must] transform the ‘center of gravity’ of sea
operations toward the employment of airpower.”'%

The air force is acquiring two types of aircraft that will expand its
maritime capabilities. The first is the Y-20 long-range transport, which
can carry paratroopers and their equipment to the remote physical features
controlled by China in the South China Sea."? Paratroopers have conducted
simulated airdrops over “unfamiliar island targets” in exercises.""! The sec-

ond is the acquisition of additional and updated tankers, such as the IL-78/
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MIDAS, to augment its small and aging fleet of tankers.""? Expansion of the
PLAAF tanker fleet, including the rumored development of a tanker vari-
ant of the Y-20, would increase the range of PLAAF fighters, surveillance
aircraft, and bombers, improving their ability to operate far over the ocean
from land bases in China.'*?

By contrast, the army has found it harder to carve out a maritime role.
Although Taiwan has been the main driver of PLA modernization for
decades, the army only had one amphibious tank brigade in 1997.""* The
army’s amphibious force has grown since then, but these units only spend
3 to 4 months a year on amphibious operations, with the rest of their time
spent on nonamphibious training."** In 2010, only one army ship group was
exclusively focused on amphibious support."* However, it has been trying
to make itself more relevant for maritime missions. Army amphibious units
have traditionally focused on the conquest of Taiwan, where the need for
large numbers of ground troops would guarantee it a prominent role. PLAN
marines have primary responsibility for amphibious operations involving
smaller physical features, such as the land features that dot the South China
Sea. However, the army has recently suggested that it could too have a role
in capturing and holding smaller islands."”

Even the Rocket Force, the “hermit” of the PLA, is pushing into the
maritime domain. Its control of the PLA’s land-based antiship ballistic
missiles (ASBM) represents another attempt by a land-based service to “use
the land to control the sea” [yi luzhihai, CARfiiJiF]."® Literature from the
Second Artillery Force (now the Rocket Force) has been overwhelmingly
positive on the development and future utility of ASBMs, while PLAN ana-
lysts have been more pessimistic about the weapon’s value.!”” The DF-21D
ASBM, dubbed the “carrier-killer,” is an obvious attempt to credibly hold
U.S. carriers at risk. It is joined by the Rocket Force’s DF-26, which also
has an ASBM variant and has the range to target U.S. facilities on Guam.'*

The Rocket Force can also use its arsenal of conventional ballistic mis-
siles to hit maritime-relevant land targets, such as ports. The 2006 edition of

The Science of Campaigns discussed how conventional cruise missiles can
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be used to “implement sea blockades” and “capture localized campaign sea
superiority.”*! Other tactics, such as a “missile fire blockade” [daodan huoli
fengsuo, T3k 71E44], can disrupt facilities important for naval forces,
such as ports and relevant airfields.'”? While these efforts could be done
jointly in coordination with the navy and air force, the Rocket Force could
also conduct such campaigns independently, inserting itself into operations
for “sea blockades” and “sea dominance.”*

This competition for roles and missions goes both ways. The navy
now has submarines that can compete with Rocket Force conventional and
nuclear assets. The navy has four SSBNs armed with nuclear intercontinen-
tal ballistic missiles and attack submarines that can carry land-attack cruise
missiles.'** Such assets allow the navy to duplicate some Rocket Force capa-
bilities, potentially with greater survivability than land-based Rocket Force
assets. The navy also has numerous surface vessels and aircraft armed with
antiship cruise missiles, which give it a strong tool to beat back Rocket Force
efforts to intrude too far onto navy turf.'”® These systems, and the Rocket
Force’s desire to maintain primacy in nuclear deterrence and long-range
conventional strike missions, are likely to limit the Rocket Force’s ability
to carve out too much space in the maritime domain."?® Despite the clear
interest of other services in competing for maritime missions and associated
resources, spending too much time on these missions may compromise
their combat effectiveness in their primary missions.'””

The final advantage the navy has over the other services in the mari-
time domain is presence. It is the only service that can operate assets on or
over the high seas for long periods of time. It also has advantages in its abil-
ity to use overseas bases and commercial port facilities to provide logistics
support for its peacetime operations. PLAN ability to launch and recover
helicopters and planes from frigates and carriers allows it to maintain an
air presence much longer than the air-refuelable land-based aircraft that
the air force operates.'” The navy can loiter under the waves, on the waves,

and in the sky—something no other service can do.
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Impact of Reforms on Joint Force Vector of Modernization

The reduction of army dominance presents new opportunities for the
navy to promote its own interests, advocate for increased focus on Chinese
maritime interests, and argue for new military capabilities to protect those
interests. However, the intent to eliminate the operational role of the service
headquarters and to conduct operations via joint command and control
structures also implies a reduction in PLAN autonomy and increased
competition for maritime roles and missions from other services.

The shifting of operational responsibilities away from the military
regions and service headquarters to joint theater commands is perhaps
the most significant operational change instituted by the reforms. The
establishment of new joint command structures ends the PLA’s reliance
on army-dominated military regions and ad hoc wartime joint command
structures. This shift, combined with placing some non-army officers
in charge of theater commands (Navy Vice Admiral Yuan Yubai in the
Southern Theater Command and PLAAF General Yi Xiaoguang in the
Central Theater Command) and presence of non-army staff in all the the-
ater commands, constitutes an important step toward a more joint force.

The role of theater commands in leading military operations within
their geographic purview presents both a challenge and opportunity for
the navy. If the head of a theater command is a naval officer, as in the
Southern Theater Command, then the navy can theoretically run non-navy
operations there and decide how to integrate relevant capabilities of other
services into naval operations.'” Even if another service is in charge of a
theater command, each of the theater commands with a fleet (Northern,
Eastern, and Southern) has a navy officer as a deputy commander in change
of theater command naval forces. Much will depend on how much central-
ized control the theater commander exerts over the theater ground, naval,
and air components and how much authority the commander is willing to
delegate to his component commanders. The fact that army officers have
little experience in commanding naval operations, and the fact that the

navy can perform many of its near-seas missions using its own assets to
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conduct combined arms operations, suggests that navy component com-
manders are likely to retain a great deal of autonomy in most circumstances.
Most PLA operations in the South China Sea, for example, are kept below
the threshold where another country would respond with force. However,
PLA planning for a Taiwan contingency, which would involve both coastal
operations to support an amphibious landing and blue-water operations to
delay U.S. intervention, would require the Eastern Theater Commander

(currently an army officer) to make difficult choices about priorities.

Third Vector: “Interagency” Operations

China has a long history of drawing on military and militia vessels, as well
as civilian ships and fishing boats, to compensate for its limited naval capa-
bilities. However, in recent decades, the PLA has increasingly cooperated
with other parts of the Chinese government and civilian actors to respond
to maritime and territorial sovereignty disputes and possible regional
naval clashes in the East China Sea and South China Sea. The heightened
importance of the maritime domain and maritime sovereignty disputes,
as well as the proven utility of other components of China’s armed forces
such as the coast guard and maritime militia in pressing Beijing’s claims,
have helped drive this vector of modernization. However, the other two
vectors of modernization have also allowed the navy to build capabilities
that strengthen its ability to conduct “interagency” operations.

These operations involve the navy working with the maritime mili-
tia and coast guard, as well as utilizing a network of bases and outposts
throughout the South China Sea.”** Civilian agencies are involved in some
aspects: the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and state-run media, for instance,

play an important role in shaping and propagating the narrative of the day.

Navy Leading from Behind
China’s approach to the South China Sea involves seeking to use a range of
military, paramilitary, legal, and administrative tactics to expand Chinese

control of disputed features and waters, while minimizing the chances
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of military conflict breaking out. The PRC has adopted three lines of
“defense” in this effort, with the maritime militia as the first, maritime law
enforcement agencies as the second, and the PLA (especially the navy) as
the third."”” While the navy is deliberately kept away from the frontline to
minimize escalation risks, it played a significant role in crafting the strategy
and continues to directly and indirectly support the other actors.'*?

China’s maritime militia has always been an integral component of
China’s maritime forces, and in recent years, its importance and interac-
tions with the navy have increased significantly.'® The maritime militia
has benefited from a generous building program that has seen its branches
acquire new, large steel-hulled vessels.'** Trends seen in the PLA at large,
such as a shift toward greater professionalism and phasing out less advanced
units, are also evident in the maritime militia."”” Leading personnel in the
maritime militia are being militarized, professionalized, and incentivized;
the organization can now call on elite units for more specialized and chal-
lenging tasks. Some maritime militia branches have become so well trained
and are so useful that they have even been referred to as a “veritable ‘light
cavalry.”* Some maritime militia detachments have developed specialized
combat support and technical skills to better aid the navy in operations."’
While the maritime militia organization has a limited ability to engage in
high-end warfare, it is optimized for sovereignty advancement operations
that stay below the threshold of military conflict."®

The navy also has been closely tied to the coast guard since the lat-
ter was formed by merging several different maritime law enforcement
agencies. Its role in protecting disputed Chinese maritime and sovereignty
claims and projecting Chinese domestic law into disputed waters have led
many to call it “China’s second navy.”*® The PLA influenced its creation,
and the navy plays a significant role in planning, coordinating, and con-
ducting coast guard operations.'* Like the maritime militia, coast guard
vessels have been significantly upgraded in recent years. Some are actually
former PLAN vessels with some weapons systems removed."*! Some larger

coast guard vessels even have 76mm main guns, among other armaments.**2
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The maritime militia and coast guard have carried out several success-
ful interagency operations against foreign countries in cooperation with
the navy. Two examples are the Impeccable incident in March 2009 and
HYSY-981 oil rig incident in May-July 2014.

Impeccable Incident, March 8-9, 2009. The Impeccable incident
involved the USNS Impeccable, an ocean surveillance ship that was shad-
owed and harassed by Chinese vessels that maneuvered in ways that
threatened its safety. The Chinese ships and aircraft involved included
a PLAN frigate, Fisheries Law Enforcement patrol vessel, State Oceanic
Administration patrol vessel, two trawlers (one of which was from the
Sanya maritime militia), and at least one Y-12 aircraft."** The Chinese action
involved multiple military and civilian government organizations and mar-
itime militia vessels, necessitating a certain level of coordination. Chinese
vessels came dangerously close to the Iimpeccable, dropped objects directly
in its path, tried to snag its acoustics equipment, and even obstructed it
after it announced it was trying to leave the area.'"* At one point a Chinese
Y-12 buzzed the Impeccable 11 times.*** The Chinese operation was report-
edly led by then-head of the Fisheries Law Enforcement’s South China Sea
Bureau, Wu Zheng."*¢ Given the variety of Chinese assets and their close
proximity to each other and to the Impeccable, a high degree of communi-
cation and control was necessary to coordinate actions and avoid collisions.

HYSY-981 Oil Rig Incident, May 2-July 15, 2014. The HYSY-981 oil
rig incident is China’s largest and most sophisticated “Three-Sea-Force”
operation to date."”” Throughout the operation, China maintained between
110 and 115 vessels around the oil rig in an approximately 10 nautical mile
cordon. These included four navy vessels, 35 to 40 coast guard ships, 30
transport and tugs, and more than 40 maritime militia vessels."*® While
the cordon radiated about 10 nautical miles out from the rig, the Chinese
side utilized maritime militia and “fishing vessels” to harass, and in some
cases attack and sink, Vietnamese fishing vessels operating miles beyond
the cordon."® During the incident, China was able to maintain around

twice as many vessels as Vietnam did in the area.”*® Operating a cordon
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of so many vessels from so many different organizations over such a long
period, while sending out skirmishing parties to attack Vietnamese vessels
miles from the cordon, required careful coordination across multiple mili-
tary and civilian organizations. This included cooperation with the China
National Offshore Oil Corporation, a state-owned enterprise that owned
and operated the HYSY-981 drilling platform.

The maritime militia was given mobilization orders for the operation
by the Guangzhou Military Region. In the case of the participating Sansha
City maritime militia, a sea command post was set up and a command
and coordination group was sent to the coast guard’s “forward command
post at sea.”™*!

China appears to plan to conduct more operations like these in the
future. While the navy is the main military service involved in maritime
sovereignty defense operations, at least one training event featured limited
involvement by other services. A 2014 joint escort defense and joint oil rig
defense exercise in the Gulf of Tonkin involved a maritime police unit under
the navy’s South Sea Fleet, personnel and vessels from fisheries, maritime
police, and maritime militia, as well as aircraft from naval aviation and the
air force. Just as in the HYSY-981 oil rig incident, a maritime command post
was set up to help coordinate the effort. The exercise took the “defensive”
actions utilized in the HYSY-981 oil rig a step further when fighter aircraft
and surface vessels armed with missiles “destroyed” enemy vessels during
the escort part of the mission. To defend the rig, the Chinese forces prac-
ticed blocking the passage of a “suspicious fishing boat” and shooting the
water to prevent frogmen from getting close to the rig. The exercise ended
with the arrest of “militants” and a journalist on the boat.’** Although this
example involved limited participation of the air force, the navy continues
to regularly perform such drills without the participation of another service.

Artificial “Islands,” More Than Just the “Big Three.” While China’s
“Big Three” artificial islands in the South China Sea (Fiery Cross, Mischief,
and Subi Reefs) have dominated the coverage of China’s artificial island—

building activities in the region, they are part of a larger network of Chinese
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bases and outposts scattered across the South China Sea.' While PLAAF
aircraft might be able to operate from runways on the artificial islands,
the navy regularly operates from both larger and smaller land features in
cooperation with the coast guard, maritime militia, and other Chinese
government organizations.

The 2013 edition of the Science of Military Strategy argued that China
relies on islands and reefs to help create a “large-area maritime defense
system” [da quyu haishang fangwei tixi, KIXIZifE 7 PAAR] for power
projection.””* In addition to the large artificial islands that have harbors
and airstrips, the smaller, but still vital, islands and reefs have facilities
called “coastal defense militia outposts” [haifang minbing shaosuo, #FJi %
JEhEHT], which are staffed by maritime militia and People’s Armed Forces
Department personnel, to monitor the maritime domain.' This type of
force can help maintain a constant forward presence and play peacetime
(and potentially wartime) operations roles that would be much more visible

and sensitive if performed by military units.

Reform Impact on the Interagency Vector of Modernization
The PLA reforms have facilitated some aspects of interagency maritime
operations but have also created new organizational roles and responsi-
bilities that may complicate existing understandings and procedures. The
reforms placed the coast guard under the authority of the People’s Armed
Police, which was itself subordinated to report solely to the CMC."*® This
gives the CMC the ability to issue orders to both the PLA and coast guard,
facilitating interagency planning and operations. Certain elite and special-
ized branches of the maritime militia have also drawn much closer to the
navy and coast guard in terms of funding, equipment, training, personnel,
and coordination in recent years."” Such closer relations should help reduce
the coordination burden in interagency maritime operations.

That said, the PRC appears to lack a permanent mechanism to coor-
dinate operations of the maritime militia and coast guard with services

other than the navy. Previous coordination mechanisms appear to have
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been run through PLAN headquarters and the three fleets, with no or
limited involvement of the military regions. The establishment of new
joint theater commands will require adjustments in these command and
coordination mechanisms, which may be challenging since the theater
commands have no natural channels to coordinate with national-level
ministries and state-owned enterprises. The challenge is further increased
because some maritime militia units are designed primarily for use in
peacetime sovereignty advancement operations, while others are designed
to provide support during combat operations. Given the high number of
maritime militia branches and specialized units within those branches and
the local nature of these branches, the lack of a mechanism to coordinate
with non-PLAN services will limit the ability of these forces to contribute
to joint operations with other services. For the time being, the navy will
likely have to coordinate directly with the maritime militias and coast guard
and then coordinate joint operations with the other services on behalf of

China’s maritime forces.

Conclusion
Like any large organization, the PLA is made up of different bureaucratic
actors, each with its own interests. As with any military, there is disagree-
ment among the services, and even between different branches of the same
service, as to how the force should develop. The three vectors of modern-
ization employed in this chapter are a useful device for highlighting these
divergent interests and thinking about how they may affect decisions about
PLA modernization in general, and navy modernization in particular.
We argue that there will be continued tension between the PLAN
desire to create a blue-water navy optimized for independent operations in
the far seas and the desire of the CMC and theater commands for a naval
component that is optimized for joint operations and executing theater con-
tingency plans. Theater commanders are likely to advocate for naval forces
that suit the specific missions and geography of their region and use their

operational control to focus the naval components in their theaters on those
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particular priorities. This tension will likely manifest itself in arguments
over how PLAN headquarters and the theater commands want naval units
to spend their time and potentially even what platforms are assigned to what
theaters. However, because the interagency navy vector of modernization
involves support for a high national priority (defending and advancing Chi-
na’s maritime sovereignty claims) and does not involve expensive weapons
development requirements, this mission set is not likely to be a major focus
of tensions between the headquarters and theater commands.

There will also be tension among the services over what level of joint-
ness they are comfortable with, since true jointness will require each service
to give up some of its autonomy and limit its ability to maximize its orga-
nizational interests. The pursuit of joint synergies will inevitably involve
creating new dependencies on other services to provide critical capabilities
for joint operations. The logic of a blue-water navy whose different branches
provide all the capabilities needed for far seas operations has inherent
contradictions with the interdependence and cross-service coordination
that are the essence of jointness. There may even be resentment between
the navy and interagency maritime forces because resources going to the
coast guard and maritime militia will not provide much support for the
PLAN’s own “blue dream.” The navy’s efforts to seeks an even greater role
in the training, education, personnel, and operations of the coast guard
and maritime militia may also remove the gossamer-thin fagade that these
forces are mainly concerned with maritime safety and fishing.

In the short-term, it is hard to tell how the various bureaucratic actors
in the navy, PLA as a whole, interagency maritime force, and civilian gov-
ernment will respond to the impacts of the reforms. The navy has made
progress in all three vectors of modernization in recent years, as is evident in
its improving capability to execute independent operations far from China’s
coastline, in the PLA’s improving capability to execute joint operations, and
in the interagency maritime force’s capabilities to outclass the paramilitary
or military forces of any other South China Sea claimant and to continue

advancing China’s maritime claims.
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The longer term impact is even harder to predict. For the navy, the
biggest factor will be how well it can sell itself as a service capable of con-
tributing to the various missions each modernization vector is designed
to serve. If the navy cannot convince Chinese and PLA leaders of the
importance of a blue-water fleet, its efforts to develop blue-water capabili-
ties will be hampered. If the navy does not play nice in pursuing jointness
while holding off efforts of the other services to play greater roles in the
maritime domain, it may find its roles and missions reduced along with
its share of the budget. The navy could even lose out on resources if the
interagency maritime force is too successful, with more resources going to
the paramilitary and militia forces that are the frontline and public-facing
elements of the maritime sovereignty defense strategy. On the whole, the
reforms have provided new resources and new opportunities for the navy,
but there are challenges on the horizon. How the navy meets them will

decide its future as a service.
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CHAPTER 4

THE FLAG LAGS BUT FOLLOWS

The PLA and China’s Great Leap Outward

By Andrew Scobell and Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga

oes trade follow the flag, or does the flag follow trade? In China’s

“reform and opening” policy, the sequence appears to be first

trade, then investment in resources and infrastructure—now
codified under the so-called One Belt, One Road (OBOR) or Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI)—followed by efforts to protect the physical manifestations
of extended engagement with the outside world. While “trade follows the
flag” may have been “a reasonable maxim for 19*-century imperialism,” it
does not appear to be a viable course of action for a 21""-century great power
in a globalized world economy.!

Since the late 1970s, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has been
engaged in a sustained economic outreach to the world beyond its borders,
initially focused mostly on its immediate neighborhood, but eventually
extending far beyond the Asia-Pacific region. In contrast to the most ambi-
tious economic development policy initiative of the first three decades of the
PRC, the Great Leap Forward, China’s most ambitious economic develop-
ment policy initiative since then constitutes a Great Leap Outward.> While
the former effort was autarkic and internally focused, the latter effort is global

in scope and projected externally. Moreover, while the earlier effort was a
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catastrophic fajlure and abandoned 3 years after its launch, the more recent
effort has been a stunning success sustained for four decades and counting.

This chapter first examines possible options available to protect what
have been labeled China’s overseas interests—a category of national inter-
ests that has become much more meaningful because of the successes of
Beijing’s ongoing Great Leap Outward. Second, it analyzes People’s Libera-
tion Army (PLA) thinking about the security dimensions of OBOR and the
role of the armed forces.® Third, this chapter considers three case studies
to explore what securing China’s overseas interests involves in concrete
terms. Finally, it summarizes the findings and their implications. Before
proceeding, we briefly discuss Chinese national interests and summarize
the phases of China’s Great Leap Outward.

Much attention has focused on China’s core interests but far less on
China’s overseas interests. The former category of national interests has
understandably drawn considerable focus because when China designates
interests as core, this means they are considered worth fighting and dying
for—such as the PRC’s sovereignty claims over Taiwan. But Beijing’s over-
seas interests have grown in importance and are now routinely identified
as important interests to be protected. For example, they are mentioned in
China’s defense white papers and elsewhere. Overseas interests include—
but are not limited to—PRC citizens living, working, and traveling abroad,
as well as PRC property and investments located abroad. President Jiang
Zemin announced the “going out” strategy in 2002, and his successor
Hu Jintao gave the PLA four “new historic missions” in 2004, including
protecting China’s expanding interests. The Chinese military’s strategic
guidelines were revised that same year (the first revision since 1994) to
include “threats to overseas interests” as a primary threat for the first time.*
The volume and strategic significance of this category of national interests
have expanded considerably since Xi Jinping officially launched OBOR in
two major speeches in 2013.

The PRC’s prolonged Great Leap Outward has moved through three dis-

cernible phrases. It began as a quest to sell Chinese exports to the developed
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world, which stimulated demand for commodities and raw materials from
the developing world. Gradually, China’s initial heavy focus on exports to
the developed world broadened to include greater attention to the developing
world. This second phase saw China starting to invest and build infrastruc-
ture in the countries of the Asia-Pacific, Middle East, Africa, and Latin
America in support of trade and investment in these regions. A third phase
emerged as Beijing started to recognize that since many parts of the develop-
ing world are unstable and vulnerable to a range of threats, it was necessary
to figure out how to protect PRC citizens, investments, and Chinese-built

infrastructure around the globe.

Options for Protecting China’s Overseas Interests

The PRC’s expanding overseas interests have prompted a lively discourse
about how best to protect them. At least five ways have been identified.
China could:

m continue to free ride on the coattails of other countries

m rethink its aversion to alliances

m reassess its policy of not posting military forces in bases abroad
m enhance the nascent power projection capabilities of the PLA

m outsource the protection of its overseas interests to host countries or
private contractors.

Free Riding

To date, Beijing’s primary means of protecting overseas interests have been
to rely on the kindness of acquaintances. Certainly, this is not China’s
preferred option, but given the severe limitations of the PLA and other
instruments of national power in past decades, Beijing has had little alter-
native but to look to other great powers, especially the United States, for
help. Indeed, China has been free riding on the U.S. Navy since the 1980s
and more recently on the U.S. Army in places like Afghanistan.’ The U.S.

Navy has been actively patrolling the sea lanes of the world’s oceans and in
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the process protecting not only U.S. commercial vessels but also the flagged
vessels of other countries, including China. But China would prefer not to
depend on the altruism of the United States; indeed, Beijing is suspicious
of U.S. intentions and worries that if bilateral relations sour and conflict
looms, then Washington would restrict or block access to PRC commercial
vessels. The so-called Malacca Dilemma is about both China’s heavy reli-
ance on one narrow shipping channel and Beijing’s perceived vulnerability
to blockade by the U.S. Navy. Consequently, there is an active and ongoing
discourse about possible alternatives to protecting China’s citizens and

assets, whether on the high seas or land.

Rethinking Alliances

After decades of insisting that China does not “do alliances,” in recent
years, Chinese scholars and analysts have been debating the pros and
cons of having allies. Moreover, although the PRC has strongly criticized
the U.S. alliance system in Asia and Chinese elites have generally avoided
advocating for China adopting similar formal security arrangements,
Beijing has developed closer security cooperation with other countries.®
Indeed, if an alliance is defined as “a formal or informal relationship of
security cooperation between two or more sovereign states,” then China
may already have allies.”

North Korea stands out as a sui generis case of a Chinese “ally.” For-
mally known as the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), North
Korea is China’s only official treaty ally as of 2017. The official alliance
was established by the 1961 Treaty of Mutual Friendship signed between
Beijing and Pyongyang. However, the security and military-to-military
components of the bilateral relationship have long been essentially nonex-
istent, and more recently political ties have soured.® In short, 21*-century
military ties between the PRC and DPRK look nothing like a functioning
alliance (ironically, China acted like a real ally prior to the penning of the
treaty—in the 1950s when Chinese forces fought side by side with the DPRK
Korean People’s Army during the Korean War). In fact, in 2017 China has
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a far more robust bilateral security relationship with Pakistan and a more
vibrant multilateral security relationship with the member countries of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, including Russia (see below).

One of the leading proponents of more formalized security relation-
ships for the PRC is Yan Xuetong of Tsinghua University. Professor Yan
has argued that “China should consider having military bases in countries
it considers allies,” but acknowledges that this may be in the distant future
because the “Chinese government [unfortunately] insists on a nonaligned
principle. . .. The major obstacle to China abandoning its nonaligned
principle is years of propaganda criticizing alliances as part of a Cold War
mentality.”® Discounting the argument that China’s lack of alliances is
due to a weak military, Yan framed his support for alliances as befitting
a great power: “China has become the world’s second-largest power, and
the nonaligned principle no longer serves its interests.” However, Yan does
not think that China’s OBOR project will lead to a fundamental transfor-
mation of partners into official treaty allies: “I don’t think China’s One
Belt, One Road initiative for economic development across Eurasia can
fundamentally change the nature of the relations.” He believes that Chi-
na’s embracing of alliances would not drive another Cold War but rather
improve U.S.-China relations because the “more allies China makes, the
more balanced and stable the relationship will be. The more China shies
away from alliances, the greater the chance that Washington will contain
China, therefore resulting in an unstable relationship.” Clearly, some in
China are rethinking alliances.

But if China were to select a 21*-century military ally, the most likely
candidate would be Pakistan or Russia; both countries have proven records
of extended strategic cooperation with China. Chinese leaders are deeply
distrustful of outsiders and other states and trust takes time to develop.

Pakistan is one of the few countries that has been able to sustain good
relations with China across multiple decades.”” From Beijing’s perspective,
Islamabad has shown itself to be a trusted partner both during the Cold

War and after. From Pakistan’s perspective, China has proved itself to be an
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“all-weather” friend. Moreover, neither country has any good alternatives
for trustworthy strategic partners in the tumultuous neighborhoods of
South and Central Asia. Thus, while Beijing has never fought side by side
with Islamabad or directly come to Pakistan’s aid in any of its serial con-
flicts with India, China has provided considerable conventional military
assistance, critical support for Islamabad’s nuclear program, and the PLA
has sustained interactions with Pakistan’s armed forces over many decades.

Russia is another logical potential ally for China, but this alliance
option comes with heavy baggage for each country. Both Beijing and Mos-
cow are undoubtedly wary of entering another alliance because of the fate
of their 20™-century effort. The newly established PRC looked to its social-
ist elder brother—the Soviet Union—for military support and economic
aid. Months after formally establishing a new communist party-state in
China, Mao Zedong traveled to Moscow to meet with Joseph Stalin and
sign the Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance in Febru-
ary 1950. But a decade later, the alliance fractured because of ideological
differences, political tensions, and personality conflicts between two head-
strong leaders."! These fundamental tensions persist today. Indeed, as one
Chinese analyst opined, China and Russia will not cement a 21¥-century
alliance unless driven to do so by the United States.'> A scholar at the
China Academy of Social Sciences wrote in 2016 that he could find “no
evidence supporting the possibility or necessity of a China-Russia military
alliance.”™ The expert highlighted the absence of any contributing factors,
including lack of a clear direct military threat (from the United States),
major differences between Chinese and Russia national interests, and
fundamental skepticism that even a formal treaty would guarantee that
one country would come to the aid of the other in the event of an attack
by a third country.

Moreover, nothing in official PRC rhetoric suggests that Beijing might
pursue a military alliance in the near future. President Xi’s May 2014 speech
to the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in

Asia made clear that China opposes the U.S. alliance system in Asia.**
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Referring to U.S. alliances, the Chinese leader stated, “One cannot live in
the 21* century with the outdated thinking from the age of Cold War and
zero-sum game. . . . [T]o beef up and entrench a military alliance targeted at
a third party is not conducive to maintaining common security.” Instead, he
advocated that security cooperation must be “universal . .. equal . .. [and]
inclusive” and that China needs “to innovate [its] security concept, estab-
lish a new regional security cooperation architecture, and jointly build a
road for security of Asia that is shared by and win-win to all.” Reflecting a
regional security order that excluded the United States, Xi concluded that
“it is for the people of Asia to run the affairs of Asia, solve the problems of
Asia, and uphold the security of Asia.” Speaking in September 2017, a For-
eign Ministry spokesperson clarified China’s interest in partnerships over
alliances: “We advocate that regional countries should make joint efforts
to engage in dialogue instead of confrontation, forge partnerships instead
of alliances, and build an Asia-Pacific partnership featuring mutual trust,
inclusiveness, and mutually beneficial cooperation.”” Such strident rhetor-
ical positioning leaves little room for China to enter into a formal alliance.

Yet at least some of China’s relationships with other states are starting
to resemble alliances, and just because China does not call something an
alliance does not mean that it may not be or become one. But for Chinese
leaders and analysts, the term alliance has negative connotations because it
is seen as denoting a security relationship between two states that targets a
third state. Indeed, China tends to be both critical and wary of U.S. alliances

in the Asia-Pacific because they are perceived to be directed against China.'®

Overseas Basing

One manifestation of an alliance can be the military bases of one country on
the territory of another. In this chapter, we treat overseas bases as an analyt-
ically distinct option separate from an alliance (but, of course, they may go
together). Beijing’s new base in Djibouti is a case in point—despite China’s
military installation, there is no expanded military cooperation between the

two countries. Indeed, Djibouti plays host to the military bases of multiple
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foreign states, including the United States, France, Italy, and Japan, but none
of these countries could be characterized as an ally of Djibouti.

China’s approach to overseas bases has undergone the clearest and
most dramatic shift in terms of how China thinks about protecting its
overseas interests. China has long adhered to its policy of non-interference
in the internal affairs of others, which would ostensibly preclude military
bases in foreign countries. Yet China’s deployment in the Gulf of Aden
since 2008 has triggered discussion among the Chinese public and elites
of the need for bases to support forward-deployed forces, and in 2017, the
Chinese government finally announced it would establish a military base
in Djibouti (discussed below).

China’s growing economic interests and the increased presence of PRC
citizens abroad have largely driven public expectations for the Chinese
government to protect these interests and related support for overseas bases
to accomplish this mission. According to an in-depth report on Chinese
overseas basing requirements, “polling data suggest the Chinese public has
a positive attitude toward overseas bases.”” Indeed, the majority of respon-
dents to polls as early as 2009 supported the construction of an overseas
base, and bases were the most popular responses to a separate survey that
same year asking how best to improve the PLA Navy (PLAN).*®

Linked closely with public interest in overseas basing was elite advo-
cacy for the Chinese government to establish such bases. A wide range of
Chinese scholars and military commentators began discussing and recom-
mending this course of action, especially after 2008. However, in January
2010, PLAN media commentator Zhang Zhaozhong instead stated that the
odds were low that China would build an overseas base.”” Academics also
joined in the debate, with professor Shen Dingli in January 2010 explaining
the four responsibilities such a base would accomplish: protecting “people
and fortunes overseas . .. [and] trading,” as well as preventing “overseas
intervention which harms the unity of the country; and the defense against
foreign invasion.”® Discussions have waxed and waned in the years since,

but general enthusiasm has persisted.
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Chinese military officials have occasionally tactically supported the
idea of overseas bases, or at least logistics facilities, to support operations
far from Chinese shores. The PLA has studied U.S. operations in World
War IT and British operations in the early 1980s for the Falkland Islands to
understand the requirements of distant sea logistics, suggesting at least an
interest in such strategies.! After reports suggested China may be interested
in establishing a base in the Seychelles in 2011, the Ministry of National
Defense stated, “Based on our demand in the escort mission, China will
consider stopping over at ports of Seychelles or other countries for supply.”*

With Djibouti establishing precedent for Chinese overseas bases, this
raises the question of whether more will be built, and where they might be.
Pakistan is a likely future choice. Civilian strategist Yan Xuetong advocates
that China should consider military bases in countries that it considers
allies and notes that “China now has only one real ally, Pakistan.” Never-
theless, he argued in February 2016 that it is “too early to say where China
would build military bases.” Pakistan’s close security cooperation with
China generates intense speculation that it may play host to a Chinese base
in the future. It has been suggested in 2014—before serious rumors began
about the Djibouti base—that “Pakistan’s status as a trusted strategic part-
ner whose interests are closely aligned with China’s make the country the
most likely location for an overseas Chinese military base.”* Following
the official announcement for Djibouti, the 2016 Department of Defense
annual report to Congress suggested that Pakistan may host a future Chi-
nese base.” Nevertheless, the exact location of the proposed base is unclear.
While Gwadar is mentioned most often, other sites, including Karachi and

Jiwani, have been discussed.?®

Extended Power Projection

Another way to provide greater security for China’s overseas interests
is to enhance and expand PLA power projection capabilities to be able
to respond quickly to specific threats. Of course, this could be done in

conjunction with other options, not merely as a standalone option. An
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important element of expanding power projection would be developing
expeditionary capabilities, which would likely emphasize maritime and
aviation components.”

China’s military modernization over the last 20 years has begun to
lay the foundation for a blue water navy, but China does not yet have the
capability to project power beyond East Asia. The PLAN has deployed
its submarines outside Asia with more frequency in recent years and has
recently deployed new longer range nuclear submarines, but its submarine
force remains insufficient to protect the sea lines of communications along
the OBOR route. China’s growing fleet of aircraft carriers represents a much
more visible “flag” for deployment abroad, but so far Beijing has kept the
Liaoning in Asia, and it will likely take years if not decades for Beijing to
develop carrier strike groups capable of conducting U.S.-style offensive
operations around the world. Lastly, reporting suggests the PLAN will
expand its marine corps to 100,000 servicemembers (partly by transfer-
ring PLA amphibious brigades).?® This suggests following the U.S. model
in order to have the option of deploying a land-based presence to combat
terrorism or local instability along the OBOR. Further investment in sub-
marines and more distant deployments of future aircraft carriers may
suggest some Chinese interest in actively replacing the U.S. Navy’s long-
standing role as the ensurer of freedom of navigation, but China does not
appear to have made this decision yet.

While China’s Navy has led the way in developing power projection
capabilities, the PLA Air Force is now beginning to demonstrate its power
projection capabilities within the region. China’s indigenously produced
Y-20 provides a more capable strategic airlift capacity that may enable
Beijing to deploy troops—such as its future marine force—quickly in a
crisis along OBOR. The September 2016 announcement of the future H-20
next-generation strategic bomber will also extend the air force’s reach fur-
ther from the Chinese homeland, but this would likely have to be paired
with an expansion of overseas military basing to support high-intensity

operations abroad. One potential solution to this basing requirement would
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be to make its bomber refuelable, which is reportedly under development.?
Other future aerial power projection capabilities that may enable Beijing to
avoid overseas basing would be to pursue unmanned combat aerial vehicles,
such as the Lijian.*® The air force’s development of long-range capabilities
may alleviate the direct requirement for bases abroad if Chinese aircraft can
target hotspots along OBOR with aerial refueling, but the U.S. model clearly
shows force projection on a global scale works best with bases abroad.

China has begun to use these more capable military assets in contin-
gencies abroad. The PLA has participated in the United Nations-mandated
Gulf of Aden antipiracy mission since 2008, already establishing a limited
Chinese presence along the OBOR route years ahead of time. This was
followed by noncombat evacuation operations (NEOs) from Libya in 2011
using PLA Air Force cargo planes and Yemen in 2015 using PLAN ships (for
details see below).” Greater Chinese investment and workers in countries
along the OBOR route mean that it is likely the PLA will remain in the
business of conducting NEOs.

While China has a growing suite of military hardware that can power
project abroad to secure its interests, China’s ability to use these platforms
has so far been constrained by a lack of dedicated facilities. One study sug-
gested six potential logistics models that China could adopt for its overseas
operations: “the pit stop model, lean colonial model, dual use logistics
facility, string of pearls model, warehouse model, and model USA.”* After
discounting the lean colonial, warehouse, and U.S. models because they
violate China’s non-interference policy and too closely mirror often criti-
cized “hegemonic power,” the study suggests the dual use logistics facility
and string of pearls models. However, “China appears to be planning for
a relatively modest set of missions to support its overseas interests,” and
the study rejects the possibility that China is pursuing the ability to con-
duct major combat operations abroad via a string of pearls strategy. Such
operations would require hospitals; ordnance resupply; petroleum, oil, and
lubricant stocks; and likely “bases to provide air cover for naval forces and

to defend bases and logistics facilities from attack.” These are not evident
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at any China-related facilities abroad.”® Looking to the future, the study
concludes that “the most efficient means of supporting more robust [PLA]
out of area military operations would be a limited network of facilities that
distribute functional responsibility geographically” and that such bases
would be dual-use and “probably would be characterized by a light foot-
print with 100 to 500 military personnel conducting supply and logistics
functions.” Indeed, the Djibouti base is intended to solve many of these
challenges and is discussed in the following case study section. Finally, the
PLA acknowledges its overseas operations are constrained by many factors,

including legal ones.**

Outsourcing

Another option is to rely on the host country and/or private contractors to
handle security arrangements for China’s burgeoning overseas interests.
The former is what happened in Pakistan. After the 2007 Red Mosque inci-
dent in which PRC citizens were murdered and others were taken hostage,
Islamabad, under pressure from Beijing, reportedly established a security
force exclusively charged with protecting Chinese citizens in Pakistan.”
In other countries, PRC state-owned enterprises have relied on their own
security guards or hired private security contractors—the Chinese equiv-
alent of Blackwater—composed of retired PLA personnel.*

But no matter which one of these options—or combination of options—
Beijing decides to pursue to provide security for China’s expanding overseas
interests, it seems inevitable that the PLA will be expected to play a greater
role. The potential set of PLA missions for specific PRC overseas interests

is outlined in the table.
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Table. Overseas Interests and Potential PLA Missions

Expanded Chinese Interest

Potential Corresponding PLA Missions

Protection of Chinese
citizens living abroad

Noncombatant evacuation operations, humanitarian assis-
tance/disaster relief, counterterrorism, counterinsurgency,
training and building partner capacity, special operations
ashore, riverine operations, military criminal investigation
functions, military diplomacy

Protection of Chinese
property/assets

Counterterrorism, counterinsurgency, humanitarian assis-
tance/disaster relief, training and building partner capacity,
special operations ashore, military criminal investigation,
physical security/force protection, riverine operations, military
diplomacy, presence operations

Protection of Chinese
shipping against pirates
and other nontraditional
threats

Counterpiracy, escort shipping, maritime intercept operations;
training and building partner capacity; sector patrolling; special
operations ashore; visit, board, search, and seizure; replenish-
ment at sea; seaborne logistics; military diplomacy

Protection of sea lines of
communication against
adversary states

Antisubmarine warfare, antiair warfare, antisurface warfare,
carrier operations, escort shipping, maritime intercept opera-
tions, air operations off ships, helicopter operations, vertical

replenishment, replenishment at sea, seaborne logistics
operations, military diplomacy, mine countermeasures

Source: Christopher D. Yung and Ross Rustici, “Not an Idea We Have to Shun™: Chinese Overseas Basing
Requirements in the 21 Century, with Scott Devary and Jenny Lin, China Strategic Perspectives 7
(Washington, DC: NDU Press, 2014), 9.

PLA Thinking about OBOR
OBOR’s focus on economics and diplomacy has generated limited attention
on the security dimension, and the PLA’s voice on this issue has tended to be

rather muted. Nevertheless, there is a discernable discourse on the subject.

Discourse

Previous research on PLA views of OBOR have been sporadic and mainly
focused on military commentators in high-profile but mainstream publi-
cations, which are less authoritative than official PLA ones.”” Earlier work
by these authors found that most PLA discussions of OBOR focused on the
benefits accruing to China from economic cooperation, especially against

the backdrop of U.S.-China competition for influence in Asia, but did not
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focus on PLA responsibilities to protect these trade routes or overseas assets.
A survey of PLA writings on the topic through 2015 by Andrea Ghiselli
argued that while all “support the idea that the PLA should protect Chinese
interests along the One Belt and One Road, they disagree about whether
the PLA is capable of doing so” and that this debate within the PLA about
its role in the initiative outside Asia was likely more representative of PLA
opinion rather than pure propaganda work.*

Some PLA experts placed greater emphasis on military involvement
in the Silk Road Economic Belt or Maritime Silk Road—usually based on
their service affiliation, with the navy favoring the Maritime Silk Road
and the Army and Air Force favoring the Silk Road Economic Belt. Retired
PLA Army analyst Major General Zhu Chenghu cautioned that while
overseas bases were necessary, negative global opinion and domestic elec-
tions in host nations challenge the feasibility of the idea, and retired PLA
Air Force Major General Qiao Liang suggested a solution to this problem
through focusing on air force power projection in times of crisis instead
of permanent naval deployments. Lyle Goldstein analyzes two articles by
PLA authors and finds, “while it still seems quite far-fetched to argue that
military strategy is a major impulse for the [Maritime Silk Road], there isa
clear strain of threat perception,” possibly as opportunistic bandwagoning
to justify a larger PLA role in Chinese foreign policy.* Most PLA writings
cited focus on nontraditional threats and do not envision fighting a con-
ventional adversary, mirroring Western academic consensus about likely

PLA operations abroad.*

Limited PLA Analysis of 0BOR

A broad review of PLA sources suggests the Chinese military has yet to
engage in a substantive debate over its roles and missions for OBOR. Indeed,
as Goldstein stated, “such writings are rather rare. . . . Chinese military pub-
lications have been much more reticent to comment, preferring to stay with
safe and relatively straightforward strategic issues, such as the maritime

disputes.™ This is likely the reason most Western analysis of PLA views of
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the initiative has focused on PLA “talking heads,” since they are the only
ones providing even superficial analysis from the military. This lack of
discussion could be due to a lack of senior-level consensus on the PLA’s role,
sensitivity to imbuing a military angle to President Xi’s premier economic
and diplomatic initiative, or because the military deems discussion about
operations abroad as classified.*?

A review of all Chinese military region newspapers, service newspa-
pers, and military academic journals revealed few references to OBOR.
OBOR has never been referenced in China Military Science, the PLA’s
most authoritative journal, or in many of the operational and equipment
journals that typically feature debates over the future of PLA capabilities
and missions. These include Ordnance Knowledge [F285115], Winged
Missiles [ ¥ii'F#], and Missiles and Space Vehicles ‘33 5 KIZ
R]. The authors could find only two references to OBOR in the PLA Air
Force’s Kongjun Bao, one in the PLA Navy’s Renmin Haijun, and none in
the PLA Rocket Force’s Huojian Bao.*

There is some evidence that PLA entities studied OBOR in the summer
of 2015. That June, PLA Air Force Commander Ma Xiaotian and other
senior leaders held a conference with the Academy of Military Science titled
the National Aerospace Security and Development Forum.** According
to Kongjun Bao, “the forum was aimed at implementing Chairman Xi’s
important instruction, serving the national strategy of ‘One Belt, One
Road, strengthening the research of the informationized warfare winning
mechanism, [and] providing theory support for winning local wars under
informationized conditions.” While this may seem like empty rhetoric,
the forum focused on the PLA Air Force’s responsibilities in the maritime
domain, which is the most likely area for the service’s foreign operations
along OBOR. It concluded “that the nation ‘will thrive if being oriented to
the sea, and will decline if giving up the sea.’ . . . The maritime direction has
become an important strategic direction concerning the nation’s economic
lifeline and the expansion of its development interests, and [it] holds a more

prominent status in the safeguarding of the national sovereignty, security,
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and development interests.” In explaining the PLA Air Force’s role, the
forum argued that “aerospace has become closely tied to the seas to an

unprecedented extent” and that “no battlefield will be isolated.”

PLA Pays Lip Service to 0BOR

The PLA does, however, appear to pay lip service to the concept, likely as a
way to demonstrate political loyalty to President Xi by supporting his key
initiative and perhaps lobby for additional funding and resources. PLA
Daily references to OBOR jumped dramatically during May 2017, when the
first OBOR Forum was held in Beijing. This rhetorical support is common
in the PLA’s military diplomacy, where OBOR is a common item discussed

with foreign interlocutors.

PLA Uses OBOR Opportunity to Reduce Threat Perceptions Abroad

The PLA commonly uses OBOR, and especially the historical Silk Road,
as evidence that China’s current global outreach and presence is simply a
continuation of China’s longstanding involvement in global affairs and
that this involvement has always been peaceful. On the PLA Navy’s 60"

anniversary in 2009, Commander Wu Shengli stated: *

Figure. PLA Daily References to One Belt and One Road Initiative, 2014-2017
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Source: China National Knowledge Infrastructure (data through November 2017).
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The maritime silk road starting from China’s coastal areas
became a friendship bond for spreading China’s advanced civi-
lization to the other parts of the world. More than 600 years ago,
Zheng He, the famous Chinese navigator of the Ming Dynasty,
led the then world’s strongest fleets to sail the western seas seven
times, reaching as far as the Red Sea and the eastern coast of
Africa, and visiting more than 30 countries and regions. They
did not sign any unequal treaties, did not claim any territory, and
did not bring back even one slave. They wiped out pirates for the
countries along their course, broad[ly] disseminated benevolence
to friendly nations, brought China’s tea, silk, cloth, chinaware,
and Oriental civilization to the countries they visited, brought
back other people’s trust and friendship toward the Chinese
nation, and created a world-level example of peaceful and friendly

maritime exchanges.

Mini—Case Studies in Protecting China’s Overseas Interests

This section examines three examples of PRC efforts to protect overseas
interests. These cases have been selected to illustrate the full range of
measures Beijing is employing. The first examines the establishment of
China’s first military base beyond its borders; the second examines the first
overseas evacuation of civilians wholly planned and executed by the PLA;
and the third examines host-nation efforts to provide enhanced protection
for PRC citizens.

Establishing a Base in Djibouti (2017). There have long been rumors
about the possibility of China establishing an overseas base, and this spec-
ulation has only increased as the PLA has become more involved in United
Nations peacekeeping operations (since the 1990s) and anti-piracy opera-
tions in the Gulf of Aden (since December 2008). The matter was sensitive
in China, and PRC officials routinely denied that Beijing was considering
establishing any base overseas. Thus, when questioned in 2011 as to whether

the PRC was going to open a base in the Seychelles, a Ministry of Foreign
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Affairs spokesman emphatically denied it, stating, “China has never set up
military bases in other countries.”™® Moreover, Beijing repeatedly denied
that China was going to locate an installation in Djibouti. Even after the
Djibouti president publicly announced in May 2016 that the two countries
were discussing the prospect, the PRC Ministry of National Defense con-
tinued to deny the reports.”

Nevertheless, Chinese civilian and military analysts had for years
openly discussed the possibility and logic of such an unprecedented move.
According to Senior Colonel Dai Xu, the criteria for locating “overseas
bases,” included not only “the needs of escorting [commercial vessels] and
peacekeeping . .. [but] also . .. the long-term protection of [China’s] over-
seas interests.”® Djibouti was a logical choice for several reasons. First, it
is almost certainly the least controversial location. As noted above, other
states already have military installations there, and Beijing knew it would
be hard for critics inside or outside of China to accuse the PRC of creating
a new alliance, or strengthening an existing alliance, and/or threatening
third countries. If China had established its first overseas military base in
Pakistan, the move would have likely provoked tremendous controversy,
especially from India.*’

Second, the location makes great sense considering PLA recent activ-
ities in the Middle East and North Africa and China’s growing interests in
the region. China officially has described the facility as a “logistics facility,”
which will provide valuable support for ongoing PLAN anti-piracy oper-
ations in the Gulf of Aden and potentially for Chinese forces involved in
multiple United Nations peacekeeping operations in the region, including
South Sudan and Lebanon. Furthermore, Chinese overseas interests in the
area are significant and only likely to grow since the Middle East constitutes
the nexus of the overland “belt” and maritime “road” of the PRC OBOR
initiative. Not only does China have substantial economic investments
in countries of the region, but there are also approximately 500,000 PRC
citizens living and working in the Middle East and as many as 1 million

citizens on the African continent.”®
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China’s base in Djibouti positions it to extend military power and
strategic influence over a critical part of OBOR, and the base appears to
be designed with room to grow as Chinese interests expand in the coming
years. Although rumors of China’s troop strength initially went as high
as 10,000, it appears China began with stationing several hundred troops
there, including some marines.” This makes it comparable to most other
foreign bases, though the United States has 4,000 troops.” The 90-acre base
is reportedly capable of supporting a brigade, with a heliport (including a
400-meter runway), ammunition, as well as petroleum, oil, and lubricant
storage.” The base has already conducted several live-fire exercises since
it opened in August 2017, and according to one analysis, it “will be able to
accommodate all but the two largest ships in China’s fleet.”**

Evacuating Citizens from Yemen (2015). Beijing is increasingly con-
cerned about the safety of its citizens in hot spots around the world, and
for more than two decades the PRC has been engaged in efforts to extract
civilians from harm’s way. Despite modest capabilities, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs has effectively conducted more than two dozen evacuations
from countries around the globe. All but two of these operations have been
purely civilian with no discernible involvement of PLA personnel or assets.
The first exception was in 2011, when Beijing organized the extraction of
approximately 36,000 PRC citizens from the chaos of post-Muammar
Qadhafi Libya, mostly using civilian and commercial vessels with some
support from one PLA naval vessel in the Mediterranean. Some civilians
were flown out on chartered commercial airliners, but several hundred were
evacuated on PLA Air Force transports via Sudan.®

The second and most noteworthy participation by the PLA in an over-
seas evacuation operation was the 2015 NEO from Yemen. The operation,
while coordinated with the other PRC bureaucratic actors, notably the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, marked the first time that the PLA took the
central role in planning and executing an evacuation of Chinese citizens
from a crisis zone far from home. In response to Saudi Arabia’s decision to

attack Houthi rebels in Yemen, China evacuated more than 600 Chinese
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citizens and nearly 300 foreign citizens over a week from multiple ports
in Yemen using three PLAN ships.*® Some of these people were initially
transported to Djibouti before flying home to China, underscoring the
strategic location of China’s first overseas military base.””

The operation clearly showed the benefits of China’s military deploy-
ments abroad. Most importantly, the evacuation began quickly because the
PLAN ships involved were drawn from Gulf of Aden patrols, reaching port
to start evacuations in 3 days.*® By comparison, a naval deployment from the
Chinese mainland would likely have taken upward of 2 weeks. Second, the
security situation was likely too dangerous for private companies to transport
the evacuees, showing the limits of relying primarily on commercial assets
asin the Libya NEO.” Third, evacuating foreign citizens allowed China, and
especially the PLA, to frame Chinese foreign deployments as beneficial to oth-
ers. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that the NEO was a “special action
by the Chinese government to evacuate foreign nationals,” which embodied
the notions of ‘putting the people first.”* This narrative was also touted at
home as a reflection of President Xi’s “strong army dream.

Outsourcing Security of PRC Citizens in Pakistan (Since 2007). Since

»61

the 1990s when Chinese citizens have been more active traveling and living
overseas, they have been subject to crimes and acts of violence. Of course,
PRC citizens can be victimized by criminals or terrorists in any country,
but they are more vulnerable in some countries and regions than others.
Chinese nationals have been killed and/or kidnapped in tumultuous and
unstable countries in Central Asia, South Asia, the Middle East, and Africa.

While the thousands of Chinese living and working in Pakistan had
been occasionally victimized by criminals and extremists, until the mid-
2000s, they had not been targeted by militants to the same extent Westerners
had. The turning point was the Red Mosque incident in mid-2007 after seven
Chinese massage parlor workers were kidnapped by Islamic extremists in
Islamabad.® The PRC citizens were eventually released unharmed, but the
episode culminated in the siege and storming of the Red Mosque complex

in July 2007. Pakistani commandos stormed the fortified mosque defended
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by armed Islamic extremists on July 10, and 20 hours later the complex was
secured at the cost of more than 100 fatalities. The battle was the most intense
and sustained combat that Pakistan’s capital city had ever witnessed.®*

The June kidnapping of the seven Chinese workers prompted a proac-
tive response by PRC officials starting with PRC ambassador to Pakistan,
Luo Zhaohui. Luo reached out to numerous Pakistani political figures,
including the sitting prime minister, former officials, and even the leader of
the militants holding the Chinese hostages. PRC Minister of Public Security
Zhou Yongkang also spoke with his Pakistani counterpart, and PLA leaders
communicated with Pakistani military leaders. In addition, President Hu
Jintao telephoned Pakistan President Pervez Musharraf on the matter.*

Although the Chinese workers were released unharmed, Chinese cit-
izens in Pakistan became targets after the bloody end to the Red Mosque
incident, as many Islamic radicals blamed China for the crackdown. In
response, PRC leaders demanded that the Pakistan government do much
more to protect Chinese citizens. Islamabad established a National Crisis
Management Cell to coordinate the protection of PRC citizens working
in Pakistan.®® The cell also formed a joint liaison committee that included
PRC diplomats. Furthermore, a 24-hour hotline was created linking Chi-
na’s embassy in Islamabad with Pakistan’s interior ministry and provincial
authorities across the country. In addition, “thousands” of additional
security personnel were added to secure Chinese construction projects,
and Chinese workers were transported in armed convoys.

According to one account, by December 2008, Pakistan mobilized
nine thousand soldiers and police to guard PRC citizens. Moreover, the
PRC reportedly contributed almost $300 million worth of new security
equipment for Pakistani police.® The increased efforts appear to have
improved the security of PRC citizens in-country. Beijing was sufficiently
satisfied. The improved security situation allowed Xi to make a visit to
Pakistan in April 2015 and to declare that Beijing was committing $46
billion worth of infrastructure investments to develop an ambitious

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor.*’
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Conclusions

As China’s national interests have expanded further beyond the shores of
the PRC, Beijing has gradually embraced the idea that China is responsible
for protecting these interests and that the PLA ought to play a key role in
safeguarding these interests against both traditional and nontraditional
security threats.

The PLA constitutes only one set of tools—albeit an important set—in
the larger PRC toolkit available to protect China’s interests abroad. But no
matter which of the five security options discussed above Beijing adopts to
protect its burgeoning overseas interests, the PLA will be expected and will
be ordered to play a greater role. While China’s armed forces will salute and
do their best to obey, the PRC’s flag continues to lag in terms of available
capabilities and resources especially for out-of-area security requirements.

Of the five discrete alternatives identified in this chapter, free riding and
outsourcing seem destined to continue for the foreseeable future. Both are
appealing options in the absence of robust enhanced PLA capabilities. Indeed,
the PLA’s power projection capabilities are likely to grow only incrementally
and remain extremely limited, especially for out-of-area deployments and
employments in the near to medium term. Meanwhile, barring a dramatic
worsening of the strategic environment, China is unlikely to go much beyond
“rethinking” alliances. The most likely developments in coming years are
the establishment of at least one or two more military bases overseas, with
Pakistan being perhaps the most plausible location. With the construction
of a logistics facility in Djibouti, China has effectively broken the taboo of
building military installations beyond the borders of the PRC.

Although OBOR is officially a new foreign policy initiative under
President Xi, the overseas interests at stake for the PLA to protect have
slowly been growing in these places since the 1990s. The PLA has already
used some of its newer military capabilities in contingencies along the
route—mainly evacuating Chinese citizens from warzones, such as Libya
in 2011 and Yemen in 2015. As greater numbers of more advanced platforms

come online—including aircraft carriers, submarines, strategic airlift and
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long-distance bombers—an important question is how hard the PLA will

be pressed to employ these capabilities far from China’s shores.
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CHAPTER 5

TOWARD A MORE JOINT,
COMBAT-READY PLA?

By Mark R. Cozad

ilitary reform has been a central element of Xi Jinping’s mili-

tary program since ascending to the top positions in both the

Community Party of China and military in 2012. The need to
prepare and equip the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to “fight and win
informationized wars” has been a central, if not the central, theme driving
these reform and modernization efforts. Accordingly, joint operations factor
heavily into the PLA’s assessments of the capabilities it needs to improve its
status as a modern, informationized military. During Xi’s tenure, the PLA
has placed significant focus on all aspects of improving joint operations,
including personnel, architecture, organization, training, and concept
development. These renewed efforts under Xi are building on several years
of similar programs, all of which sought to build on lessons learned derived
from observations of recent foreign military developments, particularly
those involving U.S. operations. These lessons have magnified the impor-
tance of joint operations in modern warfare. From this standpoint, Xi’s
interest in joint operations has not been so much a new start as a top-level
reinforcement of previous efforts and a recognition that future success will

rely upon substantive, sustained progress in joint operations capacity.
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This chapter addresses the question of how much progress the PLA
has made in the joint operations arena during Xi’s tenure. To accomplish
this, the chapter examines how joint operations have evolved in the PLA
since 2000 in order to identify where Xi’s policies have diverged from earlier
practices and where they have maintained continuity. Similarly, this chapter
provides context on how previous reform efforts relevant to joint operations
development have fared. While the PLA has outlined new initiatives in
recent years designed to improve PLA readiness for actual combat, previ-
ous efforts in similar areas have met with limited success over the past two
decades. Lastly, this chapter discusses specific criteria for evaluating PLA
joint operations progress.

The overall conclusions provided in this chapter do not address two
key areas: organization and service-related personnel decisions within
that structure. Clearly, these two areas are essential elements in building a
military culture that embraces joint operations; however, these structural
questions become significantly less important if the basic building blocks of
joint operations have not been developed and put into effect. These build-
ing blocks include operational concepts; personnel development, training,
and education; and field training, experimentation, and exercises. Absent
developments in these three core areas, organizational reforms, personnel
changes at senior levels, and information architecture achieve few, if any,

tangible improvements in capability.

Recent PLA Reforms in Context

The 1990s were a watershed in PLA history. Military and civilian leaders
in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) closely observed U.S. operations
in the Middle East and North Atlantic Treaty Organization operations in
southeastern Europe and realized how far their forces had fallen behind
these technologically advanced militaries in several key areas. On further
study, PLA leaders identified not only major shortfalls in technology and
weapons systems, but also in conceptual development, organizational

structure, and personnel. Concerned that China’s forces were unprepared
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for modern combat, PRC analysts studied the successes and failures of
the Gulf War and Kosovo campaigns, drawing lessons for the PLA about
“asymmetrical war” and “local wars under high-tech conditions,” focus-
ing particularly on joint operations as a means for efficiently fighting
in future wars that relied on information technology, networks, and
advanced weapons controlled by different parts of the military.' Their
research led to a wholesale restructuring of all PLA services that encom-
passed a new military strategy, new operational concepts, the pursuit of
advanced technologies, and accelerated purchases of advanced Russian
weapons and platforms.> Improved joint operations capability was viewed
as an imperative.

In particular, the operational surprises and resulting lessons learned
from U.S. operations in the First Gulf War and Kosovo compelled the
PLA to confront its weaknesses and step up its modernization efforts.
U.S. operations demonstrated that modern forces—particularly air
forces—equipped with precision weapons; advanced command, control,
communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
(CAISR) capabilities; and aerial refueling offered an unprecedented threat to
the survivability of the PRC’s most strategically significant infrastructure.?
Many PLA observers thus argued that joint operations—particularly the
effective integration of offensive air and naval operations—would define
future conflicts, requiring the PLA to invest in a networked system of sys-
tems encompassing precision munitions, automated command and control
systems, and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR).*

These same observers also noted that U.S. and allied forces had eas-
ily gained and maintained the initiative in each conflict, deploying with
impunity around the periphery of the countries under attack and operating
with little concern for defending their own assets against attack.’ In the
face of such overwhelming adversary forces, the PLA could no longer rely
solely on massive numbers of ground forces. Instead, future conflicts would
depend on having significant maneuverability and destructive capacity. In

short, many capabilities applicable to future combat resided outside of the
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PLA ground forces. The need for developing joint operations concepts and
capabilities became understood as the critical link for bringing together
the PLA’s full range of combat capabilities.

Calls within the PLA for new programs to develop commanders and
improve training highlighted the importance of developing the PLA’s joint
operations capability. Broad efforts within the PLA to improve the overall
quality of its personnel focused on a variety of aspects such as recruitment,
retention, technical training, and military education. With the growing
demand for technically competent people, PLA efforts required a dedi-
cated program to ensure that its new officers and soldiers were suited for
modern military operations. The need for commanders versed in modern
warfare was particularly important. These commanders were envisioned
as the primary ingredient necessary to “master joint operations under
modern high-tech conditions.” Moreover, they were expected to possess
“keen political insight” and a “deep strategic mind” along with mastery of
“high-tech operational theories and compatible science and technology.””
Programs to cultivate talented personnel were subsequently focused on
emphasizing the ability to command joint operations.® These efforts cul-
minated in efforts throughout the military regions to improve training for
commanders and mid-level staffs and develop the competency of technical
personnel needed for future joint operations.’

The PLA has also treated training reform efforts as a means for
improving joint force readiness. Since 2001, the PLA has issued its third
Outline of Military Training and Evaluation (OMTE). The 2001 version
was largely focused on improving the framework for how PLA training
was performed and evaluated. It followed an extended period of study and
experimentation in the 1990s to ensure that new training methods could
be implemented effectively across the PLA and that innovations had been
tested extensively. The 2009 OMTE placed particular emphasis on building
joint operations capacity. The new guideline treated joint operations as its
primary theme."” The most recent iteration of the OMTE has likewise placed

joint operations as a core element.
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These examples demonstrate that the need for joint operations and
the infrastructure required to support its development was recognized well
in advance of Xi’s leadership. The programs to develop commanders and
improve training were widely touted within the PLA as important steps
toward creating a modern, high-tech—later informationized—military. Like-
wise, joint operations concept development began in earnest in the early 1990s

and gained significant momentum during the 10* and 11 Five Year Plans.

PLA Joint Operations Concepts

In the 1993 revision of the Military Strategic Guidelines in the New Era (still
in force today with minor adjustments), the PLA’s observations coalesced
into the core objective of conducting integrated joint operations, a concept
that predates Xi and has, since its inception, guided the development of new
systems and operational concepts." The PLA textbook Science of Campaigns
defines integrated joint operations as “using integrated methods and infor-
mation technology, blending an operational system from all services and
arms and other types of armed strengths with operational units to form an
integrated whole.”"* The PLA’s evolving framework for integrated joint oper-
ations forms the foundation for its current joint operations concept and is a
driving force behind two key concepts—noncontact warfare and target-cen-
tric warfare."” In order to achieve success in local wars under informationized
conditions, the PLA recognizes that it must link military information systems
and networks that will enable PRC military planners to fuse “operational
strengths” from each of the PLA’s services." These integrated joint operations
in theory rely on a flexible system that permits and enables adjustments and
coordination over the entire depth of the battlespace and within all domains
as the situation requires. This flexibility allows for more precise applications
of military force based on new information as it becomes available and is
assimilated into the PLA’s command automation system. As one senior PLA
officer argued in the early conceptual development stages, these types of
operations are driven by “the guiding ideology of ‘comprehensive supremacy,

precision strike, and destruction of systems.”**
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Integrated joint operations are linked conceptually with the continu-
ing imperatives to improve the PLA’s level of “informationization” that
enables “system-of-systems operations.”® Informationization has been a
core concept in PLA modernization formally for over a decade.”” In turn,
informationization is the essence of integrated joint operations, which rely
on information networks to integrate and systematize operations designed
to obtain information superiority."® An informationized architecture forms
the basis for nearly all facets of integrated joint operations. Integrated joint
operations thus are considered “the basic form and necessary requirement
for informationized war,” particularly in terms of ensuring real-time infor-
mation support, effective precision weapon employment, and a system
capable of rapidly deploying and configuring the necessary forces for a
range of environments and contingencies."” Informationization will permit
the realization of truly integrated joint operations through the development
of precision timing for maneuvers, precise position data for fire strikes, and
precision support for forces across the battlespace.”® Accordingly, efforts
to develop informationized capabilities serve as a key unifying theme in
much of the experimentation that supported development of important
new operational concepts, including noncontact and target-centric warfare.

Another central element in the PLA’s joint operations development
is found in its emphasis on system-of-systems operations—an area that
presents commanders and their staffs with significant challenges. This
concept is based on linking command automation, ISR, precision strike,
and mobility in ways that permit rapidly and efficiently striking vital
sites and key nodes in an enemy’s systems.?’ Conceptually these “combat
systems” optimize operational strengths from across the PLA’s services.
These systems should be optimized to meet specific operational objects
and ensure that critical weapons and capabilities are used as efficiently as
possible.”? The Campaign Theory Study Guide, an early PLA textbook that
addressed system-of-systems, identified the connection between campaigns

and combat systems in the following manner:
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Paralyzing the enemy’s combat system has become an important
means of winning a war. . . . Once there are problems in key links
of the system, the entire weapon system and combat system will
lose its combat effectiveness, or will even become paralyzed. This
illustrates that modern campaigns are the confrontation between
combat systems. Advanced weapons and equipment and good
strategy and planning both depend upon the integrity and coor-
dination of combat systems. Therefore, in modern campaigns,
attacking and paralyzing key nodes in the enemy’s combat system
while ensuring the integrity and coordination of one’s own com-

bat systems has become an important way of winning.”

This important PLA teaching text—although an early version—high-
lighted two imperatives for success in future wars that remain central to
PLA thinking on system-of-systems operations and, by extension, integrated
joint operations. The first imperative is the need to build and protect one’s
own combat system, while the second involves simultaneously identifying
and attacking an adversary’s critical weaknesses. These ideas, developed
and tested as part of the PLA’s military science research efforts, provide the

underpinnings for many of the PLA’s most recent joint exercises.

Key Joint Operations Concepts

PLA joint operations capability development efforts have not taken place in
afunctional vacuum; they have been tailored to correspond to major trends
in global military development over the past two-and-a-half decades.
The methods of warfare that PLA observers identified during U.S. and
allied operations since the 1990s have led to the development of new ideas
within the PLA about how future wars will be fought and the capabilities
necessary to succeed in this environment. As discussed earlier, these
observations focus on information and weapon systems that can be inte-
grated efficiently to target an adversary’s war-making capacity. These types

of operations placed a premium on air and naval power. Likewise, PLA
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observers concluded that future conflicts were much less likely to involve
ground-heavy, brute-force conflicts of attrition that characterized military
operations in previous generations. The strategic importance placed on
gaining superiority in the air, at sea, in space, and in information domains
presented an imperative to PRC political and military leaders: reorient the
PLA to become more joint, agile, and efficient or fail to keep pace with the
demands of the global revolution in military affairs.

One of the most significant developments in modern warfare that
shaped PLA recognition for the need for a credible joint operations capability
was the emergence of “noncontact warfare.” According to several senior PLA
writers who developed the concept, this new form of warfare constituted a
significant departure from earlier models of warfare in several important
respects.” Until the 1990s, they argued, warfare was based on a model
of attrition that sought the destruction of fielded forces; military success
was primarily achieved by mass deployments of mechanized forces. U.S.
operations in the former Yugoslavia demonstrated that warfare no longer
conformed to this model. The objective of military operations had changed
from attrition to the destruction of an enemy’s war potential, embodied in
strategic targets like leadership, energy, industry, communications, and key
infrastructure.” Long-range precision strikes on these targets, enabled by
advanced C4ISR capabilities, would be the cornerstone of modern warfare.
The noncontact warfare model required PLA commanders to bring together
each service’s firepower capabilities in unprecedented ways. It was therefore
necessary for PLA commanders to understand the entire range of kinetic
and nonkinetic capabilities at their disposal.

The PLA’s latest operational concept is target-centric warfare, which
has been under development since at least 2011. It appears to be a further
refinement of the noncontact warfare model primarily oriented toward
the joint integration of PLA Air Force and PLA ground forces. The general
concept behind target-centric warfare is that by employing ISR sensors
and target analysis, PLA commanders can identify—and subsequently

aim to destroy—the most critical targets in an enemy’s combat system.?
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This operational concept seeks to make efficient use of firepower assets,
provide timely targeting of the most essential targets on the battlefield, and
ensure that combat plans are able to adapt in an agile manner that addresses
rapid changes in a dynamic environment. Recent target-centric warfare
experimentation has focused on engaging mobile targets and employing
opposition forces in order to challenge exercise participants.” Though this
concept is under development, there has been a limited amount of literature
available describing its evolution and key elements. Regardless, its existence
provides an overarching context by which to evaluate key areas of progress

in the PLA’s development of integrated joint operations.

Training and Experimentation

The PLA initiated its program to develop joint operations concepts in 2001
with the Five Year Plan on Headquarters’ Informationization Building,
2001-2005.%® This multifaceted effort involved conceptual development
that brought together a broad body of military science research, technology
development, new training guidelines, and operational experimentation.
The plan culminated with two exercises named Sharp Sword 2005, led by
units in the Chengdu and Nanjing Military Regions (MRs). PLA leaders
tasked units from the Chengdu MR with exploring new modes of integrated
joint training, along with air-land integration between the PLA Army and
Air Force.”” They also tasked units from the Nanjing MR with experiment-
ing on firepower strike coordination, integrated training methods, and
interservice coordination mechanisms.** Although this geographically
dispersed exercise highlighted several shortcomings in the PLA’s capability
to perform integrated joint operations, it marked a significant foundational
basis that guided follow-on efforts in the next two Five Year Plans.*

PLA joint operations training entered a “standardized development”
phase as the 11" Five Year Plan ended in 2010, presumably to experiment
and test the joint operations concepts and practices that emerged from the
Sharp Sword exercises. In 2009, the PLA claimed a total of 18 large-scale

exercises that explored a wide range of joint operations subject matter,
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including civil-military integration, naval and air force power projection,
“systemic operations,” joint training methods, and war zone-level com-
mand and control.*? Three key exercises during 2009 and 2010—Firepower
2009, Stride 2009, and Mission Action 2010—demonstrated the PLA’s prog-
ress in joint operations during the 11 Five Year Plan. More importantly, the
underlying themes guiding these exercises and evaluations would serve as
the basis for many components of the major exercises seen in the subsequent
12" Five Year Plan.

In August 2009, four PLA divisions subordinate to the Shenyang,
Lanzhou, Jinan, and Guangzhou MRs conducted “the first large-scale,
intertheater, live-forces, checkout-type exercises since the founding of the
Chinese People’s Liberation Army,” named Stride 2009.%* Participating
units deployed to a PLA combined tactical training base located outside of
their respective MRs. Subjects ranged from practical evaluations of training
practices and procedures to long-range mobility. PLA training methods
were further enhanced through the use of dedicated opposition forces and
the newly deployed Army Unit Exercise and Evaluation System.** Substan-
tively, exercise participants tested new equipment types, including multiple
features of the Beidou navigation and positioning system, electronic warfare
systems, and psychological warfare support vehicles, among many others.*
Stride 2009 also served as a comprehensive test in multiple specialty mobil-
ity-related areas, including fuel and material resupply, medical support, war
compensation, and political work.*

Shortly after Stride 2009 began in October 2009, the PLA General
Staff Department’s Military Training and Arms Department convened an
All-Army Symposium named Firepower 2009, which examined precision
strike under informationized conditions. This 3-day event brought together
PLA experts and scholars tasked with developing new approaches and
models for an advanced warfighting concept capable of integrating “pre-
cision reconnaissance, precision command, precision firing, and precision
evaluation.” In contrast with the evaluation- and test-focused aspects

of Stride 2009, Firepower 2009 served almost exclusively as a means for
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experimentation using demonstrations and working groups composed of
military science researchers and operators. The symposium’s content clearly
reflected PLA thinking on the intersections between joint operations and
system-of-systems concepts.

Mission Action 2010 marked the culmination of the 11*h Five Year
Plan’s joint operations training efforts. This exercise involved multiple
units from across multiple MRs in a test exercise that focused on transre-
gional maneuver and testing of key operational functions, including joint
campaign command, joint firepower strike, comprehensive protection,
and precision support.’® Overall, the exercise stretched for 20 days and
included participants from the Beijing, Chengdu, and Lanzhou MRs, along
with elements from both the PLA Air Force and PLA Navy. Most notably,
Mission Action 2010 marked the first time that operational forces crossed
MR boundaries to participate in an operationally oriented joint exercise.

More recently, since the beginning of the 12 Five Year Plan, joint
exercises have become even more of a centerpiece in PLA military mod-
ernization and experimentation. Primarily, they provide a means by which
PRC senior leaders can measure PLA progress toward achieving its most
important modernization objectives. In contrast to the heavy emphasis
placed on experimentation and concept development in the major joint
exercises during the 10" and 11" Five Year Plans, more recent joint exercises
have focused on testing and evaluating a wider range of operational missions
intended to produce a more flexible, adaptable, and deployable military. At
the same time, the integrated joint training methods examined in earlier
exercises—along with recognition among senior leaders that training qual-
ity needed to be improved overall—have evolved into a broader effort to
improve realism and more effectively evaluate unit performance. Although
many press reports following these events highlight shortcomings that con-
tinue to hinder PLA progress in the field of joint operations, they also portray
significant improvements in realism and complexity, as the units involved
are placed in much more dynamic scenarios away from their familiar sur-

roundings and with dedicated opposition forces providing more-than-token
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resistance. Based on these improvements, the capabilities developed during
these joint exercises are essential for meeting the PLA’s objective of being
able to fight local wars under the conditions of informationization. The
progression of joint operations exercises spanning the 10%, 11, and 12
Five Year Plans demonstrates a sustained focus on the key elements of PLA
joint operations concepts developed over a decade ago—informationized,
system-of-systems-based, high-tempo, multidimensional operations that

integrate all PLA combat strengths.”

Evaluating Progress Under Xi

The preceding discussion and examples demonstrate that joint operations
development was under way within the PLA on many levels prior to Xi’s
coming to power. In no sense was the effort lacking in resources or high-
level interest. In addition, it appeared to make progress in several areas
despite some acknowledged setbacks by the commanders leading key
pieces of experimentation. Furthermore, a wide range of literature was
being made available to PLA professional military education institutions in
order to educate future commanders in joint operations theory. In sum, the
range of PLA activities dedicated to building joint operations concepts and
capabilities increased significantly and methodically attempted to address
a wide range of critical questions.

The primary issue related to Xi’s impact on joint operations develop-
ment appears to be greater emphasis and a new organizational structure
that ensures responsibility for joint training will be overseen by the theater
commands—the PLA organizations responsible for operational planning
and warfighting * Although many efforts were in place to develop concepts,
improve personnel and education, and reform training, each of these pro-
grams had met with mixed success and were heavily focused on theoretical
aspects of joint operations. In some cases, personnel and training reforms
were rolled out in multiple iterations, each time acknowledging many of
the same longstanding shortfalls in key areas. While in many respects these

reforms may signal gradual improvements in practice or changes based on
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the state of the-art, in most cases they appear to be redesigned efforts to
address longstanding problems and shortfalls.

Xi’s imprint on joint operations has nonetheless been significant. His
guidance to prepare for military struggle has begun taking hold at multiple
levels as evidenced by a body of new training guidance. Most notably, at the
beginning of 2014, the Central Military Commission released the Opinions
on Raising the Level of the Realistic Battle Orientation of Training, and in
2015, the General Staff Department issued the Opinions on Strengthening
and Improving Campaign and Tactical Training** While these directives
build on earlier efforts to improve and reform training, they appear to be
a corrective to the emphasis under Hu Jintao on nonmilitary operations.
Similar programs have been designed to educate and train commanders to
better equip them because the requirements of joint operations have gained
momentum under Xi’s leadership. In general, Xi’s imprint will most likely
be felt in three key areas: education, training, and personnel.

In addition, new training regulations clearly outline responsibilities
for joint training. Most notably, joint training has been identified as the
key driver for service-specific training requirements. As such, the services
still maintain their overall responsibility for building general proficiency
based on service capabilities while the theater commands—overseen by
the Central Military Commission—are given the authority to ensure that
combat-related joint training meets PLA specifications and operational
requirements.*? As explained by the Eastern theater’s commander, the new
system was designed to have “the theater command taking the lead” to
ensure “alignment of training with combat operations” and “shaping of sys-
tems of systems.™ Under this system, the theater command generates joint
training plans based on its missions and operational training requirements,
delegating key training decisions to the theater commanders responsible
for combat operations. This approach is a significant departure from the
highly centralized system overseen by the General Staff Department prior

to the reorganization.
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Personnel

The PLA has embarked on a program to train and cultivate talented per-
sonnel for command positions in joint operational roles. Key elements of
the program were discussed in Beijing at a July 2016 gathering of some two
dozen military education and research institutions, theater commands, and
the armed services that sought to identify measures to improve the cadre of
qualified commanders.** The program highlighted several areas by which
the PLA could accomplish these goals, generally in the development of
strategic leadership, command capabilities, and management commensu-
rate with the PLA’s future requirements.** Overall, the effort is dedicated
to improving the manner in which commanders are selected and trained.
From a training perspective, this process will rely on intensified training for
commanders and staffs in eight areas that range from emergency situation
training to theater joint command organization.*

Another critical component in the effort to improve the quality and
preparedness of personnel taking joint command and staff positions has
been developing common standards and training requirements. These
standards range from educational materials to criteria for evaluating per-
formance and progress of individuals in both educational and field training
settings.” In particular, these guidelines are designed to provide a long-
term, structured framework for ensuring that PLA personnel are groomed
at early points in their military career for the positions they will ascend to

in the future.

Education

A key element of these personnel reforms involves improved education
in joint operations. One of the most challenging problems facing the PLA
education system is determining “what kinds of ideas and models” should
be used in educating future joint commanders.*® Based on previous military
science research and experimentation efforts, this realization is illuminating
in terms of the PLA’s view of its own progress in the field of joint operations.

In line with the effort to “cultivate talented joint operations commanding
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personnel” the General Staff Department’s Military Training Department
(prior to its dissolution) alluded to new programs at the National Defense
University (NDU), National University of Defense Technology, and ser-
vice and branch command colleges to enhance the content and quality of
teaching on joint operations topics. Interestingly, the program’s develop-
ment comes shortly following new editions of key joint operations teaching
materials used to educate PLA officers.*” The new NDU Joint Operations
College at Shijiazhuang is likely to play a critical role in educating officers
for joint positions. It will offer a year-long course for division and “brigadier
level” officers and train staff below the rank of colonel who will serve in

joint positions.*

Training
Progress in training overall has been a notable success for the PLA. Over
the past 10 years, exercises have grown in scale, complexity, and number
reflecting the priority the PLA has assigned to developing joint operations
capability in a number of potential scenarios. These exercises also have
attempted to incorporate more realistic scenarios and rigorous evaluation
of performance through all exercise stages. Many of the most significant
problems highlighted in previous iterations of the OMTE appear to be
improving across the board. The primary uncertainty, however, is the extent
to which these innovations reflect true improvements or set piece additions
that give the appearance of progress. Based on the sources available, it is
difficult to make a definitive assessment. Regardless, the joint operations
exercise program and quality of the exercises themselves predates Xi.
Exercises performed during the 11" Five Year Plan provided an important
bridge between the PLA’s earlier experimentation and the major exercises
that have become routine during the 12 Five Year Plan. Based on this
steady progression, it seems that the PLA’s progress in this area is real but
not attributable to Xi’s reforms.

Xi’s primary influence is clear in two key areas. The first is in the

direction given to the PLA to prepare for military struggle, which came
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forward shortly after the 2009 OMTE. Based on the PLA’s recent discus-
sions about this directive, it seems clear that new rigor is being applied to
exercise content, intensity, and evaluation under Xi.

The second area is closely related to recent efforts to cultivate talented
personnel and improve education—training joint commanders in realistic
conditions. Since the PLA reorganization, each of the major theaters has
highlighted efforts to ensure that joint command is a key topic in their
specific training programs.* In addition, several units have attempted
to address perceived shortcomings in joint command, referred to as the
“Five Incapables.”™ These examples demonstrate that this critical piece
of training reform is at the forefront of PLA joint operations training. As
in previous years, the idea of rigorous training has taken hold across the
PLA, and units are now attempting to implement these guidelines. The
degree to which these new directives are being highlighted in PLA media
suggests that there is added impetus behind ensuring that evaluations and
commander training are dealt with more substantively than in the past. In
April 2016, Xi visited the newly established Central Military Commission
Joint Operations Command Center and emphasized the critical importance
of developing both operational- and strategic-level command capabilities
necessary for modern conflicts.”* Additional reports, both before and after
Xi’s visit, highlighted programs and training initiatives across the PLA and
within various theater commands designed to implement and test new joint

command programs and procedures.**

Conclusion

Overall, it is clear that the PLA has made substantial progress in several
key areas relating to joint operations capability.” Exercises have become
considerably larger and more sophisticated. They now involve units from
across the PLA, frequently in scenarios that require them to deploy con-
siderable distances from their home bases and familiar training facilities.
Attempts to improve realism by adding uncertain situations have also been

noted in several PLA media accounts as enhancing the overall quality of
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joint training. Similarly, joint training increasingly has involved the use
of new command automation systems to exercise the use of capabilities
from across the PLA’s services and branches. Participating commanders
and staffs are being challenged like never before. These developments
have built on to earlier experimentation and development efforts in clear,
steady progression from a long-term effort. The progress is real, but it is
not a result of Xi’s policies.

Xi’s policies likely will have the most significant impact in the areas
of personnel and education. “New” programs to cultivate better joint com-
manders are evidence of previous failures and a desire to change the PLA
culture. Much of the declaratory statements about why these programs
are important reveal a recognition that earlier reform attempts fell short
of their intended mark. In addition, the stated need to improve military
education instruction and content suggests a similar dissatisfaction with
the materials that are currently available. This second issue is particularly
striking due to the amount of time and energy devoted to joint operations
concept development since 2001. The degree to which these two areas are
considered shortfalls is uncertain, and the extent to which bureaucratic
branding is at play should temper future assessments. However, the atten-
tion devoted to these two areas over the past 3 years strongly suggests that
PLA leaders, including Xi, perceive a major problem. The reorganization
of the PLA military education system announced in July 2017 is intended
to address these shortfalls.

Similarly, the most recent training reforms also suggest dissatisfaction
with the progress and quality of training across the PLA. Two iterations of
the OMTE prior to 2010 were touted as solutions to the very problems that
Xi’s directive to prepare for military struggle was designed to solve. The new
OMTE, issued in January 2018, reinforced Xi’s core themes and ensured
that recent organizational reforms are embodied in these new training
guidelines. In general, directing the PLA to prepare for military struggle
following nearly two decades of training reform indicates that Xi and other

leaders were concerned the PLA’s training was not sufficient.
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As with any assessment of the PLA that relies on official media, there
are significant uncertainties due to the quality and veracity of the infor-
mation. While these latest reforms suggest problems continue beneath the
surface, visible signs of improved training are readily available. The PLA
has made progress in joint operations, and its ability to perform many joint
functions is better today than it was in 2001 when these programs were
initiated. Regardless, the repeated reintroduction of reform initiatives to
address longstanding problems strongly suggests that there are significant
impediments to progress.

Over the past two-and-a-half decades, the PLA has devoted consider-
able time and resources to becoming a modern, informationized military.
There is no shortage of PLA analysis of the problems and potential solutions
required for China’s military to develop the capabilities necessary for bring-
ing it up to the standards of the world’s most modern military, that of the
United States. Despite some degree of progress, the long lineage of problem
identification, experimentation, implementation, and reorganization has
not achieved several of the PLA’s most important objectives, particularly
in the area of joint operations. In part, this is due to the backward state of
the PLA when it embarked on its current modernization effort in the early
1990s. Major changes evolve over time. However, a major reason why many
of these problems persist is due to the PLA’s organizational culture, which
has favored the army over other services, fostered a lack of initiative and
creativity within the officer corps, and discouraged risk-taking. It appears
that reforms under Xi are focused on changing these aspects of the PLA’s
culture in ways previous reforms could not.

Absent a crisis that necessitates rapid change to survive, change in
organizational culture often requires considerable time for personnel
transitions, bureaucratic acceptance, and acculturation. Xi’s reforms
attempt to tackle these issues. They provide new professional incentives,
bureaucratic authorities, and organizational responsibilities that ulti-
mately will guide how current and future military officers will approach

joint operations and command. At this stage in the current reform effort,
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it is unclear whether these cultural changes will take root and be assim-
ilated successfully. Senior-level interest, although important, is not the
sole determinant of success, as evidenced by previous efforts to build
a joint culture within China’s military. Xi’s reforms are an important
departure from previous efforts and address several of the PLA’s most
challenging systemic problems. Assessing the prospects of success at
this early point in the reform effort is difficult, largely due to the number
of known and unknown variables that might shape the PLA’s actions in
coming years. However, Xi’s reforms offer an important departure from
earlier efforts and provide what appears to be a sustainable baseline for
cultural change—a critical element in making joint operations reforms

viable over the long term.

Notes

! Two key studies include Huang Bin [¥3], Research into the Kosovo War [
BIRIKIEG5T] (Beijing: Liberation Army Publishing House, 2000); and Wang
Yongming, Liu Xiaoli, and Xiao Yunhua [k, XI| /N7, B foedk), Research into
the Iraq War [fF47 7 %5175 ] (Beijing: Military Science Press [ £ S5FHEH AL,
2003). These two studies, along with numerous other military science journal and
military press publications, highlight intense People’s Liberation Army (PLA) focus
on foreign military developments, particularly those involving the United States.
As this chapter discusses, many of these lessons are captured in PLA operational
concepts developed to respond to specific operational requirements. For an English
language overview, see Andrew Scobell, David Lai, and Roy Kamphausen, eds.,
Chinese Lessons from Other Peoples’ Wars (Carlisle Barracks, PA: Strategic Studies
Institute, 2010).

* For a discussion of the Military Strategic Guidelines and the central role they
play in delineating planning and modernization requirements, see David Finkel-
stein, “China’s National Military Strategy: An Overview of the ‘Military Strategic
Guidelines,” in Right-Sizing the People’s Liberation Army: Exploring the Contours
of China’s Military, ed. Roy Kamphausen and Andrew Scobell (Carlisle Barracks,
PA: Strategic Studies Institute, May 2007), 82-87. See also James C. Mulvenon and
Andrew N.D. Yang, eds., “A Poverty of Riches: New Challenges and Opportunities
in PLA Research,” CF-189-NSRD, RAND Conference Proceedings, 2004.

221



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

3 Peng Guanggian and Yao Youzhi [#£)#f, WhH ], eds., The Science of Mil-
itary Strategy [{ifZ#%%] (Beijing: Military Science Press [ZE3-R} 5 HAlL], 2005),
321-322; and Ge Dongsheng [E 4T}, ed., On National Security Strategy [Ex%
4:hEI%8] (Beijing: Military Science Press [ 3Rl HiRAL], 2006), 234.

* Wang Hougqing and Zhang Xingye [ FJZI,5K >4V, eds., Science of Cam-
paigns %1% 5] (Beijing: National Defense University Press [[E B K& HRRAL],
2001), 418-422; Ge, On National Security Strategy, 231-235.

* Huang, Research into the Kosovo War, 140-144; and Wang, Liu, and Xiao,
Research into the Iraq War, 199. In addition, see Ge, On National Security Strategy,
234;and Zhang Yuliang [Tk £ R], ed., The Science of Campaigns [[#1%*#] (Beijing:
National Defense University Press [[EBi K2=Hik#L], 2006), 97.

¢ Zhong Shengqin, “Establish New Train of Thought for Training Command-
ers,” PLA Daily [f#Jil%-4], February 9, 1999, 6.

7 Ibid.

$ LiDianren [25{"], “Fundamental Principle of Strengthening the Building of
Military Academies—Understanding on the Study of Central Military Commission
Chairman Jiang Zemin’s Important Expositions on Military Academy Education” [
INaEZE DA A I BERIRRASEE ], PLA Daily [fRJSUZ4R], May 18, 2000, 6.

° “Fostering High-Caliber Personnel and Promoting Leaps-and-Bounds
Development of Chinese Armed Forces—Excerpts from Forum on Implementing
Strategic Talent Project and Speeding Up Personnel Training” [ K /J35 77 =&
ANA HEH IR F P IR R — 27T N s LA A A H IRk > 45
%1, PLA Daily [f#J50F4%], June 6, 2003, 2.

1 Liu Fengan and Wu Tianmin [XI[i£%, BiRH], “New-Generation ‘Outline
of Military Training and Evaluation’ Promulgated” [#i—“ZE 31k 551% K40
MUK], PLA Daily [fEEUZE4R], July 25, 2008, 1.

' Zhang, The Science of Campaigns, 63.

12 Tbid., 80.

13 Shou Xiaosong [ 6fa], ed., The Science of Military Strategy [\ 2%
(Beijing: Military Science Press [ 7 FiRl 22 HfAt], 2013), 125.

4 Ibid.

15 Zhan Yu [l ], “A Study of the Theory of Integrated Joint Operations” [—f4
ISR ERAR B, China Military Science [TEZE A1), no. 6 (2007), 11-21.

16 Shou, The Science of Military Strategy, 125.

7" Ge, On National Security Strategy, 62, 280; Hao Yuqing and Cai Renzhao,

eds., Science of Armed Forces Building (Beijing: National Defense University Press

222



Toward a More Joint, Combat-Ready PLA?

[ Bl K& H R L], 2007), 280-282; and Zhang, The Science of Campaigns, 85.
For an English language analysis, see Dean Cheng, Cyber Dragon: Inside China’s
Information Warfare and Cyber Operations (Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger, 2017).

18 Song Youfa and Hong Yaobin [ARA%, W], eds., Integrated Joint Oper-
ations Command Headquarters Work [—ALER G VEETRIE ST TAE] (Beijing:
Military Science Press [FEHR}2EH R, 2005), 1.

¥ Zhang, The Science of Campaigns, 80; and Shou, The Science of Military
Strategy, 127.

20 Shou, The Science of Military Strategy, 127.

! Tbid., 126. For English language analysis, see Kevin McCauley, PLA System
of System Operations: Enabling Joint Operations (Washington, DC: The Jamestown
Foundation, 2017); and Jeffrey Engstrom, Systems Confrontation and System
Destruction Warfare: How the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Seeks to Wage
Modern Warfare (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2018), available at <www.rand.org/
pubs/research_reports/RR1708.html>.

2 Tbid.

2 Xue Xinglin [BFMHK], ed., Campaign Theory Study Guide M523
6] (Beijing: National Defense University Press [[E K& HfR#L], 2001), 66.
Empbhasis added.

 See Liu Yuejun [X| %], ed., Non-Contact Warfare [FEEAMEF] (Beijing:
Military Science Press [ 3R 3£ HiAL], 2004); Pan Youmu [{& & K], The Study
of Non-Contact Warfare [{EEfE S 4] (Beijing: National Defense University
Press [[El5 A HifR#L], 2003); and Shao Guopei [HBEES], ed., Information Oper-
ations in Non-Contact Wars [AEHEflll4+ 115 E/EAR] (Beijing: Liberation Army
Publishing House, 2004).

» Liu, Non-Contact Warfare, 8-9;and Pan, The Study of Non-Contact Warfare, 50.

% Liu Shenyang [XIJJk#7], “The Theory and Practice of Target-Centric War-
fare” [EARHOER RIS 5L E], China Military Science [ EZFFHFI#], no. 5
(2013), 83-92.

¥ Ding Yahan and Li Dezhong [ T #i, Z=f# /8], “In This Battle, Aiming
at the “Vulnerable Spot’ When Firing—Close-Up View of the Military Region’s
‘Queshan Decisive Victory-2013A’ Exercises with Troops, Part III” [X—3, Hififf”
L5 — EFE X LR E—2013A” 25 3] 2 =), Vanguard News [Hi 1.
], December 8, 2013, 2; and Chang Xin [#/iX], “Use Military Innovation Theory
to Guide Substantial Leap in Combat Power” [ LA SFAHI ERIR A5 1§52 Fi R
T, Vanguard News [1i L4}], March 31, 2013, 4.

223



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

# “Push Forward Revolution in Military Affairs with Chinese Character-
istics, Build Informationized Command Organs—Excerpts of Advanced Typical
Experiences from the All-Army Conference on Headquarters Building,” PLA Daily
[T ZE4R], September 28, 2004, 3.

» Zhuang Lijun [HF]%] et al., “A Rapidly Expanding Transformation in
the Training Domain” [YIIZR&U8—37 5 MR U MAEH ], PLA Daily [fERCFEIR],
February 6, 2006; Cheng Sixun, “Exploration and Practice of Integrated Training
of Military Region Units: Part One,” Battle Flag News [}#i#}], February 9, 2006;
and Cheng Sixun, “Exploration and Practice of Integrated Training of Military
Region Units: Part Two,” Battle Flag News [lJt42], February 10, 2006.

% Zhuang, “A Rapidly Expanding Transformation in the Training Domain”;
Zhang Wenping and Yan Wenbo, “Advance Phase of Second Artillery’s Integrated
Training Starts—Establishing Steering Group on Integrated Training, Organizing
Trial Comprehensive Integration and Integrated Training, Conducting Theoretical
Study on Integrated Combat and Training, and Exploring Characteristics and Laws
of Integrated Training,” Rocket Forces News [‘K&iffi], July 13,2004, 1;and Lu Feng
and Ni Menzhi, “Mobile and Camouflaged Launches Using New Equipment Under
Complex Weather and Terrain Conditions,” People’s Front [ N[GHZK], July 28, 2004.

31 “An Expedition That Spans History,” Battle Flag News [{i#4}X], March 9,
2006; and Wang Jianmin, “Footprints of the Forerunner,” Battle Flag News [fikiE
f}], February 16, 2006.

2 “Overview of PLA Military Training in 2009,” PLA Daily [f#AZFR],
December 30, 2009.

% LiYun, Liu Fengan, and Wu Tianmin [22Z, X li& 2z, TRH, “Stride 2009:
A Major Exercise Sticking Close to Actual War” [“B5/#%—2009”: —37lkiir SEAR1
KE5L2], PLA Daily [f#8CZ4R], August 11,2009, 1.

3 Tbid.

% Ibid.

% Ibid.

7 “All-Army Artillery and Air Defense Forces’ Symposium on Precision
Attack Exercises Under Informationized Conditions Concludes” [fRZ 15 B1b5%
PRSI ZRIH B S iR B 2 el s SR i T o ZRmI 45 4,
PLA Daily [f#/5%4K], October 15, 2009.

3 Cai Pengcheng and LiYun [Z5FE, 222, “Mission Action 2010 Trans-Mil-
itary Region Mobile Exercise Concluded” [“{#ir{75)—2010” BEX M2 IL5 K],
PLA Daily [f#%#%], November 4, 2010.

224



Toward a More Joint, Combat-Ready PLA?

¥ Shou, The Science of Military Strategy, 93-98.

% Dai Feng and Cheng Yongliang [fU&, #2/K:%], “Joint Training Makes
Progress along the Course Charted by the Rules—An Account of Efforts Made
by the Eastern Theater Command to Propel Rules-Based Joint Training” [[¢51)I]
Y5, FEIRHIEIBAT— R IR E BN & I ZRZC ), PLA Daily [
], January 2, 2018.

4 Xu Tongxuan [#E[fH], “Where Does Training Go from Here? View-
ing Realistic Battle Training During Informationized Transformation from the
Perspective of Air Force Defense Penetration and Assault Competitive Assess-
ments” [IZRIAME R L N2 FERB R A e F-EH %A (5 SR YIS AL
5], Kongjun Bao [ %], July 16, 2015, 3.

2 Daiand Cheng, “Joint Training Makes Progress Along the Course Charted
by the Rules.”

+ Ibid.

44 Wu Xu and Liu Yiwei [ZJB, Xl|l—1F], “Eight Measures to Intensify the
Cultivation for Joint Operational Command Personnel” [/\JlZ$ 5 I E 55 726 &
{EEEFaIEANTA, PLA Daily [ff/iZE4R], July 24, 2016.

%5 He Sheng [¥ilf], “Create a Combined Operational Mode” [T & B & 1F K
TAFHEX], PLA Daily [f#i% 4], May 17, 2016. Also see the chapter by Wuthnow
and Saunders in this volume.

¢ Wu and Liu, “New-Generation ‘Outline of Military Training and Evalua-
tion’ Promulgated.”

¥ Liang Pengfei and Li Yuming [44% X, 22K M]], “Our Armed Forces Com-
pletely Launch the Professional Joint Operations Talented Commanding Personnel
Cultivation Model” [FZEAMHEI IR SV EETEIENA Tl IR, PLA Daily
(78 %4)], December 20, 2014.

8 Tbid.

¥ Two recent examples include Tan Yadong [ V%], ed., Joint Operations
Course Materials [BAE1ELZFE] (Beijing: Academy of Military Science Press
[F R} HRRAL], 2013); and Li Yousheng and Wang Yonghua [Z5 K42, F7k4E],
eds., Lectures on the Science of Joint Campaigns [BkE AL 2] (Beijing: Military
Science Press, 2012).

50 Author interviews with PLA officers, December 2017.

5! Dai Feng and Cheng Yongliang [{U&, F#7k=], “Eastern Theater Focuses
on Main Battle Roles as It Accelerates the Development of New-Type Combat

Command Talent” [ZR 8% IX T8 £5 E ARHRBENE HEHE R E AR R N A 55 57],

225



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

PLA Daily [f#i %], September 1, 2016; Huang Honggui and Meng Bin [3% %2
T, B, “Toward Joint, Necessary to Form Links and Also Link in Spiritual” &
I A, BEERIESEEAIX], PLA Daily [ff/3ZE4H]], April 22, 2016; and Wang Jun
and Shi Liu [F%, f1##], “Push Forward ‘Eight Changes’ with Focus on Combat
Functions” [SRAEFERHERE <) \NN4E725") PLA Daily [f#IZE4K], March 23, 2016.

52 Hou Guorong and Wang Guangli [{ZEZ%, ] ], “Strengthening Lead-
ership Teams in Order to Strengthen Armed Forces; Training Commanders Before
Troops” [MRFSHRIE TR Se 25 T64% ], PLA Daily [fC%E4R], March 27, 2016;
Wang Tianlin, Ding Rongzhen, and Tian Liang [ FFRAK, T 5@Mi, H], “Under-
standing Causes of Loss, Admitting Failure, and Trying to Win the Loser’s Game”
DA a3 R < SR 22 bR A 2], Huojianbing Bao ['K#ifeil], Decem-
ber 26, 2015; and An Weiping [%*F], “Thoughts on the Practice of Solving the
Problem of the ‘Five Incapables™ [ffi#t ‘T ML IS 251, Qianjin Bao
[RE3R], April 30, 2015, 4.

% Hua Xia, ed., “Xi Stresses Joint Battle Command for Military Reform,”
Xinhua, April 20, 2016, available at <www.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-
04/20/c_135297662.htm>.

** Wu and Liu, “New-Generation ‘Outline of Military Training and Eval-
uation’ Promulgated.” For a more detailed discussion of these programs and
initiatives, see Wuthnow and Saunders, “A Modern Major General.”

% Joel Wuthnow, “A Brave New World for Chinese Joint Operations,” Journal
of Strategic Studies 40, no. 1-2 (January 2, 2017), 169-195.

226



CHAPTER 6

COMING TO A (NEW)
THEATER NEAR YOU

Command, Control, and Forces

By Edmund J. Burke and Arthur Chan

n late 2015, China enacted a series of sweeping military reforms

that ostensibly laid the groundwork for a more viable joint force.!

These reforms—long anticipated by Western observers due to the gap
between the command structure of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)
and its force development goals—give the military an opportunity to align
its organizations and processes with these objectives. Consolidating the
former seven military regions (MRs) into five new theater commands (TCs)
(see figures 1 and 2); abolishing the four general departments; forming the
Strategic Support Force to consolidate space, cyber, and electronic warfare
responsibilities; and creating a separate army command are all massive
steps meant to address many chronic shortcomings that constrained the
development of the joint force and generation of combat power.

Among many details that are not yet clear and will no doubt require
years for Western observers (and the PLA) to sort out, perhaps the most
important is its success or failure in implementing a new approach to com-
manding and controlling theater forces. As PLA expert Roger Cliff points out,
there are significant cultural, doctrinal, and technical impediments ahead

before the PLA arrives at even an interim joint capability at the theater level.2
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Figure 1. MR System Boundaries
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Figure 2. Approximate TC Boundaries
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Despite more than a decade of experimentation and sometimes citing a gen-
eration gap, critiques in official press continue to highlight the inexperience
and lack of commitment to “informationization” [xinxi hua, {5E4t] on
the part of PLA officers and leaders.” Nonetheless, the decision to finally set
aside the MR structure in favor of a joint TC construct has removed perhaps
the biggest obstacle in executing integrated joint operations [yitihua lianhe
zuozhan, —ALEREAELK], which is how the PLA seeks to operate jointly
under informationized conditions.

This chapter examines in depth one aspect of these new reforms: the shift
from military regions to theater commands. In so doing, it consults a broad
range of Chinese and English sources, including authoritative news media,
publications by Chinese military institutions, and commentary by PLA
experts. The first section examines the logic behind this shift, particularly
what Chinese leaders hope to achieve from such a transition. The second
section looks at the missions and responsibilities of each of the five new TCs.
It further presents a draft order of battle, sketching out what ground, naval,
air, and other assets have been assigned to the new theater commands. The

third section looks at the prospects of success for these reforms.

The Logic Behind the Shift to Theater Commands

When trying to quantify the importance of the reforms—and the dissolu-
tion of the MR system, in particular—it is necessary to revisit a long arc of
study and publications on military theory and the nature of modern warfare
by the PLA and its political leaders. This section reviews the background of
PLA efforts to improve its ability to conduct integrated joint operations. It
further examines how these efforts are connected with the shift from MRs
to TCs and what Chinese leaders hope to achieve.

Over the past 20 years, PLA thought leaders have written extensively on
the criticality of information technology for military innovation, prompted
by the U.S.-led coalition’s success in the First Gulf War and in particular
by its perceived ability to effectively command and control joint forces in

dynamic maneuver warfare. Their exploration of the topic highlighted the
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important role of integrating advanced information technology with joint
forces. This led to the incorporation of a number of related concepts in the
Chinese military lexicon, including information warfare [xinxi zhanzheng,
{54, digital forces [dianzi budui, F¥-5B\], and information opera-
tions [xinxi zuozhan, {5 /24E5L]. The PLA eventually settled on Information
System-based System of Systems Operations [jiyu xinxi xitong tixi zuozhan,
HTEERGUARZRIE] as their approach to conflict.*

Many of these themes are illustrated in a 2010 interview with a prom-
inent PLA theorist at the Chinese National Defense University of Science
and Technology. Citing the U.S. military’s experience not only in the
Gulf War but also in Operation Iraqi Freedom as well as Joint Vision 2020
materials, the article laid out China’s information system-based system
of systems operations as “basically identical or similar” to the Western
concept of network-centric warfare.” A background section prefacing the
article laid out what can be interpreted as an official PLA endorsement of
its new approach: “System operations based on the information system
have become a basic pattern of joint operations under informationized
conditions, and information capability has become the primary capability
in joint operations.” Moreover, after describing the critical importance of
new command information systems and weapons platforms to the PLA,
the senior Chinese strategist quoted in the article cited joint air strike oper-
ations during Operation Desert Storm as evidence that it was “absolutely
impossible to use traditional command means and methods to successfully
direct a complicated informationized joint operation, and it is necessary to
rely on an integrated command information system.” The PLA’s command
system itself, then, was a major impediment to achieving longstanding force
development and capability goals.

Both the command structure changes and the path to joint operations
writ large have been arduous and nonlinear. As PLA analyst Kevin Pollpeter
notes, Chinese leaders in the late 1990s began to aim for the creation of an
informationized force, and one of the ways to achieve this was through

jointness. In 1999, the PLA issued a gangyao [41%], or outline, that formally
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instituted joint operations into PLA warfighting. Pollpeter notes that in
2009, “the General Staff Department (GSD) provided training objectives
that for the first time fully committed the services to joint operations.”” Yet
during this period, the PLA made less progress toward achieving jointness
than hoped. This was due to a combination of factors, including a focus
on coordination rather than true jointness, the lack of permanent joint
structures, and a mindset of single service domination. Individual services
during this period were able to develop robust vertical command and con-
trol systems but failed to take the initiative to do the same across services.®

Chinese leaders have also attempted to change the PLA’s mindset
regarding joint operations. As Defense Intelligence Agency analysts
Wanda Ayuso and Lonnie Henley detail, from 2008 onward, these efforts
centered on three areas: “developing the expertise of academic faculty in
the military educational institutions; getting PLA commanders and staff
to think in terms of joint training rather than combined arms training;
and developing information systems and material solutions to facilitate
joint command.” The PLA also gained knowledge from its interactions
with other countries in bilateral and multilateral exercises.”® In spite of
these efforts, however, the PLA continued to have difficulty applying
joint operational concepts to actual situations and in changing its way of
thinking about military conflict.

The shift from an MR to TC system may be viewed in this context as
the continuation of these previous efforts to achieve jointness for the PLA.
China watchers and analysts for decades have pointed out the limitations of
China’s MR system, with its built-in impediments to deploying maneuver
forces across or in the air over invisible lines at MR boundaries and the
PLA’s reliance on this structure to provision logistics and other combat
service support in both peacetime and wartime." Even veteran PLA officers
recognized that the MR system was not a functional command and control
system for modern warfare. PLA campaign literature makes clear that an ad
hoc joint command and control system would be employed in wartime. This

ad hoc entity would have been led by an army general attached to the GSD,
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but potentially by an MR officer in smaller army-dominated contingencies
such as a small border crisis with a Southeast Asian neighbor. Maneuver
and strike forces would be led by GSD officers for large joint operations, but
potentially could be led by army leader to MR leader grade officers drawn
from participating military regions.

Over the past decade, as joint training and joint operations increas-
ingly became focal points for the PLA, the MR construct became a greater
impediment for operational forces in terms of exercising command and
control and in training realism. If the joint command element would be
formed from and by the Central Military Commission (CMC) and staffed
with GSD officers in wartime, how realistic could the operational/maneu-
ver force training have been in the absence of a real command element
exercising with them? If MR staff officers were not responsible for joint
training, how could they simulate this command element in a realistic
manner? How could anyone gain useful joint command experience in
this structure? The following section explains how the TC system helps

to rectify these issues.

Chinese Explanations of the TC System

Chinese researchers framed the need for restructuring as a strategic require-
ment—even as the framework of the radical reforms was being debated and
shaped. In September 2015, Senior Colonel Wang Xiaohui of the Strategy
Research and Teaching Department at China’s National Defense University
highlighted what he saw as the most pressing strategic preparations [zhanliie
zhunbei, fEI&HE ] the PLA needed to make. While not necessarily author-
itative, Wang concisely detailed the shortfalls that would soon be addressed
with the broad military reforms later that year.? First, Wang contended that
China could not exercise unified command over the joint force without first
establishing what he termed an integrated joint operation command system
lyitihua lianhe zuozhan zhihui tizhi, — SV REFEFEAA] to command
and control all PLA forces, to which the theater system would be subordinate.

He specifically cited the U.S. military experience with combatant commands,
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highlighting that its most prominent features are a simple hierarchy and
command smoothness and that the campaign and tactical command levels
from theater to division were reduced from five to three. The envisioned
Chinese command entity would be responsible for training theater forces in
peacetime and operational command in wartime. The supporting theater
departments—manpower and personnel, intelligence, operations, training,
and support—would then be formed under the theater command.

Second, Wang noted the weakness of combining military administra-
tion with operational command, pointing to the U.S. experience separating
the two. Wang went on at length regarding the challenges the PLA faced

under its current system:

For example, the command organs are oversized and overstaffed,
with unreasonable internal structure. Functions of various depart-
ments in a command organ are overlapped to a serious extent. Most
departments are responsible for peacetime training, management,
and support. As a result, over a long period, there were two major
shortcomings in our military’s leadership and command system:
First, the function of commanding forces to fight battles was weak.
Second, the strategic management capability of directing the whole
military’s building and development was weak. Such a state of
affairs is far from meeting the required “flat-shaped” joint operation
command system in informationized warfare, and also directly
restricts and affects the conducting of scientific leadership and

management of national defense and armed forces building.

Third, Wang emphatically highlighted the often-cited imbalance of
forces due to the historic primacy of the PLA Army and the need to ratio-

nalize the mix of combat to noncombat forces:

Furthermore, the most prominent issue related to the quantity and
scale of the Chinese military forces is the inappropriate propor-

tion of forces in the army, the navy, the air force, and the Second
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Artillery, the inappropriate proportion of combat units to non-
combat units, the inappropriate proportion of combat personnel
to noncombat personnel, and consequently the inappropriate
proportion of officers to enlisted personnel. ... In particular, it
is necessary to energetically reinforce the building of the navy
and the air force, improve the proportion of various services,
establish a scientific and reasonable ratio of combat personnel to
noncombat personnel, and thus enhance the combat power of the

Chinese armed forces.

The strategic drivers that Wang laid out no doubt reflect the arguments
that won the day in terms of the reforms. Official statements and commen-
tary by experts within and outside of the PLA cite four primary reasons for
the shift from MRs to TCs:

m streamlining responsibilities

m strengthening jointness

increasing readiness

m making China’s military policy vis-a-vis external actors more coherent.

This section discusses each of these factors.

Streamlined Responsibilities

First, under the old system, the MRs fulfilled a wide range of functions,
which included force-building, management, command, and peacetime
administration.” This made the MR a type of composite organization that
ended up dealing more with routine administration in peacetime than
actual preparations for wartime operations. As noted, during wartime the
affected MRs would have been replaced by a command drawn from staff
in Beijing, not exclusively officers from the particular MR."* This was the
case in 1979, when the GSD set up a separate ad hoc organ responsible for
the overall prosecution of the Sino-Vietnamese War. The MRs adjoining

Vietnam continued to conduct operations separately and provide support
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for their specific strategic direction.”” In the context of the Cold War, this
was considered an optimal setup, as China’s political and military leaders
judged that if a war were to break out, it would likely be an all-out war. Thus,
it was better to leave the responsibility for preparing operations to the GSD,
which would create temporary theater command organs as needed.' The
shift brought about by the reforms is an attempt to move away from this
arrangement by stripping the new TCs of many of their non-warfighting
functions, moving these responsibilities to other leadership organs, and
making the TCs solely responsible for joint training and operations. Mobi-
lization, for example, now falls to the CMC’s National Defense Mobilization
Department, 1 of its 15 new functional departments.

Atthe same time, the reforms clarify the lines of authority flowing from
various PLA leadership organs. The new system allows the CMC to more
effectively and directly exercise overall authority over the country’s armed
forces. Meanwhile, the TCs are responsible for operations, and the services
are responsible for force-building."” Under this arrangement, the TCs are able
to concentrate on performing a more narrowly defined, clearer set of roles,
theoretically allowing them to do so more effectively and with better results

than under the responsibilities assigned to the military regions.

Strengthened Jointness

Second, the TCs’ focus on joint operations and training, in turn, sup-
ports another longstanding force development goal: increasing jointness
among the armed forces. As mentioned, Chinese military experts strongly
believe that informationized warfare and system of systems warfare will
predominate in modern conflicts and that only a truly joint force is suited
for this."® However, there was a noticeable lack of jointness under the old
MR system. In particular, regional naval and air forces commanders were
dual-hatted as deputy MR commanders, but under their dual chain of
command they also reported to their service chiefs in Beijing in peace-
time. This duality impeded a true sense of jointness at the MR echelon.

In a February 2016 interview, Southern TC Commander Wang Jiaocheng
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explained the rationale for separating administrative management and

command of regional forces from preparing for joint combat:

In the traditional military region structure, the functions of com-
bat command and construction management were combined,
construction and use were integrated, and because of that the
combat command function was weakened, and the joint operations
structure was not complete enough. Faced with the new challenges
of the revolution in military affairs, the shortcomings of joint
command and joint operations were worsened further. The lack
of smoothness in the joint operations command structure also
constrained the building of joint training and joint support struc-
tures. That contradiction became the most significant structural

impediment to our armed forces’ ability to fight [win] battles."

While the precise command and control relationship between conven-
tional missile forces at the brigade echelon and the theaters in which they
are based is unclear, like other conventional forces they will be available to
support any of the five theaters through theater joint operations command
centers if needed. Nuclear forces, on the other hand, are different. One
Global Times article notes that “According to tradition, nuclear weapons
are instruments of the utmost importance to the nation. In all countries,
they are controlled by the highest authority and cannot be assigned to
the theater commands.”® Logically, though, if theater commanders and
their staffs have responsibility for planning for their strategic direction,
then conventional missile forces will almost certainly be part of planning
considerations not only in the theaters in which they are based but also in
supporting other theaters.” Beijing fielded these operational forces based
on perceived wartime needs, and those needs have not changed under the
reforms. These forces would be under the command and control of those
theater commanders in wartime, but able to support other theaters as
well. Assigning the theater commander responsibility for an operational

direction and large-scale training of the joint force for that contingency
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are strong arguments for wartime command and control of conventional

forces for strike missions in that theater.

Increased Readiness

Third, a primary aim of the introduction of TCs is to increase the readiness
of the PLA. Indeed, Xi Jinping has been emphatic about the PLA concentrat-
ing on combat readiness.”> Modern PLA military texts stress that limited,
localized wars are far likelier than the all-out wars (and the concomitant long
warning times that accompany these conflicts) anticipated during the Cold
War period. For instance, of the four likeliest future wars that China will
have to fight that are listed in the 2013 Science of Military Strategy, three are
essentially localized wars. One is a relatively large-scale, high-intensity con-
flict with Taiwan. Another is a medium- to small-scale, mid- to low-intensity
war against bordering countries. The last is a small-scale, low-intensity war
to counter terrorist activities, maintain stability, and maintain sovereignty.?
Rather than create temporary joint headquarters, Chinese planners argue
that it makes more sense to have TCs already established for each strategic
direction so that China will have planned and be prepared for its most likely
contingencies. Such a system is envisioned to “allow for the rapid shift from
a peacetime to wartime stance . .. [and] greatly improve the nation’s ability
to respond to crises and protect national security.”*

The new command mechanisms to promote both jointness and readi-
ness include new standing joint command entities known as Joint Operations
Command Centers, which exist at two levels. At the national level, there is
the CMC Joint Operations Command Center, of which Xi is commander in
chief. Each TC also has its own Joint Operations Command Center.”> How
these centers will work in practice, or who will serve in specific leadership
positions beyond the identified theater commanders and deputies, is not
currently known. For example, will theater joint commanders still exercise
command and control through operations groups, or will those entities now
be subsumed at the theater level? What seems certain is that, in the short term,

these command positions will continue to be dominated by army officers as
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the PLA works through the process of promoting more officers from other

services into staff and leadership positions at the theater level.

Greater Coherency Externally

Fourth, a further consequence of establishing theaters with operational
control of forces within their assigned geographic regions is to provide
greater coherency to China’s military policy vis-a-vis external actors. As
the example of the Sino-Vietnamese War demonstrates, the old system had
more than one MR for each strategic direction. In the event of a conflict,
the ad hoc “front” approach meant that coordination had to take place
across MR boundaries, thereby complicating planning, mobilization, and
communications at precisely the wrong time. As Yang Yujun, spokesman
for the Ministry of National Defense, stated, the “TC will serve as the sole
supreme joint operational command organ for its strategic direction.”*
How the new TC system attempts to accomplish this goal is discussed in
the following section.

Finally, it may also be worth noting the role that outside sources of inspi-
ration have played. Several commentary pieces have compared China’s theater
commands to Russia’s joint strategic commands (military districts) and U.S.
unified combatant commands.?” The shift to TCs, in that sense, suggests a
desire to demonstrate that the PLA aspires to be a peer of the Russian and U.S.
militaries in terms of how it plans and prepares for conflict. The ultimate goal
of this, as China’s civilian and military leadership has stressed repeatedly, is

to make the PLA capable of fighting and winning wars.?

Theater Command Responsibilities

Each of the new TCs has its own defined set of roles and is responsible
for a particular strategic direction. In general, each TC has under its
command ground and air forces, and some capacity to either call for
fires or have some command authority over conventional missile units
based in the TC (see table). The three coastal TCs (Northern, Eastern,

and Southern) also have an assigned naval fleet, while the Central TC
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most likely includes some lower echelon naval elements not subordinate
to one of China’s three fleets. Of course, various support and nuclear
missile units are based in each theater, but their chain of command is
not under question: The consensus among analysts is that they remain
directly under the command of the CMC and would support any of the

theaters or directions at CMC discretion.

Table. Order of Battle for Theater Commands

Theater Group | Fleet Air Assets Rocket Force Base

Command | Armies (Brigades)/Unit

Eastern 71, EatSea | 10" Bomber Division; 40™, 41%, 61 Base (807, 811, 815,
727, Fleet and 42" fighter brigades; 26™ 817,819, 820 brigades),
731 Special Mission Division; 831 96180 Unit

Attack Brigade; Fuzhou Base;
Shanghai Base

Southern 74t Sout™Sea | 4t 5t Bt 25M 26t 27t 520d, 61 Base (818 brigade),
75" Fleet b4t 9gth, 98, a 99 fighter 96166 Unit; 62 Base
brigades; 8" Bomber Division; (802,808, 821,825
13" Transport Division; brigades), 96212 Unit;
20t Special Mission Division; 63 Base (803, 805, 814,
Kunming Base; Nanning Base 824, 826 brigades)

Western 76", N/A 16" Fighter Brigade; 36" Bomber | 64 Base (809, 812, 823
770 Division; 4" Transport Division; | brigades)

Lanzhou Base; Urumgi Base;
Xi‘an Flying Academy

Northern | 78™, North 15, 31%t, 32" attack brigades; 65 Base (810, 816, 822
79, Sea Fleet | 34", 35, 36", 61%, a" 63rd brigades)

8ot fighter brigades; 16" Special Mis-
sion Division; Dalian Base; Jinan
Base; Harbin Flying Academy

Central 81¢, N/A 191, 55N, 56,70, 71, and 72" | 65 Base (806 Brigade);
82m, fighter brigades; 43" and 44 66 Base (801, 804, 813,
831 fighter/attack brigades; Datong | 827 brigades)
Base; Wuhan Base; Shijiazhuang
Flying Academy

Sources: For ground and naval assets, The Military Balance 2018 (London: International Institute for
Strategic Studies, 2018); for air assets, The Military Balance 2018, and Lawrence Trevethan, “Briga-
dization” of the PLA Air Force (Montgomery, AL: China Aerospace Studies Institute, 2018); for Rocket
Force brigades and bases, Directory of PRC Military Personalities (\Washington, DC: Defense Intelligence
Agency, 2018), and various Chinese and English media reports.
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Another important facet of the military reforms is the establishment
of separate service headquarters for PLA Army units within each of the
five theaters, thereby creating an equivalency between all services in the
new theater construct. These perform the same function as TC air forces
and TC navy forces—operational and administrative oversight of oper-
ational units, in this case group armies. More than that, the TC service
headquarters will likely play an important role in ensuring that units meet
training requirements, in line with the new division of labor within the
PLA—with the CMC exercising overall control, the theater commands
responsible for operations, and the services responsible for force-building.
These would include both service-specific and joint requirements. As one
commentator noted, Xi Jinping in his report at the 19" Party Congress
stressed the need to build a modern operational system with Chinese
characteristics. For the services to “implement and carry out the spirit of
the commander’s speech, they must not only do a good job of building
their own weapons/armaments and operations systems, [but] they must
also improve their consciousness of the overall situation, their joint think-
ing, and do a good job of resolving the problem of integrating theater

services command into the theater joint operational command system.”*

Eastern Theater Command

Headquartered in Nanjing, the Eastern TC area of jurisdiction is exactly
identical to that of the former Nanjing MR. It has responsibility for
Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Fujian, and Jiangxi and initially had
command of all of the Nanjing MR’s group armies—the 12, 1%, and 31+.%
In late April 2017, the PLA ground force underwent another reform that
saw the number of group armies reduced from 18 to 13 in addition to being
renumbered from 71 through 83.* The 12, 1%, and 31 Group Armies
were redesignated as the 71%, 72", and 73" Group Armies, respectively.”
For the maritime dimension, the Eastern TC has responsibility for the East
China Sea and Taiwan. The East Sea Fleet has been assigned to the Eastern

TC, with the fleet commander simultaneously serving as deputy theater
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commander and commander of the Eastern TC naval forces, which were
initally referred to as the East Sea Fleet and then referred to as the Eastern
TC Navy as of February 2018.*

Because the Eastern TC includes the same provinces as the former Nan-
jing MR, it should theoretically also have retained its air assets. According to
the 2018 edition of the Military Balance, the Eastern TC’s air assets currently
include the 10" Bomber Division, 14" and 32" Fighter Divisions, 26" Special
Mission Division, 28" Attack Division, Fuzhou Base, and Shanghai Base.**
(AIIPLA Air Force fighter divisions and attack divisions have now been con-
verted into brigades. The table shows the new brigade designations for each
TC.). Finally, the Rocket Force’s 52 Base, now known as the 61 Base and head-
quartered at Huangshan in Anhui, is based in the Eastern TC as well.*® While
command and control of PLA Rocket Force nuclear units will remain held at
the CMC level, 61 Base’s subordinate conventional missile units will no doubt
feature prominently in Eastern TC planning. Much of China’s conventional
missile firepower is also based within the Eastern TC, as it was fielded there
to support Taiwan contingency operations. As mentioned previously, these

highly maneuverable assets would be allocated to any TC at CMC direction.*

Southern Theater Command
The Southern TC is headquartered in Guangzhou and was created by
combining parts of the Guangzhou and Chengdu MRs. From the for-
mer, it received the provinces of Hunan, Guangdong (and by extension,
the Hong Kong and Macau Special Administrative Regions), Guangxi,
and Hainan, as well as the 41% and 42" Group Armies. From the latter,
it received the provinces of Yunnan and Guizhou and the 14" Group
Army.*” Following the changes to the group armies in April 2017, the 14™®
Group Army was eliminated, while the 41* and 42" were renumbered as
the 74" and 75", respectively.*®

The South Sea Fleet has additionally been assigned to the Southern TC,
serving as its naval force component.* According to Liang Fang, professor

at China’s National Defense University, the Southern TC has responsibility
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for the South China Sea.*” Perhaps mirroring the importance of the South
China Sea in its planning, in early 2017 the Southern TC became the first
to be led by a PLA Navy officer when Admiral Yuan Yubai was named
commander, replacing PLA Army General Wang Jiaocheng.” While this
may be a primary planning task for the theater, operational units of the
former Guangzhou MR also had responsibility for Taiwan contingencies
and participated in high-profile exercises on the Taiwan Strait. The South-
ern TC may have at least partially inherited this responsibility. It may no
longer lead planning and preparation for conflict with Taiwan, but it will
still have to support the Eastern TC. Southern theater commanders will
therefore have to ensure that it schedules and accomplishes rigorous joint
training for a variety of contingencies, some of which it may not command.
Moreover, the theater has added border regions with Laos and Myanmar.
While the combat tasks and campaigns are the same, planning for border
conflicts in terms of intelligence preparation, terrain analyses, and logistics
is presumably more complex when planning for multiple opponents.

In terms of air assets, the 2018 Military Balance notes the Southern
TC as having the 27, 9, and 18" Fighter Divisions; 8" Bomber Division;
13" Transport Division; 20" Special Mission Division; Kunming Base; and

Nanning Base.*?

Western Theater Command

In terms of geographic extent, the Western TC is the largest of the five new
theaters. It is headquartered in Chengdu and has responsibility for most of
the provinces under the Chengdu and Lanzhou MRs. From the former, it
received Sichuan, Tibet, Chongging, and the 13" Group Army. From the
latter, it received Gansu, Ningxia, Qinghai, and Xinjiang, as well as the 21+
and 47" Group Armies.”® Later on, the 47" Group Army was eliminated,
while the 21* and 13" Group Armies were respectively renumbered as the
76" and 77" Group Armies.* Initial reporting from Global Person argues
that this TC is in an especially strategically sensitive position because

it borders multiple countries in Central Asia and India.* This range of
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border issues suggests that counterterrorism will also be prominent in
mission planning.

While it lacks subordinate naval forces, from a planning perspective,
the Western TC staff is responsible for a potential conflict with India, which
could certainly include a maritime dimension requiring PLA Navy involve-
ment. As a result, naval forces likely would be operationally controlled
by the Western TC command but overseen by a naval command element
deployed to the area to command an operations group in a large-scale
conflict with India. It is unclear if the units subordinate to the Central TC
are assigned some responsibility for an India contingency, as some Central
TC ground units no doubt are. With the planning contingencies relative to
India ranging from a quick border crisis to a full-scale conflict between two
nuclear powers, the theater planners will have to coordinate closely with
navy counterparts based in multiple theaters, as well as working through
service lines of authority to complete their diverse tasks.

For air assets, the 2018 Military Balance notes that the Western TC
has the 4" Transport Division, 6™ and 33" Fighter Divisions, 36" Bomber

Division, Lanzhou Base, Urumgqi Base, and Xi’an Flying Academy.*s

Northern Theater Command
The Northern TC is headquartered in Shenyang and has jurisdiction over all
three provinces formerly under the Shenyang MR opposite the Korean Pen-
insula—TJilin, Heilongjiang, and Liaoning. It is further responsible for Inner
Mongolia, formerly under the Beijing MR.* It has under its command all
three group armies from the former Shenyang MR—the 16, 39, and 40—
as well as the 26 Group Army from the former Jinan MR* The Northern TC
further has jurisdiction over Shandong, which was also formerly under the
Jinan MR. Following the most recent reform to the PLA Ground Force, the
40" Group Army was eliminated, while the 16™, 39, and 26" Group Armies,
respectively, became the 78", 79", and 80" Group Armies.*

In terms of other component services under this command, there was

some initial speculation that the North Sea Fleet would be placed under
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the Central TC,* but this was clarified in March 2016 when Rear Admiral
Yuan Yubai, then-commander of the North Sea Fleet, was appointed to
the additional positions of deputy commander of the Northern TC and
commander of the Northern T'C naval forces.” Inclusion in the Northern
TC makes more sense from a planning perspective, as this theater is respon-
sible for conflict on the Korean Peninsula, which could require heavy navy
participation in both the air and maritime domains.

According to the 2018 Military Balance, the Northern TC has the 5*
and 11" Attack Divisions, 12" and 21* Fighter Divisions, 16™ Special Mis-

sion Division, Dalian Base, and Jinan Base.>

Central Theater Command

Chinese military experts describe the Central TC as being an innovation of
China’s system: Its unique position allows it to respond to crises on its own
while also being able to provide support to other theater commands. It sub-
sumed the former Jinan MR, which also served this role for the CMC.> As
a result, the Central TC provides the capital region with its own dedicated
military force, allowing it to respond to crises without having to rely on
troop transfers from other parts of the country. Defense of the capital is a
primary role; perhaps reflecting that defense of China’s leadership against
enemy air attack is a top consideration, the Central TC is now commanded
by PLA Air Force General Yi Xiaoguang.> It is headquartered in Beijing
and was created on the foundations of the Beijing and Jinan MRs. From the
former, units based in Hebei, Shanxi, Beijing, and Tianjin were presumably
reassigned, as well as the 27, 38", and 65 Group Armies. From the latter,
it received Henan-based units and the 20" and 54™ Group Armies.* It fur-
ther has jurisdiction over Shaanxi, formerly under the Lanzhou MR, and
Hubei, formerly under the Guangzhou MR .* This setup makes the Central
TC the most diverse of the new commands in terms of its origins as well
as the largest in terms of the number of group armies assigned to it. It also
added the distinction of being the first TC to have a group army relocate: the
27" Group Army reportedly moved its headquarters from Hebei to Shanxi
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Province by early January 2016 according to PLA press reporting.”” The
relocation likely accommodated the establishment of the TC army command
at Shijiazhuang,*® which was formerly the site of the 27" Group Army head-
quarters. Like their counterparts in the other TCs, the group armies in the
Central TC also underwent changes in late April 2017. Both the 20* and 27
Group Armies were eliminated, while the 65, 38, and 54 Group Armies,
respectively, became the 81, 82", and 83" Group Armies.”

According to Xinhua, the component services of the Central TC
include not only Ground Force but also navy, air force, and missile units.*
The Hong Kong-based Ming Pao newspaper noted that there are no mil-
itary ports within the Central TC, but there are a number of technical
stations and training bases for naval aviation. These include the “naval
aviation training base located at Qinhuangdao; its associated Shanhaiguan
airfield; the naval aviation academy at Changzhi, Shanxi; and at Jiyuan,
Henan, the fighter aircraft branch of the naval aviation academy.”' In
early August 2016, it was reported that a Ground Force air defense brigade
from the Central TC had conducted exercises with naval aviation units
around the Bohai area.®® In light of this, it appears that naval forces based
in the Central TC will not include surface vessels but encompass the other
service branches of the navy based in this geographic area. Until further
information is available, however, the exact nature of the naval component
of the Central TC remains a matter of speculation.

The 2018 Military Balance notes that the Central TC has the fol-
lowing air assets: the 7" and 19" Fighter Divisions, 15" Fighter/Attack
Division, 24" Fighter Division, Datong Base, Wuhan Base, and Shiji-
azhuang Flying Academy.*

Prospects for Success

Whether or not these reforms to the PLA succeed will depend greatly on the
ability of Chinese leaders to overcome a number of continuing challenges
in the medium to long term. This section identifies several remaining chal-

lenges for the new TC system, including training of command personnel,
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command and control, and potential service resistance in a still-army-
dominated military.

Phillip Saunders and Joel Wuthnow of the U.S. National Defense
University have dubbed the reforms as “Goldwater-Nichols with Chinese

characteristics,”®*

which seems an apt description that promises the same
opportunities and pitfalls for the PLA. Much of the promise for increased
jointness will not be realized for years—well past 2020, and probably more
realistically by about 2030.

In the near term, success will depend on the details of the practical,
day-to-day relationship between the services and theaters in training units
for new joint operational capabilities. To be most effective, theater-level
training departments will need to have a mechanism to provide input into
(or at least a way to express their requirements to) services responsible for
force development. Similarly, theater commanders need to have staffs and
mechanisms in place to express their capability requirements both up a
command chain to the CMC level and to the military services, which are
peer organizations at the same grade. This is not to suggest that the PLA
lacks the personnel to staff these organizations because it clearly does not.
However, these kinds of relationships are not the norm in the PLA and
represent a substantial cultural change in that new relationships among
theater and service staffs may be workable in theory but are untested, which
will lead to uncertainty and confusion.

In addition, TCs will likely also be advising on and overseeing professional
military education initiatives for senior officers steeped in their old systems,
as well as for more junior officers presumably less invested in old processes.
All of this precedes the complexities of joint training, which requires not only
designing new training approaches but also becoming more familiar with
existing service training plans in order to integrate them across service lines
among like and similar operational elements in ways the PLA has never done.

The changing dynamics of the command and control relationship
between theater commanders and theater-based operational forces will also

take some time to sort out. These dynamics are different from those that
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officers have experienced throughout their careers. The forces allocated to
each theater presumably meet some kind of basic planning factor for that
theater based on their historic missions and strategic directions under the MR
system, but the theater no longer has to be concerned with the administration
of subordinate forces. The separation of administrative responsibilities from
operational command and warfighting responsibilities may be sensible and
best for operations, but this division of labor will not be a matter of habit or
standard procedure for commanders for some time.

The continued dominance of ground commanders at the TC level is
also problematic. A jaundiced view of the reforms from a non-PLA Army
viewpoint would be that the names of the organizations have changed, but
the uniforms are predominantly still green at the TC level. As mentioned,
the five new army headquarters give the army, navy, and air force coun-
terpart commands at the operational echelon, presumably commanded by
officers of the same rank. The theater Joint Operations Command Centers’
staff is ostensibly the venue through which jointness among these services
will manifest itself for the time being. The elevation of navy Admiral Yuan
Yubai to Southern TC commander in January 2017 and the assignment of
air force General Yi Xiaoguang as Central TC commander in August 2017
also signal the CMC’s intent to break this ground dominance, especially

where it makes more operational sense to do so0.”

Conclusion

The decision to do away with the old military regions and replace them
with theater commands is a major step in a decades-long effort to create
an informationized joint force. By doing so, Chinese military leaders aim
to streamline responsibilities, strengthen jointness among the services,
increase PLA readiness, foster a more coherent external military policy, and,
ultimately, create a force that is capable of fighting and winning wars. The
attainment of such a goal may not be so simple as replacing one organizational
system with another, however. Chinese leaders have undertaken multiple

initiatives since 1999, when joint operations were officially instituted in PLA
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warfighting, to achieve this goal. These have ranged from developing new
command and control technologies to altering the curricula at PLA academic
institutions to exercises with foreign partners. Yet progress to date has been
slow. Multiple fundamental challenges remain, particularly those related to
prevailing mindsets within the PLA. Chinese leaders will have to address
these as well in order for their reforms to be truly effective.

This round of Chinese military reforms is continuing, as the renumber-
ing of group armies and Rocket Force bases attests. Areas for further research
begin with the most basic, foundational information: orders of battle for
each TC and service are now uncertain, as are unit designators. Evidence of
the evolving command relationships between TC commanders and service
chiefs, both in Beijing and at the TC level, also bears watching; it will prob-
ably become available via Chinese official and non-official media outlets.
The Chinese version of joint forces could well differ from Western concepts,
so researchers will be best served by gaining insights and evidence not only
indirectly but also through engagement with Chinese military officials.

As a point of reference, U.S. military efforts to achieve greater jointness
theoretically began immediately after World War II with the passage of the
National Security Act of 1947, which eliminated independent Cabinet-level
departments for each of the Services in favor of a single unified Department
of Defense. The subsequent Defense Reorganization Act of 1958 strengthened
the control and authority of the Secretary of Defense over the Services in part
by authorizing that each department be organized under its own secretary
who then reported to the Secretary of Defense; it also established “unified or
specified combatant commands” responsible to the President and Secretary
of Defense.®® Almost 30 years later came the Goldwater-Nichols Depart-
ment of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 which, among other measures,
“redesigned personnel incentives in order to prioritize ‘jointness’ among the
Services—a characteristic that the U.S. Department of Defense demonstrably
lacked prior to the reforms.”” Even by 2013, as former Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff Martin Dempsey noted as he advocated for globally integrated

operations, “efforts to create a fully joint force [were] not yet complete.”™® In
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2016, former Secretary of Defense Ash Carter stressed what he saw as the
need for updates to Goldwater-Nichols that would, among other measures,
redefine “joint duty assignment” to include operational functions beyond
“just” planning and command and control.*®

Goldwater-Nichols with Chinese characteristics sounds like a much
lower bar than what the U.S. military has achieved over the years, but
it certainly hinges on achieving substantial progress on planning and
command and control if the PLA is to make headway on truly joint capa-
bilities. Chinese leadership has taken decisive steps toward the future with
its organizational reforms; it is now up to PLA officers at the theater level
and throughout the services to execute these reforms. It will be a long time

before we know the outcome.
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CHAPTER 7

HANDLING LOGISTICS
IN AREFORMED PLA

The Long March Toward Joint Logistics

By LeighAnn Luce and Erin Richter

his chapter introduces People’s Liberation Army (PLA) logistics

modernization as an outgrowth of demands to ready the PLA for

joint operations and high-tech warfare while satisfying domes-
tic economic and political objectives for civil-military fusion. To forecast
future reforms and their impact, we examine the three interrelated logis-
tics requirements that Chinese sources have identified as requisite for the
implementation of a joint logistics system: centralized command, advanced
information systems, and civil-military fusion [junmin ronghe, ZIRFE],
also known as civil-military integration. We highlight constraints on PLA
logistics transformation, including ingrained corruption and weak over-
sight mechanisms for the military and political elite, which will continue to
degrade logistics efficiency and overall combat readiness.

The research underlying this chapter relies on a range of Chinese
language sources. Published speeches, interviews, and editorials pro-
vided Chinese Community Party (CCP) and PLA leadership judgments
regarding future requirements for military logistics. Official Chinese
news media provided official statements relating to organizational reform.

Finally, civilian and military academic and industry publications provided
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additional insights into the strategy and logic behind reform objectives,
specific examples and assessments of operational capabilities, and sugges-
tions for future developments. This chapter also benefits from and builds
on prior expert assessments by Susan Puska and Dennis Blasko, as well as
James Mulvenon’s research on corruption within the PLA.!

The PLA’s long-term goal of logistics reform is a precision logistics
system that enables comprehensive, timely, and accurate logistics support to
PLA joint operations. Implementing a joint logistics system is the primary
means of achieving this goal. The PLA defines joint logistics as a system
that “unifies the organization of the services to implement basic logistics
work; avoids duplicate staffing, organizations, and facilities; and rationally
distributes workforce, material, and financial resources to support joint
operations and joint activities.”? Alternatively and more colloquially, the
system provides logistics support at the right time, at the right place, in
the required amount.? This reform does not mean to eliminate specialized
logistics support from the services, but rather seeks to consolidate general
logistic support and achieve efficiencies wherever possible. According to

PLA authors, an ideal joint logistics support system:

m provides precision logistics support for high-tempo, dynamic joint
combat operations

m achieves strategic unity of effort by implementing an integrated joint
logistics command system that is itself fully integrated with a strategic
joint operations command system

m leverages the full potential of China’s comprehensive national power
through civil-military fusion to maximize combat power, ensure peace-

time efficiencies, and maintain a constant state of combat readiness.*

Inspired by the U.S. Joint Vision 2020, the PLA has directed logistics
modernization and civil-military fusion initiatives over the last two decades
toward the development of a joint logistics system.’ While many proce-
dural, organizational, infrastructure, and equipment changes have been

implemented, some changes necessary to unify and centralize logistics
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command remain incomplete. Consolidating and centralizing logistics
command require more than just organizational reforms; it also requires
the integration of logistics information systems to provide logisticians
with timely and accurate information on the location, movement, status,
and identity of units, personnel, equipment, material, and supplies.® For
the PLA, this requirement also extends to civilian resources and demands
standardized catalogs of available resources and associated attributes,
regulations for military procurement, joint equipment development, and
knowledge transfer. All of these objectives are enabled through integrated
information systems.”

At the Third Plenum of the 18" Party Congress in November 2013, the
CCP formally announced a series of significant military reforms intended
to ensure that the PLA can fight and win high-tech modern wars. These
reforms, to be implemented by 2020, alter the PLA’s logistics command,
infrastructure, and civil support systems to better support and sustain
combat operations. In March 2016, the PLA renamed the General Logistics
Department (GLD) as the Central Military Commission (CMC) Logistics
Support Department (LSD), but delayed the execution of additional reform
measures pending the September 13, 2016, establishment of the Joint Logis-
tics Support Force (JLSF) [junwei lianhe houqin baozhang budui, 25k
BB RFEHPL].® The reason for this delay is unclear, but the broader
restructuring of the PLA headquarters and military regions (MRs) to CMC
and joint theater commands (TCs) may have been a necessary precursor.

With the establishment of the JLSF, PLA leaders separated logis-
tics management responsibilities (resource management and regulatory
activities) from combat service support (sustainment activities). Logistics
management is now to be carried out by the CMC LSD, and combat ser-
vice support is to be carried out by the JLSE. This move parallels wider
PLA reform efforts to separate warfighting from force management. This
change reduces the responsibilities of LSD offices, purportedly enabling
the LSD to concentrate on resource management, training, infrastructure

construction, and procedural oversight. (This reduction in responsibilities

259



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

may explain why the current director of the CMC LSD, Song Puxuan, no
longer has an ex officio seat on the Central Military Commission.) A more
focused LSD will theoretically result in a greater standardization of logistics
management and support procedures across the force, more efficient use of
financial and materiel resources, streamlining of bureaucratic processes,
and an overall decrease in corrupt practices by logistics professionals.
Meanwhile, the JLSF is free to focus on planning and executing integrated
joint logistics support for strategic and campaign operations.

These structural reforms create opportunities for greater centralization
of command and control that allow the PLA to more effectively capitalize
on two decades of information technology (IT), transportation, and facility
improvements; maturing combat service support doctrine and training;
and civil-military fusion that collectively improve PLA capabilities to

manage and execute precision logistics support.

A New Logistics System for a New PLA

The CCP and PLA vision for future combat capabilities requires a mod-
ernized, centralized, efficient logistics system, but in many ways, the PLA
military logistics support system has persisted as a relic from the Chinese
civil war. Logistics organizations resisted numerous previous efforts to
reform the system to more effectively support joint logistics. This section
first reviews early attempts at and thinking on joint logistic reform. It then
examines advances in three areas that appear necessary to meet national
defense and economic logistics expectations: unification and centralization
of command, IT integration (or informationization), and civil-military
fusion. It then examines corruption within PLA logistics organizations as

an obstacle to logistics reform.

Early Attempts at Reform
Joint logistics was first raised by Zhou Enlai in a 1952 report to the Joint
Military Affairs Commission. Over the next four decades, the PLA unsuc-

cessfully experimented with various methods of implementing joint
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logistics. PLA analysts attribute these failures to external events that made
structural reform of the PLA’s logistics system impossible. These include
the Cultural Revolution, the death of Lin Biao in 1971, and PLA force
reductions in the 1980s.°

In the 1990s, Jiang Zemin, as CMC chairman, directed the PLA to
research and draft a series of military reforms. Drivers for the reforms
included PLA logistics failures in the 1979 Sino-Vietnam war, observations
of U.S. military operations in the Balkans and Persian Gulf, the PLAs infe-
rior military capabilities revealed in the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait crisis, and
a general lack of combat readiness. In December 1998, the CMC enacted
a series of military reforms intended to transform the PLA into a modern
and professional joint operations force. These were subsequently outlined
in the January 24, 1999, PLA Joint Combat Program. Nested in the program
was a 10-year PLA logistics support system reform plan that emphasized
implementation of a joint logistics system, socialization of support func-
tions, modernization of logistics equipment, and improvements to logistics
training and resource management.’

As a result of these reforms, the PLA logistics system now appears to
be capable of effectively supporting large-scale military campaigns along
internal lines of communication and has a nascent capability to sustain
external force projection operations."” However, in 2014, the PLA identified
several areas that required additional emphasis in order to advance PLA
joint warfighting capabilities. These included unifying logistic units from
all services under one command center and establishing mutual support
relationships among and between joint and service units. The PLA needed
additional improvements to logistics information systems in order to obtain
the data necessary to command joint operations. The PLA also needed to
diversify force projection capabilities to support operations both at home
and abroad. This diversification required enhancing intermodal transport
capabilities and developing new air and maritime transport platforms that
leveraged the potential of the civilian sector. Most importantly, the PLA

needed to reduce corruption within the logistics system to guarantee that
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the limited resources of the military are used to meet the actual needs of

armed forces building and combat readiness.”?

Unified and Centralized Logistics Command
Centralization of PLA logistics under one unified system has been an
objective of PLA leaders since the 1950s. In 1952, the separate supply
systems for the army, navy, and air force were unified under the lead-
ership of the General Rear Area Services Department (later named the
GLD).” On at least five separate occasions between 1965 and 1985, the
PLA experimented with more comprehensive implementations of joint
logistics command, but these were never fully executed.” This was likely
due to a lack of joint culture in the broader PLA, but an internal power
struggle may also have played a role."”” The PLA’s 1998 joint operations
reforms under Jiang Zemin were a necessary precursor to real joint logis-
tics command integration.'s

By 2002, Joint Logistics Departments (JLDs) were established under
each MR. The JLDs unified most transportation, medical, and material sup-
port; infrastructure construction; equipment procurement; and financial
management functions under one headquarters. This allowed the PLA to
eliminate many redundant structures previously maintained by the navy,
air force, and Second Artillery Force; these services retained control of
their specialized facilities and units."” By 2005, eight division-level logistics
organizations, 94 rear depots, 47 hospitals, and nearly 2,000 other support
organizations were eliminated, and a professional civilian cadre system was
instituted to further reduce active-duty military manpower requirements.
The cuts enabled the PLA to reduce its size by at least 135,000 troops.*®

In July 2004, the GLD initiated a joint logistics pilot test in the Jinan
MR, combining MR joint logistics and service logistics organization under
the newly named Jinan War Zone JLD."” The War Zone JLD brought
together logistics officers from the MR JLD, and MR army, navy;, air force,
and Second Artillery commands to jointly plan and direct logistics support

for all PLA units operating in the MR. After the conclusion of the pilot in
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July 2006, GLD evaluations concluded that a fully integrated joint logistics
system improves the speed and efficiency of logistics support by centrally
managing logistics command and control at the theater/war zone level, con-
solidating logistics facilities and organizations, and reducing the amount
of combat service support capabilities required to support joint operations
by creating joint task-organized logistics support formations.?

However, the test identified some barriers that prevented implementa-
tion of the integrated joint logistics support system across the PLA. While
the new system enabled centrally managed logistics planning and direction
at the theater/war zone level, IT deficiencies undermined the JLD’s ability to
maintain visibility over logistics assets. The JLD was unable to direct the dis-
tribution of materials and service in time to support operational demands.”
Established logistics standards, regulations, policies, and procedures did not
adequately support the effective execution of joint logistics operations. A
period of comprehensive research and development was necessary to make
adjustments that fully integrated the requirements of the navy, air force, and
Second Artillery. Also, CMC leaders concluded that PLA-wide structural
reforms would be required to effectively centralize logistics command. Pre-
sumably, this included the transition from MRs to TCs.

In December 2007, the CMC promulgated “An Outline on Comprehen-
sively Building Modern Logistics,” which directed logistics modernization
tasks required to fully transition the joint logistics system by 2020. From
2007 onward, the Jinan MR continued to operate an integrated joint logis-
tics system at the MR level. This provided unified direction for service and
general logistics support activities in order to identify what command, com-
munications, procedural, and operational changes would be necessary for
PLA-wide implementation.”® The MR would also continue to experiment
with organizing joint logistics support for deployed combat formations.
This involved task-organizing joint and service logistics units and fostering
mutual support relationships between services.*

Between 2009 and 2015, with the exception of Jinan, the MRs contin-

ued to operate separate logistics systems for shared and service-specific
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requirements. However, they also experimented with centralized theater
logistics command structures to inform planning for future PLA-wide
structural reforms. MR exercises emphasized the use of integrated logistics
command systems to direct logistics operations, and ad hoc joint logistics
commands were integrated into maturing joint operations command
structures for increasingly sophisticated campaign-level exercises.”” PLA
informationization, or IT integration, projects used these exercises to refine

systems to horizontally and vertically link all logistics activities.

Informationized Logistics

PRC experts on informationization recognize that the ability to aggregate,
process, and access large quantities of data, in near real-time, is an abso-
lute requirement to conduct precision logistics. Moreover, examination of
PLA logistics information system research suggests that the foundational
technological requirements necessary for centralized joint logistics were not
met as of 2012. This suggests that there were significant technical barriers
to creating a centralized, joint logistics command organization.*

Despite the high degree of abstraction that this term has consistently
carried in PLA theoretical discussions, at its core, informationization (xinx-
ihua, {554t) emphasizes the integration of information technology and
other science and technology developments. As former Deputy Director of
the All-Military Informationization Work Office Hou Xigui expounds in
the 2002 publication Military Informationization Construction Research,
the “application of information technology to logistics support promises to
achieve more accurate and more intense logistics support. When informa-
tion, logistics, and transportation are brought together, it fundamentally
changes the traditional delivery support mode, achieving more accurate,
precise, and intense support.””” This publication also depicts the logistics
support system as one essential IT component together with combined
armed forces; each service’s operations platforms; communication systems;
and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance systems as components

of information technology. According to the author, these collectively form
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an integrated command platform that will provide a breakthrough in the
capabilities of the battlefield command and control system.?

PLA researchers recognize that the PLA’s desired logistics system
involves a large number of technical challenges. Two experts on logistics
informationization and information aggregation at the PLA Logistics

Command University raised a tentative list of technology requirements:*

m unified military logistics standards, required to achieve logistics sys-
tem interconnectivity and interoperability

m military logistics sensing and collection equipment, such as the com-
prehensive application of radio frequency identification (RFID), GPS,
and other Internet of Things sensing and identification technology
that allows for real-time, dynamic visualization and control

m construction of a ubiquitous information transmission network, using
an All-Military Joint Communication Network, Military Compre-
hensive Information Network, and other network resources to form a
Military Logistics Information Transmission Backbone Network

m arobust information management platform, to enable data storage,
efficient processing, rapid retrieval, with intelligent processing to
prevent abuse

m development of comprehensive enterprise applications.

This list lays out the technical milestones for the PLA to achieve visual-
ized, precise, intelligent, coordinated logistics support. Over the last decade,
the PLA has concentrated on making improvements in several areas, includ-
ing inventory visibility and management; standardization, which would
enhance networking of logistics information; tracking of materiel and equip-
ment throughout the distribution process; and information management.*’
Warehouse and transportation management information systems, RFID
and GPS, and camera and aerospace surveillance systems have all been
sporadically integrated and networked to military logistics command cen-
ters. Standardized logistics funding and material management platforms
and a suite of online procurement systems have been launched to integrate

logistics managers with commercial suppliers for materiel procurement and
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distribution.** PLA logisticians continue to modify sustainment planning
factors that are used to drive logistics information systems based on exercise
consumption and the characteristics of newly fielded equipment.* In 2013,
the PLA created the All-Military Logistics Information Center in Beijing to
integrate logistics system standards to provide a framework for the large-scale
integration of logistics information systems.**

Informationization programs show that the PRC has prioritized a
development path that will enable military logistics organizations to coor-
dinate and integrate information sources from outside civilian entities
with military information systems. One recent example is the new Forces
Medical Cloud, which leverages cloud technology to implement horizontal
and vertical integration between information systems between military
medical organizations and related Civilian Information Systems, such as
between military hospitals and China’s center for disease control. Accord-
ing to a 2014 presentation by Han Wei, one of China’s leading experts on
military medical information systems, this system design leverages cloud
computing-based technology, Software as a Service, Infrastructure as a
Service, and Platform as a Service to create a managed, scalable foundation
to develop big data information-sharing capabilities.”

The Forces Medical Cloud project appeared to progress rapidly and cre-
ated network linkages between civilian and military organizations over a wide
geographic area, a requirement for centralized logistics. Specifically, the design
specifications show that the information services were available via mobile and
fixed-line networks, including three presumably military networks, a military
3G mobile network, local area networks, as well as a medical telework network
interface, allowing for information-sharing and coordination. The project
progressed from the research and planning phase in January 2013 through
intermediate phases to arrive at the application expansion phase in September
2014. Moreover, the project was expected to reach the final summary phase by
January 2015. Thus, in 2 years, Han Wei argues that the cloud-based model
provided significant improvements to the information platform that would

allow cost-efficient, scalable information systems infrastructure.®
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The Forces Medical Cloud project also highlights systemic weaknesses
within the PLA’s previous IT development programs, which suffered from
alack of leadership and foresight and resulted in the creation of inefficient,
cumbersome IT systems that could not easily evolve or scale. In its early
years of development, the Forces Medical Cloud suffered from technical
impediments to the integration and centralization of data and was not
reasonably operational until 2015. According to Han Wei, developers faced

five major situational challenges:

m numerous organizations were involved and were widely distributed
m numerous systems were involved and were not easy to use

m it was difficult to extend and difficult to maintain

there was insufficient funding and insufficient technology

m the system was fixed, not mobile.

Furthermore, he described the pre-cloud computing development environ-
ment as characterized by stovepipe style applications that required intensive
investments and that were difficult to manage. Notably, several of the chal-
lenges faced by the developers, such as dealing with numerous, cumbersome
systems, insufficient funding and technology, as well as stovepiped develop-
ment models, demonstrate larger systemic failures in leadership and program
management. Other logistics information systems likely suffered from similar
early development setbacks but have similarly benefited from advances in

project development strategy and technology capabilities in recent years.

Civilian Military Fusion

A third focus for PLA joint logistics reform is civil-military fusion, also
known as civil-military integration (see the chapter by Lafferty in this volume
for more details). Civil-military fusion aims to leverage the full potential of a
state’s comprehensive national power to maximize combat capabilities, ensure
peacetime efficiencies, and guarantee a constant state of combat readiness.
Within China, it also emphasizes the fusion of economic development and

military modernization to support the country’s overall economic and social
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development. China’s goals are not only to leverage national resources in
order to support military requirements but also to promote economic growth
through advancements in military capabilities.”” One Chinese National
Defense University professor highlights the Beidou system as an example
that was developed for national defense, but when commercialized can yield
400-500 billion yuan (63-79 billion USD) in returns by 2020.%

As part of logistics reform, civil-military fusion seeks to separate from
the PLA those operations where civilian resources can be used as part of
a larger strategy to strengthen the national economic system and reduce
military operating costs. This involves outsourcing logistical support to the
civilian sector wherever operationally feasbile.* The target of this reform is
to “incorporate the development of military logistical services into the state
economic and social development system and embed military production
in the civilian sector.” % Between 2000 and 2007, more than 5,200 admin-
istrative, subsistence, medical, and construction services were outsourced
to the civilian sector. Subsequently, troops deployed in China for exercises
and contingency operations have received some level of civilian support
through support-the-front offices or mobilized militia units.*

The PLA is also working to leverage the capabilities of the civilian sec-
tor to support a variety of logistics operations. Many of China’s maturing
logistics information systems utilize commercial technologies already widely
employed by international civilian and military logistics systems.** In addi-
tion, Chinese regulations and laws issued between 2003 and 2016 facilitated
the PLA’s ability to use transportation capacity from the civilian sector and
encouraged civil transportation construction projects, both infrastructure
and equipment, to take military support requirements into consideration.*’
These projects have improved PLA strategic mobility along internal lines of
communication through improved infrastructure and transport equipment,
neither of which must be regularly maintained by the military.**In addition,
the construction of dual-use air and maritime platforms and infrastructure,
usually retained in the civil sector, has allowed the PLA to make modest

improvements in its ability to support external force projection operations.**
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China’s 2015 defense white paper, China’s Military Strategy, also
emphasizes the importance of civil-military fusion. The document notes
that through 2020, the PLA will continue to focus on “developing uniform
military and civilian standards for infrastructure, key technological areas,
and major industries, exploring methods for training military personnel in
civilian educational institutions, developing weaponry and equipment by
national defense industries, and outsourcing logistics support to civilian
support systems.™® The paper also calls on the PLA to enhance force pro-
jection capabilities and support overseas operations. The PLA will likely

rely heavily on mobilized or contracted civilian support resources to do so.

Corruption as an Enduring Constraint

As the PLA’s logistic system has developed in the modern era, fiscal cor-
ruption and links to the private sector have distracted from its mission.
This section addresses increased corruption within logistics as an out-
growth of CCP policies in the 1980s and 1990s, which was compounded as
logistics organizations operated in an environment that lacked transpar-
ency and independent oversight. After characterizing the environment,
it examines the impact of corruption in undermining logistics system
reform efforts.

Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms in the 1980s helped cultivate an
environment for corruption in the PLA that persisted to the 2010s, as
they encouraged the PLA to participate in commercial activities while not
incentivizing proper behavior or providing adequate internal or external
oversight mechanisms.*” According to late 1990 estimates, there were over
15,000 PLA-run companies at one point, generating billions of yuan each
year.* However, the military’s activities were shrouded and rarely discussed
publicly, although corruption was considered a serious issue.* In July 1998,
Jiang Zemin declared that the PLA would divest itself from all commercial
activity, a pronouncement reiterated in his plans for PLA modernization.*
Asaresult, the GLD rapidly shed many of its corporate investments, hand-

ing over factories and other commercial businesses to the civilian sector,
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and dissolved GLD organizations responsible for managing much of the
PLA’s commercial enterprise and factory system.*

However, while many businesses were formally removed from military
control, in practice many remained under the control of relatives or close
associates of active-duty officers.”> CMC directives to outsource allowed
senior PLA officials to direct contracts for services to these companies,
enhancing their profits or to individuals with whom they desired to curry
favor. Graft was rampant.” According to the Global Times, as of May 2016,
the PLA remained active in commercial businesses in sectors such as tele-
communications, personnel training, logistics, technology, and health care.*
Furthermore, PLA regulations allowed the compensatory transfer of land
use rights (with GLD approval) and for units to form partnerships with local
governments and build real estate projects together on PLA-owned land.”

This set of semi-legal and outright illegal involvements of PLA officials
in commercial ventures hobbled PLA logistics reforms in particular because
senior GLD leaders responsible for implementing reforms had a great deal
to lose in the process. GLD officials managed most of the PLA’s land and
facilities, oversaw its construction and procurement contracts, managed its
material and much of its equipment, approved budgets, and accounted for
and disbursed its funding.*® The GLD also managed the PLA audit system
and was responsible for ensuring the fiscal discipline of senior PLA officials,
until the CMC transferred the audit system to its direct control in 2014.”

Anti-corruption measures have been in full swing since January 2012
when then-GLD Deputy Director Liu Yuan declared war on the estab-
lishment, promising to fight corruption to the end. President Xi Jinping
soon championed this fight.’® According to press reports, at least 17 dep-
uty-corps level or higher logistics officials were charged with corruption
as of September 2016, and many others, including former GLD Director
Liao Xilong, are rumored to be under investigation.” However, these are
just the tip of the iceberg of structural, endemic corruption within the PLA
and especially within its logistic system. The elevation of the director of

the CMC Discipline Inspection Commission to CMC member status in
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October 2017 is an indicator of the continuing extent of the corruption
problem and of Xi’s determination to try to address it.

Examining the efficacy of future PLA logistics reforms will require
consideration of the extent to which Xi has successfully curbed corruption.
Emphasis on civil-military fusion will compound this challenge, as military
and civilian logisticians must operate in the same ecosystem. One problem
is that China’s civilian logistics industry appears to also function in an
opaque environment that makes identifying corruption difficult.®® FTI
Consulting’s Asia branch has observed some standard practices within the
logistics industry that create risk and waste resources: bribery of staff, unau-
thorized subcontracting to third parties, collusion between suppliers in the
bidding process, and undisclosed conflicts of interest between purchasing
or management staff. Overall, the industry appears to lack transparency
and legislative control, especially when examining the supply chain beyond
first-tier suppliers. Reforms to the PLA logistics system are bound to fail
if there is not a similar holistic overhaul of business processes within the
civilian sector. That would be a particularly ambitious goal given China’s

demand for economic growth.

A “Reformed” PLA Logistics System

On February 1, 2016, the PLA announced the permanent transition to a
joint operations command system comprised of five theater commands
centrally directed by the CMC.*' By creating a unified command structure
at the strategic level, this decision set the conditions under which an inte-
grated joint logistics system could be established across the PLA.%

The September 13, 2016, inauguration of the JLSF marked the implemen-
tation of the PLA’s new logistics system. During its establishment ceremony;,
Xi Jinping identified the JLSF as the CMC’s main force for implementing joint
logistics support for strategic and campaign operations.® Identification of the
JLSF as subordinate to the CMC and not the LSD suggests that, in sync with
wider PLA organizational reforms, joint logistics support for PLA operations

will be separated from force management.
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The LSD appears to be continuing previous GLD responsibilities of
PLA-wide strategic logistics planning, material management and procure-
ment, facilities management, contracting, budget management and funds
disbursement, international military engagement, and overall administra-
tion of PLA hospitals and medical programs.** To strengthen PLA logistics
support as a whole, the LSD is pursuing improved mechanisms to draw
support from China’s commercial enterprises to support PLA logistics oper-
ations, develop technologies to enhance logistics planning and execution,
and improve logistics support equipment.®® In addition, the LSD appears
to be spearheading initiatives to standardize information technology for
logistics management across PLA services to improve data integration
required to support joint logistics execution.®

The JLSF now coordinates the execution of logistics support to theater
commands, assuming the responsibilities of previous GLD direct subordi-
nate units and MR JLDs. Its responsibilities include managing the storage
and distribution of material, fuel, ordnance, and directing transportation,
field medical, and subsistence support to PLA units assigned to theater
operations.” Despite its designation as CMC subordinate, it is possible that
the JLSF remains administratively organized under the LSD, but it is almost
certainly operationally subordinate to the CMC Joint Staff Department.

The JLSF is a force led by the army leader grade Wuhan Joint Logis-
tics Support Base (JLSB), which directs five joint logistics support centers
(JLSCs), each aligned to a theater command (see figure 1).°® Each of these
centers is a deputy army leader grade organization. Before the reforms, the
Wuhan JLSB was responsible for providing strategic material support to
the entire PLA. The base had some subordinate units that controlled equip-
ment, weapons, fuel, material, and munitions depots spread throughout
central China. In wartime, it was tasked with providing strategic logistics
support to war zones/theaters.*®® The base will likely continue in this role,
with an altered command structure.

The JLSF as a whole appears to operate separately from but in general

support of the theater commands in order to facilitate the movement of
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Figure 1. Organization of the Central Military Commission Joint Logistics

Support Force
‘ Central Military Commission ‘
Wouhan Joint Logistics
Support Base
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Logistics Logistics Logistics Joint Logistics| |Joint Logistics
Support Center| |Support Center| |Support Center| [Support Center| |Support Center

Source: Zhang Tao, ed., “Defense Ministry Holds News Conference on Joint Logistic Support System
Reform,” China Military Online, September 14, 2016, available at <http://english.chinamil.com.cn/
view/2016-09/14/content_7258622.htm>.

resources across theater boundaries as required. The JLSCs are subordinate
to the Wuhan JLSB but provide direct support to TC operations and general
support to all units garrisoned and/or operating within their designated
theater command. JLSCs also appear to have some authority in tasking
military districts (MDs) and service logistics units within their area to
provide support to units operating nearby, regardless of service affiliation.”

How JLSCs are tasked to support TC elements is unclear, as there is
no evidence of a logistics department or staff directly subordinate to the
TC headquarters after reform. Each TC army and air force headquarters
does have a subordinate logistics department.” It is possible TC subordi-
nate units or service components request support directly from the JLSC
without consulting the TC headquarters, indicating the logistics system
[xitong, 4] is distinct from the operational system, but this is unlikely
given the PLA’s overarching drive toward integrated joint operations. More
likely, there is a yet to be identified logistics coordinating entity within
the headquarters responsible for prioritizing the logistics requirements of
subordinate units based on overall operational needs (see figure 2).

JLSCs are new organizations. Rather than just renaming five MR
JLDs and transitioning their staffs to support the new theater commands,

the PLA created entirely new commands geographically separate from the
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Figure 2. JLSF May Act as a Supporting Command Separate from

CMC Joint Operations
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Source: Zhang Tao, ed., “Defense Ministry Holds News Conference on Joint Logistic Support System
Reform,” China Military Online, September 14, 2016, available at <http://english.chinamil.com.cn/

TC headquarters.”> The JLSCs were probably redesignated and elevated to

deputy army leader grade organizations from five of the PLA’s previous 26

division leader grade joint logistics support departments (JLSDs), which
were subordinate to MR JLDs (see table).”

Table. Probable Association of Former Joint Logistics Subdepartments to

New Joint Logistics Support Force

Previous Designation New Designation Supports

Wuhan Rear Base (MUCD Wuhan Joint JLSB Strategic Support to all
62101) Theaters

13" JLSD (MUCD 73801) Wuxi JLSC Eastern Theater Command
20" JLSD (MUCD 76140) Guilin JLSC Southern Theater Command
25" JLSD (MUCD 68060) Xining JLSC Western Theater Command
27 JLSD (MUCD 65133) Shenyang JLSC Northern Theater Command
334 JLSD (MUCD 72495) Zhengzhou JLSC Central Theater Command

Key: JLSB: joint logistics support base; JLSC: joint logistics support center; JLSD: joint logistics support
department; MUCD: Military Unit Cover Designator.

The reason for the separation of JLSCs from the TC headquarters

remains unclear. It is possible that PLA planners, in line with establishing

274



Handling Logistics in a Reformed PLA

theater commands that can smoothly transition to support wartime oper-
ations without significant changes to staff, wanted to establish standing
theater rear command posts to manage logistics, equipment, and mobiliza-
tion support work in war and peace.” If this is the case, theater mobilization
for contingencies may be improved since a full-time rear command post
would standardize command and support relationships among the JLSCs,
theater logistics forces, militia, reserve, and civilian supporting organiza-
tions. However, at present there is no evidence that JLSCs are responsible
for equipment support or mobilization activities outside of material pro-
curement and transportation.

Some formerly disparate units appear to have been consolidated under
the JLSCs, most notably the former GLD transportation military repre-
sentative offices (MROs) and possibly elements of former MD maritime
transport units. The following organizations have been listed as subordinate
to JLSCs in various press reports, though the distinction between second-

and third-level organizations remains unclear:”

m Political Work Department

m Medical Service Support Department
m PLA Hospitals

m Military Facilities and Construction Division
m Procurement Division

m Supplies Division

m Military Representatives Division

m Navigational Affairs MRO

m Transportation MRO

m Railway MRO

m Airport MRO

m Subordinate Work Division

m Fuel, Supply, and Ordnance Depots

m Ship Transport Units

m Waterway Technical Support Unit.
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Figure 3. JLSD Organization Prior to PLA Reform

Military Region
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Source: Cheng Yunjie and Xu Jinzhang, “PLA Continues Long March of Logistics Reform,” Xinhua, July
28, 2007, available at <http://web.archive.org/web/20081025011030/http://news.xinhuanet.com/
english/2007-07/28/content_6441943.htm>.

Prior to reform, each MR JLD had between three and five subordi-
nate division leader grade logistics units responsible for providing general
logistics support to all PLA units operating within their assigned area and
task organizing detachments to provide direct support to deploying units
as required (see figure 3). JLSDs also controlled a number of subordinate
regiment leader grade material, ordnance, and fuel depots; subsistence
support and transportation units; and hospitals.” These units were the core
of the PLA’s joint logistics support system.

While five former JLSDs have been redesignated as JLSCs, there is
currently little information available on the other JLSDs. It is possible
that the PLA may separate the remaining JLSD fixed and mobile logistics
capabilities into separate but interconnected systems in order to increase
readiness to support power projection operations. JLSDs have been exper-
imenting with various methods of task organizing contingency support
brigades for two decades and could carve these units out into their own
direct support echelon under the JLSC, while other echelons manage fixed
sites and general support capabilities. This may allow a consolidation of

some fixed storage areas and allow for a reduction of support personnel.”’
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Figure 4. Possible Organization of JLSCs with Separated Fixed and
Mobile Groups
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Source: Cheng Yunjie and Xu Jinzhang, “PLA Continues Long March of Logistics Reform,” Xinhua, July
28, 2007, available at <http://web.archive.org/web/20081025011030/http://news.xinhuanet.com/
english/2007-07/28/content_6441943.htm>.

The JLSCs are likely to maintain separate maritime and motor transport
units to support the distribution of materials from rear to forward areas
supplemented by military representatives who coordinate civilian trans-
port support to theater operations as required, under both peacetime and
wartime conditions (see figure 4).

A flattening of the logistics organizational structure at the theater level
may enable an overall reduction in the size of the PLA logistics force while
increasing its operational efficiency by designating full-time forward sup-
port units that can concentrate on mission-specific combat logistics support
tasks, while retaining a robust theater storage and distribution system. By
subordinating the military representative system under JLSCs, the PLA may
also be able to more effectively leverage growing civil-transport capabilities,
creating economies of force. If the supply support system follows a similar
model as the transport system, the PLA may be able to more effectively pro-
cure materials from local commercial suppliers, reducing theater material
storage requirements.

There is little information available to date on planned changes to navy,
air force, or Rocket Force logistic organizations. However, some consoli-
dation of these organizations is likely where efficiencies can be found. The

newly designated PLA Army will likely inherit some facilities in order to
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establish its own organic service logistics system separate from the joint
system. Media reports suggest that the GLD’s Qinghai-Tibet Military Depot
has already been transferred to the army.”

It remains unclear exactly what the relationship between JLSCs and
TC service logistics units will be in the future. PLA officials have indicated
that service logistics systems will continue to maintain specialized capa-
bilities and manage material specific to each service, while the JLSF will
manage all general support.” This is in itself not a break from previous
practice; however, it is possible under the “reformed” PLA logistics system
that the JLSF will have greater authority to task service logistics units to
provide support to other units where and when necessary, procedures
required for precision logistics. It appears that JLSCs are much more joint
in composition than their JLD predecessors, indicating staffs are more
likely to understand service-specific requirements and capabilities and
be capable of integrating this information into joint logistics planning

and execution.®

Conclusion and Questions for Further Research
Through 2020, the PLA will likely complete the reorganization of its logis-
tics command structure, centralizing support for theater operations under
ajoint logistics headquarters that is more capable of leveraging the civilian
sector for support. However, legacy logistics infrastructure, leadership,
and culture, especially corruption, continue to exist as barriers to reform.
The future sustainability of PLA logistics reform efforts will depend on
how effectively the PLA can professionalize logistics operations to ensure
reliability within the system and modernize its information technology
to effectively integrate information systems among military units, and
between military and civilian logistics entities.

The PLA appears to be increasing the centralized management of logis-
tics I'T projects, while continuing to outsource support work to the civilian
sector. Both efforts appear focused on rectifying problems associated with

stovepiped, outdated, and cumbersome systems that impede joint logistics
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and operational planning and execution. The PLA has now introduced
organizations dedicated to IT standardization and integration to achieve
PLA-wide interoperability and compatibility. At the same time, the PRC
is prioritizing dual-use technology and unified civilian and military tech-
nology standards that may allow the PLA to more effectively integrate
disparate information systems currently in use and speed the fielding of
newer and more technologically advanced platforms. In particular, PRC
adoption of new data science methodologies, and development of cloud
computing and Internet of Things technologies, have the potential to sig-
nificantly advance logistics management for the PLA.*' These technologies
are necessary for the PLA to capitalize on structural changes designed
to enhance joint operations and overcome previous organizational and
informational stovepipes.

One major question that remains unanswered is how the PLA will
modernize its logistics system to support overseas operations. The struc-
tural reforms under way and efforts to integrate civilian information
systems into PLA decision and planning systems all emphasize improve-
ments to logistics support along internal lines of communication and
outward along China’s immediate periphery. There appears to be little
empbhasis on developing true strategic force projection capabilities to sup-
port PLA overseas operations beyond the production of large Y-20 military
transport aircraft. In 2014, PLA leaders identified the development of
force protection and sustainment capabilities as goals for PLA logistics
modernization, yet to date there has been little discussion about how this
will be technically and procedurally achieved, or even what organization
will be responsible for these operations since they are beyond the current
responsibilities of any theater command.®

On July 11, 2017, the PLA officially established China’s first overseas
military base in Djibouti, ostensibly under the PLA Navy. The base is
purportedly intended to enhance support to naval operations in the Gulf
of Aden, though other joint missions are likely in the future.® It remains

unclear how the PLA will permanently sustain operations from this base,
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though it will most likely involve regular support from Chinese commer-
cial shipping and logistics enterprises to reduce the demand on military
lift platforms. Closely watching the development of logistics mechanisms
associated with the Djibouti base will be critical to understanding how
and how well the PLA will regularly sustain operational forces along
external lines of communication. Future academic research on PLA
logistics should emphasize civil-military coordination mechanisms to
leverage national resources to support PLA operations overseas as well as
the development of PLA expeditionary logistics capabilities with particu-
lar emphasis on the maturation of reception, staging, onward movement,

and integration procedures and supporting technological enablers.
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CHAPTER 8

A MODERN MAJOR GENERAL

Building Joint Commanders in the PLA

By Joel Wuthnow and Phillip C. Saunders

mong the key ingredients in fielding a modern joint military

force is cultivating a cadre of high-caliber commanders and staff

officers to plan and lead operations. This has been a perennial
challenge for all modern militaries, as the scope and scale of warfare has
extended past single battle campaigns of short duration. Since the end of
World War II, for instance, the U.S. military has considered and reconsid-
ered ways in which officers can be given the requisite training, experience,
and education to work effectively across Service boundaries and within
joint organizations such as the combatant commands and Joint Staff. The
Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986
mandated joint professional military education and joint assignments as
requirements for promotion, yet the creation of a deeply rooted joint culture
remains elusive—if achievable at all.!

For decades, China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has also strug-
gled with producing the officers it needs to perform joint operations.
Reforms carried out during the 1990s and 2000s attempted to reorient the
PLA toward a stronger joint operational capability, but weaknesses in the

human resource domain persisted. Key problems included senior and mid-
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level officers with limited exposure to other services, few opportunities for
non-ground force officers to get joint assignments, and training that paid
lip service to joint operations via superficial involvement of other services
to allow portraying service exercises as “joint.” Yet the need for qualified
personnel has only increased as the PLA, under Xi Jinping, has been tasked
with being able to fight and win “informationized local wars,” which are
inherently joint.? Xi and his fellow reformers in the PLA understand the
problem and have adopted several initiatives designed to alleviate it, but
the effectiveness of those reforms remains unclear.

This chapter documents how the PLA has tried to cultivate joint com-
manders before and during the current reform cycle, and comments on
obstacles limiting the chances for success. It is divided into five sections.
The first discusses the motivation for human capital reforms under Xi. The
next reviews reforms instituted during the preceding two administrations.
This is followed by a discussion of identified weaknesses as well as solutions
considered in PLA sources prior to the Xi era. The fourth assesses reforms
undertaken since 2016 to build qualified joint commanders in three areas:
professional military education (PME), personnel management, and train-
ing. The conclusion assesses possible obstacles to current reforms and states

the implications for the PLA.

Impetus for Reform

An overarching operational objective of the current PLA reform cycle is to
create the conditions for better planning and execution of joint operations.’
This focus on joint operations mirrors changes in PLA doctrine over the
preceding 30 years that required commanders to integrate the unique combat
capabilities of the individual services (army, navy, air force, and Rocket Force),
along with combat support units in areas ranging from logistics to space-
based surveillance, in order to conduct complex operational missions. The
current doctrinal rubric is known as informationized local wars [xinxihua
jubu zhanzheng, {5 40 RHESH], which focuses on executing high-tech,

integrated joint operations. Key types of campaigns include amphibious
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assaults, blockades and counter-blockades, joint firepower strikes, and anti—
air raid operations.* Conducting these types of operations effectively would
be a key to success in larger campaigns against Taiwan and other regional
adversaries—and to counter U.S. military intervention in a conflict.

Reforms launched in late 2015 and early 2016 sought to improve Chi-
na’s joint operations capabilities in several ways. Most prominent was the
creation of a two-tiered permanent joint command structure, in which the
Central Military Commission (CMC), aided by a Joint Staff Department
in Beijing, would oversee operations led by five theater commands (replac-
ing the previous seven military regions), each focused on a specific set of
regional contingencies. For instance, the Eastern Theater Command (TC)
would be responsible for operations against Taiwan, while the Northern TC
would lead operations in the Yellow Sea and on the Korean Peninsula. The
commanders would have peacetime and wartime control of the ground,
naval, air, and conventional missile units within their theaters.” A related
goal was rebalancing the services in favor of maritime and aerospace forces,
which had been greatly outnumbered by the ground forces throughout the
PLA’s history.® Joint “enablers” were consolidated in the creation of the Stra-
tegic Support Force (responsible for space, cyber, and electronic warfare)
and the Joint Logistics Support Force.

Xi and his fellow reformers understood that structural changes would be
oflittle value without corresponding human capital reforms, especially in the
officer corps. The initial reform outline presented at the Third Plenum of the
18" Party Congress in November 2013 discussed the need to build “new-type
operational forces” [xinxing zuozhan liliang, A/ El /1], denoting highly
qualified personnel with the requisite training and education to succeed in
modern combat.” CMC Vice Chairman Xu Qiliang noted that achieving
this goal would demand changes across the PLA’s human resources system,
including in the areas of promotions, benefits, and career paths.® The formal
5-year reform agenda unveiled on January 1, 2016, further described the need
to cultivate “new-type military talent” [xinxing junshi rencai, HIEFHNA],

requiring improvements in PME, training, and personnel management.’
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Nevertheless, recruiting and retaining higher quality officers (as well
as noncommissioned officers [NCOs]) would only be a first step. Given its
operational requirements, the PLA would also need a cadre of officers with
the specialized knowledge and skills required to understand, plan, and
carry out joint operations. At a tour of the PLA National Defense University
(NDU) in March 2016, Xi Jinping stated that the entire PLA must focus on
“grooming talented personnel in commanding joint military operations,
a complex and large project involving many factors.” Xi reiterated this
message during a tour of the CMC’s new joint operations command center
in April 2016, when he called on the PLA to adopt “extraordinary measures”
to train joint commanders and achieve a “big breakthrough as quickly
as possible.”! An accompanying PLA Daily report argued that without
sufficient progress, “joint operations will be only a slogan, and winning
battles will be impossible to achieve.””? These statements indicate that a
second phase of the current reforms will move beyond changes to PLA
organizational structure and focus on building the softer skills necessary

for executing joint operations.”

Earlier Reforms

Xi’s call for more qualified joint commanders was more an exhortation for
the PLA to complete unfinished business than a radical innovation. The
PLA’s overall focus on planning and conducting joint operations did not
originate with Xi, but rather began in earnest in the 1990s." Contributing
factors included the observation that success on the modern battlefield
required strong coordination between units from different services, as
exhibited by the U.S. military during the 1990-1991 Gulf War, and the
deterioration of cross-Strait relations, culminating in the 1995-1996 Tai-
wan Strait crisis, which spurred new thinking on the types of missions the
PLA must be prepared to conduct to deter Taiwan independence or invade
and occupy the island if necessary."” This focus on joint operations led to
a number of changes in the PME system, personnel management, and the

training arena.
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PME Reforms

A series of PME changes were designed to better educate officers in joint
operational arts. PLA NDU [guofang daxue, i K2] was established in
1985 primarily in order to train senior officers (major generals and rear
admirals) from all the services, preparing them for command positions.®
Reflecting changes in PLA doctrine, both Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao called
for that institution to produce commanders capable of leading joint opera-
tions.”” Accordingly, during the 2000s, NDU added content in that subject,
such as by offering courses in “joint firepower strikes under complex
electromagnetic conditions.”® This was complemented by the publication
of new teaching materials, likely derived at least in part from classified doc-
trinal sources. For instance, in 2012 and 2013 the PLA Academy of Military
Science [junshi kexue yuan, ZEHF} %[5t ] —the PLA’s primary center for
doctrinal development—released two new teaching volumes designed to
give students more exposure to joint operations concepts."”

PME reforms also affected lower level service academic institutions
and military regions. In June 2007, for instance, the former General Staff
Department spearheaded an effort to promote closer collaboration between
NDU and the service command academies in the area of joint operations
instruction.?® Although the details of this program are unclear, the goal
was likely to introduce joint operational concepts to officers earlier in their
careers.”' A separate program sponsored by the Shenyang Military Region
between 2004 and 2009 tried to foster stronger interservice understanding
and esprit de corps by giving officers the chance to cross-enroll in PME
institutes outside their home service.?? In addition, the 2010 defense white
paper noted that the PLA was “laying stress on the training of officers for
joint operations,” in part by publishing “basic readers” on the subject and

holding lectures across all branches and services.”
Personnel System Reforms

Earlier reforms in the personnel system sought to develop human cap-

ital on two levels. As a first step, the PLA needed to attract and retain a
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high-quality, educated officer corps from which joint commanders could be
developed. Post-Mao professionalization of the officer corps began during
the 1980s, but took new strides in the 1990s with the recruitment of civilian
college graduates. National defense scholarships were also established at
civilian colleges in order to attract more highly educated and technically
proficient personnel, a task complicated by growing opportunities in the
civilian economy.* Service academies and command colleges increased
emphasis on science and technology in their curricula.” Pay and benefits
also increased as a way to retain top performers. Salaries doubled for some
officers between 1999 and 2000, for instance, and perks included subsidized
housing, new cars, and study opportunities.?®

Personnel system changes also tried, in limited ways, to enhance offi-
cers’ exposure to different services and provide joint opportunities. Several
military regions experimented with cross-posting officers to temporary
assignments in different services during the 2000s. For instance, in 2006 a
North Sea Fleet deputy chief of staff was temporarily posted as a Nanjing
Military Region group army deputy commander.” During the mid-2000s,
100 officers took part in a Shenyang Military Region program involving
short-term duty in a different service.?® In addition, a handful of senior
officers took positions in nominally joint billets, giving them broader (and
likely career-enhancing) experiences.” Examples include Ma Xiaotian
and Wu Shengli’s assignments as deputy chief of the general staff prior to
assuming command of the air force and navy, respectively, and Ma and
Song Puxuan’s service as NDU president.* Joint assignments for lower level

non-ground force officers, however, were few and far between.

Training Reforms

Following an overall pattern of increasing complexity and realism in the
training arena, PLA officers gained more experience in joint training
during the 2000s and 2010s. Major joint exercises in the early 2000s in the
Nanjing and Guangzhou Military Regions focused on Taiwan scenarios,

while those in the Jinan Military Region focused on problems in command
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and control, logistics, and other areas.” Mark Cozad documents the evo-
lution of joint training during the 11" and 12" 5-year plans (2006-2010,
2011-2015), describing a growing number of joint exercises (for instance, 18
were held in 2009 alone); a broadening range of subjects, such as war zone-
level command and control, civil-military integration, and air force and
naval power projection; and, especially during the latter period, increasingly
realistic conditions, including operations in unfamiliar terrain and “dedi-
cated opposition forces providing more-than-token resistance.”*

The PLA also took steps toward greater standardization and supervision
of joint training. Perhaps the most important change was the creation of the
General Staff Department Military Training Department in December 2011.
Compared to its predecessor organization, the new department was intended
to focus on not only ground force training but also training across all the
services. It reportedly included a bureau responsible specifically for joint
training.® As part of its oversight of the PME system, the Military Training
Department also sought to “cultivate talented joint operations command-
ing personnel” by devising new programs on joint operations at NDU, the
National University of Defense Technology [guofang keji daxue, F[iEH
K27, and service and branch academies.* In short, the PLA adopted (or at
least experimented with) a variety of measures to cultivate joint commanders

during the tenures of Xi’s two immediate predecessors.

Problems and Proposed Solutions

Despite these initiatives, weaknesses persisted in the development of joint
commanders and staff officers. Helping to justify Xi’s focus on improvement
in this area, a Xinhua report on the newly created Central Theater Command
headquarters noted that most staff officers were “proficient” in the operations
of their own services, but joint operations were “rather strange to them. So
there exists an obvious gap in the capability of taking command of joint
operations.” A senior PLA interlocutor likewise argued in June 2016 that
deficiencies in talent cultivation meant that it would be “many years” before

non-ground force officers would be able to exercise command over army
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operations, while army commanders had much to learn about employing
air and naval assets.’® Some senior PLA officers judged the effort to increase
jointness by cross-service assignments to be a failure. While a cross-service
assignment increased the officer’s familiarity with another service, cross-
posted officers served for too short a time (typically 6 to 9 months) and lacked
the knowledge to be given substantive command responsibilities.*”

PLA sources describe several interrelated factors contributing to this
situation. First are general weaknesses in leadership and technical skills. Poor
command skills are reflected in recent slogans such as the “two insufficient
capabilities” [liangge nengli bugou, Wi/t JJANI], referring to the inability
of the PLA to fight, and cadres at all levels to command, modern wars; and
the “five cannots” [wuge buhui, 7.1~/43], meaning commanders who can-
not judge the situation, understand the intentions of higher echelons, make
command decisions, deploy forces, and deal with exigent circumstances.*®
Lack of technical proficiency is also a commonly cited problem. A human
resources scholar at the Xi’an Political Academy, for instance, bemoaned the
fact that while the PLA has acquired “cutting-edge weapons” and equipment,
it lacks personnel qualified to use many of those systems.*

Second is the lack of “joint” education throughout the PME system.
One concern is that officers are not receiving adequate joint operations
content in the NDU course for senior commanders, which is a requisite step
for high-level command billets.”” Another problem is that, despite earlier
experiments, service academies below the NDU level lack the experienced
faculty and curriculum necessary to educate officers in joint operational
concepts. One PLA command academy commandant lamented that his
institute was lagging behind in its ability to provide joint education because
it was still struggling with bringing its students (at the colonel/senior col-
onel grade) to an acceptable level of proficiency in combined arms (that is,
intraservice) operations.* Yet another issue is that command academies
tend to include students only from a single service, and even then are
segregated according to branch specialty, reducing the ability of officers to

interact with colleagues from different services.**
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Third are quality assurance and credentialing problems. Generally,
the PLA continues to face problems such as “weak and out of date courses,”
instructors that are “out of touch with modern operational requirements,”
and academic fraud and corruption.” Certification of officers well beyond
their actual operational abilities has also been a longstanding problem for
the PME system.** Exacerbating this situation is the lack of standardized
criteria for the selection of joint commanders. One PLA source, for instance,
contrasts the PLA with the U.S. and other Western militaries, which have
“strict requirements” under which officers must demonstrate proficiency
in joint operations (such as through graduation from a joint PME course
or by serving in a joint assignment) in order to advance.*®

Fourth is a continuing paucity of joint operational experience among
PLA personnel. One hurdle is that few active-duty PLA officers have any
combat experience; those who do, such as current CMC member Li Zuo-
cheng and CMC Vice Chairman Zhang Youxia, served in the 1979 border
war with Vietnam and subsequent skirmishes, which did not involve exten-
sive naval or air force operations.*® A retired PLA flag officer identified
the lack of combat experience as a significant deficiency and noted that
efforts to gain experience via assignments to United Nations peacekeeping
forces and exercises with foreign militaries were of limited effectiveness.”
Although more intensive and realistic operational and joint training likely
compensates somewhat for limited combat experience, PLA sources con-
tinue to suggest constraints on training quality. A report on two 2016
exercises held in the Northern Theater Command, for example, found that
jointness was achieved only “in form rather than in spirit . . . on the surface,
rather than in essence . . . and in might rather than in mind.™®

Fifth is inadequate career incentives for officers to aspire to joint
assignments in the first place. A useful point of comparison is the U.S.
military prior to Goldwater-Nichols, in which officers were rewarded for
excelling within their respective Services and appointment to joint orga-
nizations was seen as detrimental to one’s career.* That problem was only

rectified when joint assignments (and joint PME) became congressionally
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mandated requirements for promotion. A 2015 NDU volume suggests that
a similar problem might be at work in the PLA, noting that most officers
are not pursuing joint command or staff positions.*® In the PLA Navy, for
instance, key criteria affecting career prospects included experience at sea,
overseas experience, education level, participation in party affairs, and per-
sonal connections—but not experience in joint positions.” The incentives
problem was exacerbated by the lack of opportunities for joint assignments.

Sixth is that the PLA is a relative latecomer in efforts to cultivate
qualified joint command personnel. One source notes that the PLA did
not begin focusing on joint operations until after the Gulf War, years
after the U.S. military began to emphasize joint warfare.”> Another source
similarly notes that both Russia and the United States began the process
of training joint commanders in the mid-20" century and argues that
both countries assessed that it would take 25 years to develop a cadre of
fully qualified joint commanders. Implicit in this critique is the notion
that building a joint culture, in which officers look beyond their own
service’s parochial interests, perspectives, and traditions, can appreciate
different service viewpoints, and can work effectively across service lines,
is a generational process. If U.S. experience is a guide, the goal of genuine
joint consciousness might never be fully attainable. Yet the author con-
cludes that China “does not have 25 years and must adopt extraordinary
measures” to catch up.”

Given these problems, Chinese analysts have considered various pro-
posals on how to improve human capital for joint operations. One set of
recommendations centers on strengthening joint operations instruction
across the PME system. Echoing initiatives sponsored in the mid-2000s,
one study notes that training for joint commanders cannot be accom-
plished “all at once,” but needs to be pursued at different stages in an
officer’s career.” Pursuing a “multitiered” joint PME system, in which
instruction would begin as early as the major level, would also bring
China into conformity with the U.S., British, German, and other advanced

militaries.”® Other suggestions include curriculum reforms, increasing
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study abroad opportunities, better integrating PME institutes with joint
exercises, and creating more online courses to facilitate distance learning.>

Another proposal concerned changes to the personnel management
system. A 2008 internal-circulation volume published by NDU envisioned
a “joint specialization” (similar to a U.S. military occupational specialty) in
which a select group of junior officers would be designated as future joint
commanders and be provided with relevant experience and education at
different career point. For instance, between the 15- to 20-year mark in
their careers, ground force officers would be assigned to joint positions as
staff officers, then receive intermediate-level combined arms education,
then take a unit command position within a group army, and then receive
more advanced joint staff officer instruction. This would culminate with
appointment as a joint commander at the 35- to 40-year mark. Another
study argued that promotion criteria for joint commanders needed to be
clarified and standardized.”

Other suggestions focused on the need for practical experience. The
2013 Science of Military Strategy broadly argues for deepening joint train-
ing and completing a more effective joint training management system.*®
A 2016 PLA NDU volume noted that “war is the best crucible for forging
command talent” but identified several areas in which commanders might
attain useful experience short of actual conflict, including joint exercises,
use of computer simulations, combined exercises with advanced foreign
militaries, and participation in military operations other than war, such as
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, search and rescue, and escort
duty. Without such real-world expertise, the authors feared that many
PLA joint commanders would be little more than “armchair strategists”
[zhishang tanbing, 4% FiR 5]

Xi-Era Reforms
PLA human capital reforms after 2015 resulted from three factors: the
practical imperative to build the requisite talent to plan and lead joint

operations, the foundation provided by previous attempts to adjust the
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PLA’s human resources systems to achieve that goal, and assessments of
why the PLA faced continuing weaknesses in this arena. Even prior to
the structural changes announced in late 2015 and early 2016, the need to
adopt corresponding human capital changes was likely weighed by Xiand
the CMC leading small group on reform, which was established in January
2014 to lead the process and consider policy adjustments. As CMC Vice
Chairman Xu Qiliang remarked, the reforms would be a “complex systems
engineering project,” in which the major elements had to be considered in
parallel, even if they were announced sequentially.® By late 2017, the PLA

had begun to unveil changes to the PME, personnel, and training systems.

PME Reforms
During his March 2016 visit to the PLA NDU, Xi set the tone for revamp-
ing the PME system to better educate aspiring joint commanders, calling
for new teaching concepts, updated course content, improved teaching
models, and a stronger faculty.' That guidance led to several changes.
First, the NDU senior commanders’ course was restructured so that the
students, who had previously been grouped together, were divided into joint
operational command and leadership management tracks. The first group
focused on joint operations, including through case study analysis and
briefings on “key issues” facing each of the theater commands. The second
group, destined for senior-level staff posts (such as in service headquarters
and CMC departments), placed more emphasis on administrative issues.*
This change was accompanied by an updated syllabus, including six new
courses in joint operations. According to one PLA NDU professor, 80 to 90
percent of the course content was new.®

Second, PME institutes directly under the CMC expanded their course
offerings in joint operations. For instance, PLA NDU created a 10-month
course to expose lower level officers to joint operations. Launched in the
2017-2018 academic year, the program was focused on officers at the battal-
ion to deputy regiment leader levels (majors through colonels), and included

staff officers working in each of the TC headquarters.** According to PLA
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media, completion of the program would eventually be a precondition for
certain theater command billets—a goal that, if implemented, may help to
resolve problems of standardized credentialing.® This change coincided
with the announcement that, as part of a larger realignment of the PME
system, the PLA NDU would oversee a new joint operations college, which
apparently succeeded the Shijiazhuang Army Command College (though
few details on that new organization were immediately available).®® The
National University of Defense Technology likewise unveiled new courses
on joint operations intelligence support for TC staff officers.””

Third, lower level service PME institutes placed a new emphasis on
joint operations. One report noted that the PLA Rocket Force Command
College had signed a cooperative agreement with five other service com-
mand colleges that would allow cross-training of students, broader research
cooperation, and “sharing of talent resources.”® That college also intro-
duced new rules stating that more than 60 percent of its Ph.D. students
would be required to complete dissertations focused on joint operations.®
A PLA service command college commandant also noted that his institute
had increased focus on joint operations, pointing out a system in which
student groups would have the opportunity to spend a month at each of
the other service command colleges.”

Fourth, stronger partnerships were established among PME institutes,
theater commands, and the services. Although faculty from the PLA NDU
and other institutes previously had opportunities to lecture and observe
training in the military regions, PLA media suggested that those rela-
tionships had deepened after the reforms. For instance, a report from the
Western Theater Command noted that in 2016, professors from 10 different
academies had given lectures or conducted seminars on joint operational
command, while volumes published by NDU were being used to train
headquarters staff.”* Another report noted that a single lecture by an NDU
professor drew more than 1,900 officers from the Southern Theater Com-
mand headquarters and service component commands.”> Moreover, PLA

NDU announced that it would invite commanders and staff officers from
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the theater commands to give lectures to its students in Beijing, bringing

insights from the field to the classroom.”

Personnel System Reforms
Building on previous reforms, changes were also made within the personnel
system to develop stronger joint commanders. One area involved attempts to
incentivize high performers. A program in the Eastern Theater Command,
for instance, matched performance in joint operations study and training
with incentives including promotions, priority in selecting future billets, and
other “awards.”” Likewise, the Southern Theater Command stated that it
would grant awards, citations, and promotions to officers who had achieved
satisfactory results on tests measuring aptitude in joint operational command
skills.” The impending shift to a system based on ranks, rather than grades,
may also have the effect of incentivizing joint commanders. According to one
NDU professor, higher ranks would be reserved for personnel who “directly
participate in operations,” rather than noncombat positions.” If the PLA does
replace the senior colonel rank with a flag-level brigadier general rank, some
PLA sources have suggested that this rank may be reserved for operational
commanders and that senior colonels in support roles might be demoted.”
The reforms also expanded opportunities for non-ground force offi-
cers to serve in joint positions, especially within the theater commands.
Key examples include the appointment of a naval officer (Yuan Yubai) and
an air force officer (Yi Xiaoguang) as commanders of the Southern and
Central Theater Commands, respectively. Those appointments reflect the
recognition that naval and air force experience is valuable, and even prefer-
able, in those theaters with heavy maritime and air defense responsibilities.
Changes also occurred at the theater deputy commander level, in which
the proportion of non-army officers rose from less than one-third to more
than one-half post-reform.” Opportunities for naval, air force, Rocket
Force, and Strategic Support Force personnel at lower levels are less clear,
though reports suggest that joint operations command centers are staffed

with personnel from every service.”
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However, more ambitious changes to the personnel system were still being
debated in late 2017. PLA interlocutors have described proposals to create a rota-
tional system in which officers are able (and required) to move among theater
command headquarters, operational units, and CMC departments.®® Some
evidence that these proposals were making their way into practice was seen in
2017 with the rotation of 100 Beijing-based officers to western provinces and the
reshuftling of group army commanders (though part of the rationale for the lat-
ter development was likely breaking up patronage networks).* Establishment of
arotational system for officers would represent a significant departure from the
current system, in which officers spend most of their careers within a single the-
ater. Although it would provide future joint commanders with a broader range
of experience, rotational assignments would likely be an unwelcome change for
those officers who benefit from residing in more affluent regions, where their
families have access to better housing, education, and health care—and who
choose to remain in the PLA because of those circumstances. These practical
considerations are a significant obstacle to a more radical transformation of
the assignment system.

Broader changes to the personnel system could also result in a more
streamlined and competent officer corps. For instance, changes to the pro-
motion system may encourage greater transparency and competition among
qualified officers. One early indication was a competition held in the Western
Theater Command in late 2017, in which 2 officers were selected from a pool
of 14 applicants to fill open brigade commander positions. The candidates
were screened through a standard assessment gauging their knowledge and
command skills.®* A separate, but perhaps related, proposal that has been
discussed in recent years has been to “civilianize” more of the PLA workforce,
especially noncombat positions currently filled by officers. This would build
on previous PLA efforts to contract out some nonessential tasks as part of
civil-military integration. Discussions with PLA officers indicate that the
previous civilian cadre [wenzhi ganbu, SCHAT-#E] system is being eliminated
and that some military positions will become civilian contract positions as

part of efforts to meet force reduction targets. However, some officers are
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reluctant to move from the active force to civilian positions due to lower

pensions and reduced benefits.*

Training Reforms

A final set of reforms aimed to improve the quality of PLA joint training.
Structurally, the former General Staff Department Military Training Depart-
ment was replaced with a separate Training and Administration Department
under direct CMC supervision.* That department exercises its authority by
both establishing training standards and conducting inspections of training
events across the PLA, including “theater command-level joint training,” to
ensure that standards are being met.® Inspections completed in early 2017,
for instance, uncovered violations by 57 units and 99 personnel from all of
the services and meted out a variety of punishments.* The department has
also been involved in setting the content of PME reforms, including reducing
the number of doctoral students in military academies and redirecting their

focus to “practical” subjects, such as joint operations.”

Table. Theater Command Training for Joint Commanders and Staff

Theater Example Initiatives/Exercises

Command (TC)

Eastern TC Command post exercise involving more than 100 joint operations commanders.

Southern TC Training class for joint commanders involving lectures from NDU scholars.

Central TC Command post exercise focused on handling an “unidentified air object.”

Northern TC Training courses for headquarters staff involving case study analysis,
lectures from theater commanders, and external speakers.

Western TC Embedding headquarters staff in field exercises carried out by frontline units.

Sources: Dai Feng and Cheng Yongliang [, F27k3%], “Upgrading Capabilities, Strengthening Skills
in Joint Operations and Joint Training” [B& /14, ZrsRIBGERIDGISREAA], PLA Daily [fFRTRZEAR],
September 1, 2016, available at <http://www.81.cn/jfjomap/content/2016-09/01/content_155319.htm>;
Li Huamin and Jiang Boxi [Z= 448, 221#74], “Speed Up Training for Joint Operations Command Talent”
Uit S N A 551, PLA Daily [RRTBUZFH], August 15, 2016, available at <www.81.cn/jfjbmap/
content/2016-08/15/content_153536.htm>; Yang Danpu and Yang Qinggang [#)°i, #35M1], “Joint
Forum’ Focuses on Real Combat Capabilities” [ k&K ik SREESER K AH], PLA Daily (RS EAR],
April 16, 2016, available at <http://www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-04/16/content_141747.htm>; Du
Shanguo and Shi Liu [¥132 [, A1, “With This Type of Training, We Will Have Confidence in Future
Battles” [XAE4k 25, FRATRAROCEATR 11, China Youth Daily[-HE-4R], April 12,2017,
available at <http://news.xinhuanet.com/mil/2017-04/12/c_129529922.htm>.

308



A Modern Major General

Training reforms have also been conducted at the TC level. A key
focus has been on providing officers with practical training related to joint
operations. Likely intended in part to demonstrate compliance with direc-
tives from Xi and the PLA top brass, each of the theater commands have
announced relevant on-the-job training programs. Captured in the table,
these ranged from command post exercises, to lectures, to participation
in unit-level exercises. A Central TC program, for instance, focused on
six capabilities junior officers would need to run the theater’s joint oper-
ations command center, including drafting documents, marking maps,
performing calculations, performing data searches, providing support to
decisionmakers, and using the data link command system.*® A December
2017 competition of 100 staff officers in the Central TC tested skills ranging
from relaying orders to assessing adversary threats.*” Based on a similar
training program, the Eastern Theater Command required personnel to
pass a “joint duty qualification test” that evaluated officers’ understanding
of the weapons, equipment, and operational principles of different services.”

Some changes have also started to appear in joint field training. While
a comparison of pre- and post-reform joint exercises is beyond the scope
of this chapter, it is worth noting that the shift from military regions to
theater commands may be instrumental in spurring more intensive joint
training. Speaking during an air-ground exercise, a Southern TC air force
officer explained that his service often previously paid only lip service to
joint training, given weak authorities of the military regions over non-army
units. Under the new system, theater air forces are more responsive to
training requirements being set by TC headquarters.” Theater joint train-
ing has also allowed non-army officers to gain experience in commanding
ground forces. For instance, in October 2016, the East Sea Fleet staged an
amphibious drill in which the activities of army, naval, and air force units
were directed by a maritime joint command center.” The latest iteration of
the CMC’s authoritative training guidance, promulgated in January 2018,

also emphasizes joint operations as a focus of training across the PLA.*
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Conclusion and Implications

The first phase of the reforms announced in late 2015 and early 2016
involved major changes to the organizational structure of the PLA. These
included disbanding the four general departments and transferring most of
their functions into departments within a revised CMC structure; restruc-
turing the seven military regions into five joint theater commands aligned
against specific regional threats; and removing the operational command
role of the service headquarters and giving them (including a new PLA
Army service headquarters) an “organize, train, and equip” mission. These
shifts were followed by an October 2017 restructuring of the membership
of the CMC, which eliminated ex officio representation for the service
chiefs and the heads of the CMC Joint Logistics Department and Joint
Armaments Department.** These structural reforms collectively constitute
a major shift in where power and responsibilities lie within different parts
of the PLA, which is why they were resisted by vested interests (especially
the ground forces) for more than a decade. Nevertheless, these “above the
neck” reforms did not affect the organization of most PLA operational units
and had only a limited impact on average PLA officers, NCOs, and enlisted
personnel. For most PLA ground force and air force units, the “below the
neck” reforms to move to a group army-brigade-battalion structure were
likely more significant.

However, reforms to address the “software” and human capital prob-
lems discussed in this chapter have the potential to be much more disruptive
for the daily lives of the PLA officer corps. (The reduction of 300,000 per-
sonnel—declared to be “basically complete” in March 2018—has also been
extremely disruptive for the military.) Building a “modern major general”
capable of commanding integrated joint operations will likely involve sig-
nificant changes to PLA recruitment and retention policies; to the military
educational system (at the academy level and throughout the service and
joint PME system); to the rank/grade, assignment, and promotion systems;
and to the conduct and evaluation of joint exercises. Put another way,

these reforms could change who joins the PLA, criteria for promotion and
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advancement, what a successful career looks like, and what quality of life is
available for a successful officer and his or her family. They could also have
a negative impact on the careers of current officers, who were recruited,
promoted, and assigned using a different set of criteria and incentives.

PLA writings and statements by Xi Jinping and PLA leaders suggest
that the PLA is aware of a number of deficiencies in its current recruitment,
educational, personnel management, and training practices that inhibit the
development of effective joint commanders. Moreover, a wide range of solu-
tions are being discussed, some of which would involve significant reforms
to longstanding PLA regulations and practices. Some of the reforms, such
as increasing the joint content of PME courses and increasing interactions
between the field and schoolhouse, are underway and will be relatively
easy to implement. Others, such as reforming the grade/rank, assignment,
and promotion systems, will be much more disruptive to the military as a
whole and to the career prospects of the current officer corps. The degree
of difficulty is likely to be even higher because changes in one area affect
many of the other areas.

Making major changes in a military typically requires making major
changes in the incentives that ambitious military officers face as they try to
win promotion and advance to senior leadership positions. But changing
the incentives and promotion criteria also entails changes in who decides
which officers will get promoted, and this will undermine existing power
and patronage networks within the PLA. For example, increasing the joint
content of PME courses is relatively easy, but making these courses more
rigorous and having the results of classroom evaluations and performance
on tests influence promotion decisions take autonomy away from the local
commanders and political commissars who currently determine promo-
tions. These officers (who have succeeded under the old criteria) are likely
to argue that proven operational command ability and political reliability
should outweigh classroom performance.”” The current system where
officers spend most of their careers within one service and one theater

up to corps leader grade means that winning the approval of one’s local
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commanders and political commissars is critical for success. But rotational
assignments to a different service or outside the theater will loosen these
bonds; the “new guy” will always be at a disadvantage compared to officers
who have known and worked for the commander and political commissar
for a decade or more. The U.S. military seeks to avoid these problems by
having centralized promotion boards within each Service, which reduces
(but does not eliminate) the role of patronage in promotions. The PLA could
potentially adopt such a system, but it would constitute a major change from
current practice, which is adapted to Chinese culture, Chinese Communist
Party rule, and the PLA’s own organizational culture and values.

Some of the proposals being discussed suggest focusing resources
and attention on a subset of junior officers who the PLA believes have the
potential to be effective joint commanders. (This is already being put into
practice in a limited way by the NDU distinction between “command”
and “staff” tracks, although this appears to be based on career fields.) One
challenge is identifying officers with high potential early enough in their
careers to steer them into the right mix of joint, educational, and opera-
tional assignments to develop well-rounded commanders. The idea of a
“joint specialization” is envisioned as one vehicle for achieving this goal.
However, a separate career track also has the potential to be a career ghetto
if the senior leaders deciding on promotions (currently local commanders
and political commissars within the officer’s service) value a different set
of criteria (for example, excellence in command rather than a well-rounded
set of skills). Moreover, if the promotion system discriminates against
effective service commanders who are not selected for joint specialization
early in their careers, it is likely to be regarded as unfair. Some militaries
have adopted joint staff or general staff systems that constitute a separate
career track, but these usually involve strategy, planning, or staff functions
rather than operational command of troops.”® The PLA, like any military,
will resent and resist a promotion system that does not reward and promote
its most operationally proficient commanders, even if that proficiency is

demonstrated primarily in single-service operations.
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This suggests that the success of reforms to the recruitment, education,
assignment, and promotion systems is interdependent with PLA efforts to
give operational units more stringent joint training requirements and more
opportunities to practice and meet those requirements in joint exercises.
This would create the possibility of a virtuous cycle where company and
battalion commanders understand how their units fit into joint operations
(and the benefits of jointness for their ability to carry out their assigned
missions) and bring that knowledge into PME courses and staff assignments
in a theater service headquarters or command post. That education and
experience, in turn, would make them more effective in exercising further
responsibility at the brigade level and then prepare them for higher level
joint positions at the theater or CMC level. However, this sort of virtuous
cycle involves generational change to be fully effective. The PLA leadership
faces difficult choices in deciding what changes are needed to get from
here to there and how to keep faith with existing officers and NCOs while
building the military of the future.

PLA leaders have concluded that cultivating “new-type military talent” is
necessary to build “new-type operational forces” capable of fighting and win-
ning the informationized wars of the future. This chapter describes some of the
changes to current PLA recruitment, educational, personnel management, and
training practices that will likely be necessary. Some aspects of these changes
are likely to be observable as the PLA decides what to do and promulgates new
regulations to implement reforms in these areas. However, it will be harder to
understand precisely how these changes affect the career incentives of PLA
officers and to assess their cumulative impact. Military-to-military exchanges
offer a limited but valuable window on the issues the PLA is grappling with,
but U.S. interlocutors should be careful not to offer the PLA answers to the
problems it faces. At the same time, U.S. policymakers should expect the
PLA to engage other advanced militaries, including U.S. allies, in its efforts to
survey and evaluate the range of potential solutions.”

Building a “modern major general” capable of effectively command-

ing integrated joint operations is a challenging task that may take the PLA

313



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

decades to achieve. The PLA assesses that its current efforts fall short of
the mark and is contemplating significant changes to its recruitment, edu-
cation, assignment, and promotion systems and training practices. The
extent to which the PLA is willing and able to change how it does business
to develop more effective joint commanders—and its ability to “fix the
plane while flying it”—will be a major determinant in how successful it is
in realizing the potential combat capability created by PLA investments in
modernizing its weapons systems and developing joint doctrine.

The authors are grateful to Ian Burns McCaslin for invaluable

research assistance.
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CHAPTER 9

PLA FORCE REDUCTIONS

Impact on the Services

Daniel Gearin

n October 2013, during the Third Plenum of the 18 Party Congress,

President Xi Jinping announced Beijing’s intent to reform the Chi-

nese military, with the decision document adopted at the plenum
providing a brief overview of the intended reforms.' These remarks kicked
off what would become a sweeping reform initiative, the details of which
were revealed over the next few years and implemented in phases with an
expected completion date of 2020. This reform program has received a fair
amount of scholarly attention, which it deserves given the scale and scope
of change taking place within the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).? A
subset of the overall reform initiative involves a 300,000-troop reduction,
announced by Xi in September 2015 at an event honoring the anniversary
of China’s war with Japan. This reduction, and its impact on the PLA, has
received much less attention from Western academics.?

The current force reduction initiative, which was “basically com-
pleted” by the end of 2017, is the eleventh of its kind in the PLA’s history.
An examination of past efforts in comparison to the current round of troop
cuts demonstrates broad commonalities in how the PLA implements the

force reductions as well as in its stated objectives. The PLA has repeatedly
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conducted large-scale demobilization in tandem with organizational
changes, and in almost every case the goals are the same: streamline what
is perceived as a bloated and inefficient military force, focus reductions
primarily on noncombat troops, and utilize the force reductions and
organizational changes to address longstanding cultural problems existing
within the PLA*

This chapter briefly examines several past force reduction efforts
dating back to the 1980s to highlight Beijing’s continued interest in
creating a military that emphasizes quality over quantity, addressing a
perceived army-centric bias within the PLA, and reducing the number
of command and headquarters staff positions to enable more efficient
command and control and military operations. The current round of
reductions is no exception, with the bulk of demobilized forces com-
ing from the ground forces and noncombat units. The organizational
changes taking place in tandem with the force reductions are arguably
the most serious example to date of Beijing’s intent to overcome the PLA’s
historical army-centric culture and elevate the relative importance of the
other military services.

The troop reduction effort and overall military reform should also be
couched within Beijing’s strategic goals for its military. These goals have
been relatively consistent over the past several decades and were perhaps
best encapsulated in remarks by Jiang Zemin in December 1997, as he
laid out a “three step strategy” [sanbuzou zhanlue, =¥ 7EK#] for mod-
ernizing China’s military. This strategy, while vague on details, lays out
three milestones for the PLA: to lay a solid foundation by 2010, to basically
accomplish mechanization and make major progress in informationization
by 2020, and to fully realize an informationized military by the middle of
the 21* century.®

Xi Jinping’s recent political work report at the 19" Party Congress
reiterated these broad goals but added an interim milestone and modified
the third goal. Xi called on the PLA to achieve modernization by 2035 and
to become a world-class military by the middle of the 21* century.® While

328



PLA Force Reductions

these goals are clearly ambitious, outside observers may be struck by the
relative conservative timelines given the long-period of double-digit growth
in China’s military budget and the overall pace of military modernization
over the past two decades. The current force reduction effort falls within
this larger strategic context, as Beijing believes it is a necessary step to

achieve these broader military modernization objectives.

Historical Context

The reductions announced in September 2015 were the latest in a series of
personnel adjustments that have occurred within the PLA over the past
several decades. The current force reduction is, again, the eleventh iteration
in the PLA’s history and the fourth since 1985, with the PLA having shed
1 million troops in 1985; 500,000 in 1997; and 200,000 in 2003. While the
context and specific drivers for these changes differed in each case, the
stated objectives that senior PLA leadership hoped to achieve are notably
consistent. In general terms, force reductions were aimed at streamlining a
military force that was viewed as bloated and inefficient. Furthermore, the
PLA implemented organizational changes in tandem with each iteration
of force reductions, in an effort to enhance the PLA’s overall operational
capabilities and tackle lingering cultural issues that were viewed as obstacles
to further modernization.

China initiated its eighth round of military force reductions in 1985,
which is a useful starting point for analysis due to the size of the reduction
and because it was largely in response to changes in China’s threat percep-
tions and domestic situation. The change in threat perception is perhaps
captured best in the change made to China’s military strategic guidelines
at the time. The operating guidance for the military changed from “active
defense, lure the enemy in deep,” to simply “active defense.” While a seem-
ingly cosmetic change, this shift in jargon embodied a significant change
in worldview.” The removal of the phrase “lure the enemy in deep” reflected
not only China’s embrace of economic modernization but also its growing

recognition of the doctrinal shortcomings of “People’s War.” Reform and
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opening up placed economic development as the top priority for China.
A military strategy of allowing the enemy to seize massive amounts of
territory, particularly China’s most economically valuable territory, fun-
damentally undermined this new development strategy.?

Directly related to the elevation of economic development as China’s
primary national objective was the recognition that the makeup of the
military at the time was too large, too expensive, and wasted manpower
that could be better utilized in China’s private sector in order to fuel eco-
nomic growth. Decreasing the size of the armed forces would also alleviate
economic pressure on the government, allowing it to allocate additional
resources to foster private industry and the commercial sector.

An unintended consequence of these changes was the creation of what
became known as “PLA, Incorporated.” As PLA budgets were slashed and
as China’s economy began to liberalize, the military and defense industry
became increasingly involved in the commercial sector in an attempt to
compensate for the lost income. This change had widespread and lasting
negative influences on the PLA that Beijing is still attempting to address.
Corruption within China’s military grew to pervasive levels and large
sections of the PLA shifted their focus away from honing operational
capabilities toward economic initiatives. One purpose of the current
anti-corruption campaign in China is specifically to address the challenges
brought about by this cultural change.’

The 1985 reforms also reduced the number of military regions (MRs)
from 11 to 7, disestablished 11 group armies, disbanded over 4,000 division
and regimental entities, and reduced army units above the corps level by
31.1° In addition to the desire to streamline China’s military force, reduc-
tions and changes made during this time were aimed at emphasizing the
importance of combined arms within the group armies. Group armies
gained additional subordinate units that provided combined arms capa-
bilities, including antiaircraft artillery, artillery, amphibious tanks, signal
regiments, and engineering units. Training and exercises at the time also

shifted to reflect this focus, taking on a more combined arms character."
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The reductions were carried out gradually over a couple years, with
almost half of the goal of demobilizing 1 million soldiers achieved by
December 1986 and the reduction basically completed by April 1987.?
Overall this represented a 25 percent cut to the overall size of China’s mili-
tary, with the bulk of troops coming from China’s ground forces.

A common target for force reductions across each iteration of reform
included cuts to headquarters and staff personnel at all echelons of the
PLA, decreasing the ratio of army personnel relative to the other services,
adjustments to the ratio between officers and enlisted, and eliminating
noncombat personnel. The 1985 iteration halved the number of personnel
within the PLA’s general departments, and the navy, air force, and Second
Artillery all experienced growth in terms of both personnel and budget.”

The 1997 iteration of force reductions was intended to shed an addi-
tional 500,000 troops from the PLA. These reductions deactivated an
additional three group armies and over a dozen infantry divisions, with
many of these personnel transferred to the People’s Armed Police." Addi-
tionally, the 500,000 troops demobilized included over 200,000 officers,
building on a theme established during the 1985 reductions of addressing a
perceived imbalance between the number of officers and enlisted personnel
within the PLA»

The 1997 iteration also included significant organizational changes to
the PLA to address problems inadvertently created by the previous force
reduction initiative. Specifically, it was at this time that Beijing began a
serious effort to divest the PLA from its involvement in private industry.
By 1997, the PLA was believed to be involved in over 15,000 enterprises,
totaling over $10 billion annually.’* While some of this revenue was used
to maintain and improve military installations and equipment, most of it
is thought to have been siphoned off to line the pockets of individual offi-
cers, creating a culture of graft and corruption that Beijing is attempting to
deal with to this day. To address this problem, Beijing provided sustained
increases to the PLA’s annual budget and made organizational changes

meant to manage and rein in the military’s reach into private industry.
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In 2003, the PLA initiated its tenth troop reduction, demobilizing
an additional 200,000 personnel over a 2-year period and disbanding an
additional three group armies.”” Consistent with the previous reduction
initiatives, the 2003 iteration focused primarily on noncombat units within
the ground force, and emphasized the removal of “lower quality” units
in an effort to bolster the overall operational capability of the PLA. Once
again, Beijing implemented organizational changes around the same time
as the force reduction that appeared to be specifically aimed at addressing
the army-centric culture within the PLA. Notably, it was in 2004 that the
navy, air force, and Second Artillery commanders were added to the Central
Military Commission (CMC), a symbolic step toward greater joint repre-
sentation on China’s highest military body.

Unlike the 1997 iteration, none of the demobilized ground troops
was transferred to the People’s Armed Police, thus representing a more
genuine reduction to China’s security forces. This round of reductions
again centered on streamlining higher echelon units, which was partly
accomplished by the disbandment of the headquarters and associated
staff of three group armies. Furthermore, several divisions and brigades
under these group armies were dissolved, while others were transferred
to the reserve force.”® A similar method of implementation is taking place

currently within the PLA.

Current Iteration

Although Beijing’s public commentary on the purpose of force reductions
cites the effort as evidence of China’s peaceful intentions and benefit to
regional security, the actual objectives are likely strikingly similar to the
historical examples detailed above. China’s Ministry of National Defense
acknowledged that the troop cuts were primarily designed to optimize
the PLA’s scale and structure in order to make it a more capable and effi-
cient fighting force, and the primary target for demobilization once again
involved troops with outdated equipment, headquarters staff, and non-

combat personnel.”
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Changes to the Top

Official figures on the number of personnel working within the highest
echelons of China’s military are difficult to come by. However, the reforms
made a number of changes to the Central Military Commission and its
subordinate entities. Although Beijing was probably able to trim some
excess personnel from the CMC as a result of reform, outside observations
of the organizational changes to these entities suggest that personnel were
mainly shifted from one organization to another, rather than removed from
the military entirely.

The Joint Staff Department, formerly known as the General Staff
Department (GSD), probably experienced a large amount of change as
a result of reform, shedding a number of second-level departments with
responsibilities that fall outside the purview of operations or that fit bet-
ter in some of the newly created organizations. Specifically, the GSD
previously had responsibility for ground force operations that did not
fall under the MR structure, to include army aviation and special forces.
These departments were almost certainly transferred to the newly created
army headquarters.

Similarly, the GSD’s well-known third and fourth departments (the
Technical Reconnaissance Bureau and Electronic Countermeasures
Bureau) were absorbed by the newly created Strategic Support Force (SSF),
which is responsible for all information operations in the post-reform PLA
structure. These include space, cyberspace, and electromagnetic operations,
in addition to the “three warfares” (psychological, media, and legal).?* The
actual reduction of personnel resulting from this change is probably negli-
gible. Instead, the SSF is likely to see organizational growth in the coming
years rather than a reduction. Placing all entities within the PLA that have
a responsibility for information operations—which had previously been
dispersed across several entities—under a unified command is likely to
improve China’s capabilities in this new warfare domain.

Other changes to the CMC involved the creation of new organizations,

which may suggest a force increase rather than a decrease, but these entities
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all existed previously in some form within the PLA. In most cases, these
organizations were subordinate entities to the previous CMC departments
and were merely given new names and subordination. For instance, the
Science and Technology Commission appears to be primarily comprised of
former General Armaments Department organizations, and the Discipline
Inspection Commission is made up of entities previously under the General
Political Department.

The changes to the CMC are important and worthy of discussion, but
the direct impact of the 300,000-force reduction on China’s top military
organization appears to be minimal. The changes instead appear to align
with Xi Jinping’s model for building a “strong army,” with his emphasis
on having a military that listens to the Communist Party’s command, is
capable of fighting and winning wars, and strictly maintains discipline. The
fact that the leaders of the CMC Political Work Department, CMC Joint
Staff Department, and CMC Discipline Inspection Commission are the
only CMC department heads to have positions as CMC members reflects

these priorities.

Military Regions to Combat Theaters
Below the level of the CMC, at the theater echelon, is where the PLA was
probably most able to achieve some significant personnel reductions. Sim-
ilar to earlier force reduction and reform efforts, the latest round of reform
included the removal of some military regions. The Jinan MR was broken
up and distributed to the newly created Northern Theater and Central
Theater, while the Lanzhou MR was disestablished and its subordinate units
absorbed within the Western Theater. Similar to the 2003 force reduction,
the elimination of MR headquarters staff and their associated MR air force
headquarters staff provided an opportunity for actual personnel reductions.
However, it remains unclear how much of the overall staff was removed
from the military vice transferred to other entities.

The theater command (TC) structure that resulted from reform has

interesting operational implications. Chinese state media have noted that
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the newly created theater commands align to China’s “strategic directions”
[zhanliie fangxiang, #E7717]]. While rarely enumerated in public forums,
we can infer the general focus areas from the five TCs that were created,
which include Taiwan and Japan, the South China Sea and South East Asia,
India, the Korean Peninsula, and the defense of Beijing.”!

The consolidation of the former Chengdu MR and Lanzhou MR into
a single theater command aligned operational planning for a contingency
with India under a unified staff. However, the retention of both the Xinjiang
Military District and the Xizang (Tibet) Military District indicates that
some degree of bifurcation remains below the theater level.” These two mil-
itary districts each border an area of territorial dispute with India in Aksai
Chin and Arunachal Pradesh, which perhaps necessitates their continued
existence as military districts. The tensions between China and India in the
Doklam region in the summer of 2017 provided Beijing an opportunity to
test and assess the new command organization and its ability to deal with
a crisis.”? While it is difficult to determine the operational impact of the
consolidation of command and control from media reporting, the change
appears to be a step in the right direction for the PLA, at least conceptually.

Similarly, the Jinan MR and its subordinate entities were broken up and
distributed between the Northern and Central theaters. Historically, Jinan
MR has served as the PLA’s strategic reserve, and would deploy its subor-
dinate forces to other military regions to support any emerging military
contingency. The newly created Central Theater absorbed the former Jinan
MR 54" Group Army and probably carries forth the mission of strategic

support to the surrounding military regions in the event of a conflict.

Elimination of Group Armies

As part of the force reduction, the PLA reorganized 84 corps-level entities.
In April 2017, Beijing officially confirmed what had been rumored for
several months—that five group armies within China’s ground forces had
been disbanded.?* The 13 remaining group armies all received new unit

designators (from 71%to 83™) that aligned with the new theater structure
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and served as a symbolic break from the tradition and history of the PLA
ground forces. The full extent of these changes is not yet clear. Similar to
past instances of eliminating group armies, it appears that the headquarters
offices have been disbanded but that many of the subordinate units have
either been transferred to other remaining group armies or remain in a
state of transition.

Of the five group armies that were eliminated, one came from each of
the former seven military regions except for Guangzhou and Nanjing MRs,
possibly representing the continuing operational importance of preparing
for military conflict with Taiwan (a contingency for which the Guangzhou
and Nanjing MRs had primary responsibility). While the elimination of
five group armies represents a reduction in the number of combat troops,
the total impact remains unclear. The group armies selected for elimi-
nation were arguably among the less capable and in possession of more

outdated equipment.

Force Structure Adjustments
The PLA appears to have utilized this round of force reductions to imple-
ment force structure adjustments that have been under way for several
years. For the ground force, this includes the wider trend of converting
existing divisions and regiments into brigades. The brigade structure is
meant to facilitate greater mobility and modular capabilities, a theme
highlighted within the PLA for several years now (see the chapter by Blasko
in this volume). Since at least 2009, the PLA has stressed the need for the
ground force to be capable of rapid deployments, which it has practiced in
a series of exercises including Stride [kuayue, %] and Mission Action
[shiming xingdong, {1517 2)]].% The purpose of these exercises is to develop
the ability of ground units to rapidly deploy anywhere on China’s periphery
to respond to emerging contingencies; the shift to a brigade structure that
is accompanying the force reduction is also meant to facilitate this change.
In addition to the continued transition to a brigade structure, the

ground force is increasing its aviation and special forces units across the
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army. Of the remaining 13 group armies, there is increasing evidence that
the ultimate goal is to have at least one army aviation brigade and one
special forces brigade under every group army. This is another example
of a trend that has been under way for several years, but Beijing appears
to be utilizing reform and force reductions to force through changes that
may have otherwise taken longer to implement. Both army aviation and
special forces are viewed as key elements to the army’s future concept of
operations, which the PLA generally refers to as “three-dimensional” or
“multidimensional” assault [liti tuji, SARTR ).

In contrast to the army, the other services within the PLA are likely
experiencing a force increase rather than a decrease. This trend also pre-
dates the current round of reform and is a component of a longstanding
effort to reduce the army-centric focus of the PLA to the relative benefit
of the other services. Official personnel figures for the PLA in the 2012
white paper break out to 850,000 in the army; 235,000 in the navy; and
398,000 in the air force. The figure for the Rocket Force is left unstated,
but most unofficial figures put it at around 130,000 personnel. If accurate,
that leaves approximately 687,000 troops within the 2.3-million-member
PLA unaccounted for. That figure probably consists of civilian cadre
[wenzhi ganbu, SCHRT-#B] and noncombat troops, in addition to other
unidentified personnel.?

Absent updated official figures, the post-downsizing personnel ratios
within the PLA breakout are a matter of speculation. That said, the PLA
Navy and to a lesser extent the PLA Air Force and Rocket Force are poised
to experience potential growth in personnel end strength. This is evident
from the PLA’s announced prioritization of the maritime domain, as out-
lined in Beijing’s 2015 white paper on military strategy. Furthermore,
the establishment of a new marine corps headquarters and a rumored
increase from two marine brigades to six hold true may produce a signifi-
cant increase to the size of the navy.”

If the increase in the number of marine brigades proceeds as predicted,

one possibility that would both accommodate the force reduction plan and
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allow for more rapid establishment of mission capable units would involve
the transfer of existing ground force units over to the navy. The units
currently within the PLA Army with amphibious capabilities would make
logical sense for such a transfer. However, this would represent a significant
change to the historical missions of the army and marine corps, particularly
with respect to combat against Taiwan, which the army sees as one of its
most important missions. Recent PLA marine exercises featuring a diverse
set of climates suggest a potentially evolving role of the marine corps to one
that features more expeditionary missions.*

Other than rumors about additional marine brigades, the PLA reforms
and force reductions have had a relatively minor impact on the navy com-
pared to the other services. The three fleets that existed prior to the creation
of the geographically focused theaters still exist and retain their previous
names, unlike the rebranding and flag ceremonies that have occurred
elsewhere with the PLA. It is unclear at this stage whether this is an interim
step with wider changes to be expected in the coming years, or if the PLA is
generally satisfied with the navy’s modernization pathway and will continue
with established plans (see the chapter by Burns McCaslin and Erickson
in this volume).

The PLA Air Force is experiencing a number of substantial changes to
its force structure, primarily as a result of the reforms rather than through
force reductions. As with the army, the air force has utilized the force
reductions and reform initiative to implement longstanding aspirational
force structure adjustments. In particular, the air force has continued its
own conversion of division and regimental units into brigades, which began
several years previously but appeared to have stalled. The air force brigades
are designed to provide more modular capabilities at the operational level
through the creation of brigades with subordinate units with dissimilar
aircraft, compared to the past structure that featured entire divisions con-
taining essentially the same operational capability.

The PLA Rocket Force is the most difficult of the services to get

direct information on through open sources. However, it appears that
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all six operational missile bases that formerly existed within the Rocket
Force’s predecessor, the Second Artillery, have been retained, albeit with
new numerical designations. This is noteworthy due to the mismatch
between the missile bases and number of theaters, suggesting that the
Rocket Force has not fully been aligned under the theater structure. This is
further evident in the apparent absence of any Rocket Force leaders among
the theater deputy commanders.” (See the discussion of the relationship
between the Rocket Force and theater commands in the chapter by Logan
in this volume.)

Similar to the situation with the navy, the reason for this apparent
disconnect is unclear, and it may represent an interim phase with plans
for a broader overhaul of the Rocket Force in the future. However, in the
meantime, the changes to the Rocket Force have been largely symbolic,
with the formal elevation of the organization to a service, while it had been
effectively treated as such for several years previously. Unlike the ground
force, there is little indication within the Rocket Force of structure changes
or unit transfers. However, like the army, the Rocket Force has been issued
anew set of military unit cover designators, possibly reflecting a new set of

true unit designators as well.

Conclusion

The broad objectives of China’s military force reduction and overall reform
effort are consistent with the strategies and goals outlined in numerous
official pronouncements dating back several decades. Although these
objectives may not be surprising, this does not diminish their significance.
Indeed, the consistency by which Beijing approaches its overall military
modernization effort speaks to the level of importance and determination
associated with this effort. We can conclude that China is sincere when it
announces goals such as becoming a world-class military by the middle of
the 21 century and that Chinese leaders are taking the necessary steps and
making the required investments to achieve these objectives within their

self-imposed timeline.
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Opverall, Chinese military force reductions have focused on stream-
lining the PLA, enhancing cross-service interoperability, eliminating
a culture that favors the ground forces, and emphasizing qualitative
improvement of the force over quantitative measures. The 2-million-per-
son military that will exist after the completion of this round of reforms
will still be among the largest in the world, indicating that reform and
force reductions will likely continue beyond the current eleventh iteration.
Indeed, while many of the changes taking place within the PLA today
are preparing China to become a more capable and effective regional
military power, a number of additional changes will likely be required
as Beijing shifts from seeking to accomplish its regional ambitions to a

more global orientation.
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CHAPTER 10

THE BIGGEST LOSER IN
CHINESE MILITARY REFORMS

The PLA Army

Dennis J. Blasko

ince 2004, the army officially has been listed in second place for devel-

opment behind the other services in China’s People’s Liberation Army

(PLA). Accordingly, the army’s progress toward its modernization
objectives has been slower and perhaps less effective than the more tech-
nical services. Nonetheless, because of China’s huge landmass and despite
undergoing a 55 percent decrease in manpower from 1997 to 2018, the army
remains the largest service in the PLA.

China’s changing international environment and strategic realities
resulted in the 2015 defense white paper’s announcement that the “tra-
ditional mentality that land outweighs sea must be abandoned, and great
importance has to be attached to managing the seas and oceans and pro-
tecting maritime rights and interests.” This perhaps was the final blow to
the army’s traditional status of being first among the services.

To contribute to maritime and joint campaigns beyond China’s bor-
ders, as well as protect China’s territorial integrity and sovereignty, over the
past decade the army has concentrated on developing “new-type combat
forces,” including army aviation, light mechanized, special operations, and

digitalized (cyber/information/electronic warfare) units. It has restructured
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its organization by mostly abandoning the former Soviet model and seeks
to make the combined arms battalion the “basic combat unit” capable of
independent actions on the battlefield. It has radically refined its training
program to make exercises more realistic to develop both modern com-
bined arms and joint capabilities that have never been tested in battle. Still,
its forces routinely come in second in their own red-on-blue exercises.
Though it now looks like a modern army with new uniforms and
equipment, PLA leadership recognizes major shortcomings in the capabil-
ities of many units and some of its combat leaders and staff officers. With
maritime threats now dominating Chinese defense planning, the army’s
new capabilities likely will play a supporting role in future joint maritime
or aerospace campaigns. As such, for the benefit of all the PLA, second best

is good enough for the army at this stage of the force’s development.

Introduction

Between the technological display of the First Gulf War and the series of
military exercises during the 1995-1996 Taiwan imbroglio, the senior Chi-
nese military leadership—led by Jiang Zemin, Liu Huaqing, Zhang Zhen,
Zhang Wannian, and Chi Haotian—outlined the general parameters for
the continued modernization of the PLA, a process begun in the late 1970s.
The force was to become smaller but more technologically advanced with a
greater focus on threats from the sea. With a new maritime emphasis, nat-
urally the PLA Navy and aerospace forces (air force and Second Artillery)
would be strengthened. Nonetheless, as a continental nation, the PLA Army
would still be important and continue to be modernized, albeit without the
same sense of urgency as the other services.

By the late 1990s, the Chinese Communist Party leadership, Chinese
government, and Central Military Commission (CMC) increased the speed
and scope of PLA modernization with many years of double-digit annual
percentage increases to the defense budget, even as the PLA underwent mul-
tiple manpower reductions. When President Jiang announced the 500,000

personnel reduction in 1997, the total size of the PLA was about 3 million,

346



The Biggest Loser in Chinese Military Reforms

with an estimated 2.2 million in the army, 265,000 in the navy, 470,000 in
the air force, and 90,000 in the Second Artillery, with an official defense
budget of less than $10 billion U.S. dollars.? The army acquired its “biggest
loser” status when it was cut by 18.6 percent (amounting to over 400,000
people), while the navy, air force, and Second Artillery suffered only 11.4,
12.6, and 2.9 percent cuts, respectively.®

The 2004 Chinese defense white paper declared that priority of devel-
opment went first to “the Navy, Air Force and Second Artillery Force, and
[to] strengthen [the PLA’s] comprehensive deterrence and warfighting
capabilities.™ The 2013 defense white paper announced that “China is a
major maritime as well as land country,” but more ominously for the army,

the 2015 white paper stated:

The traditional mentality that land outweighs sea must be aban-
doned, and great importance has to be attached to managing the
seas and oceans and protecting maritime rights and interests. It
is necessary for China to develop a modern maritime military force
structure commensurate with its national security and develop-
ment interests, safeguard its national sovereignty and maritime
rights and interests, protect the security of strategic [sea lines of
communication] and overseas interests, and participate in inter-
national maritime cooperation, so as to provide strategic support

for building itself into a maritime power.

As part of the 300,000-man reduction and the new tranche of reforms
announced in late 2015, according to its first commander General Li Zuo-
cheng, the army now accounts for less than half of the 2 million active-duty
force (which implies an army numbering less than a million personnel,
though no specific figures for any service have yet been announced).”
The army likely will see its size, influence, and status diminish further
throughout the remainder of the PLA’s three-step modernization strategy,
scheduled for completion in 2049.® At the 19" Party Congress in October
2017, Xi Jinping modified the three-step strategy, calling on the PLA to
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achieve mechanization by 2020; the modernization of military theory,
organization, personnel, and equipment by 2035; and to become a world-
class military by the middle of the 21 century.’

The PLA’s greatest overall challenge will be the shift in collective mind-
set required to actually become a modern military capable of both land and
maritime operations, not simply modifying its organizational structure.
Changes of this magnitude are not measured in years, but in decades and
generations. Yet with 14 land neighbors and the threat of transnational ter-
rorism and extremism, a capable but smaller army is still essential to protect
the Chinese mainland, deter Taiwan independence, and provide support
to maritime campaigns or other joint operations beyond China’s borders.
To accomplish these missions, the army is developing and expanding “new
types of combat forces” [xinxing zuozhan liliang, FHVELL I E].

This chapter examines the army’s new leadership structure, its evolving
order of battle, recent training and deployments, new logistics arrangements,
and changes in doctrine and the education system. Throughout the chapter,
evaluations of PLA capabilities and shortcomings published by its own mili-
tary media are highlighted. In general, the senior PLA leadership is skeptical
of the ability of its operational commanders and units to accomplish success-
fully the wartime missions they could be assigned and understands that much

work remains to be done to improve operational readiness.

The Army’s New Headquarters and Leadership
The overall level of our military power system lags behind the world’s
military powers. In particular, the Army’s modernization is
relatively backward. Some problems are rather prominent.
It is necessary that we downsize and optimize its structure,
innovate its form, and strengthen its functions."

—PLA Army Commander Li Zuocheng

Under the PLA’s old organization, the four General Departments served as

the national-level army headquarters and something of a joint staff for all
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the PLA. The CMC, with its own small staff, exercised command of most
operational army units through the four General Departments to the mili-
tary regions (MRs). Within an MR, group armies (GAs) and some military
districts (MDs)—specifically Tibet, Xinjiang, Hainan, and the Beijing Gar-
rison—commanded most operational army units (a few specialized units
fell under the General Staff Department). MDs also directly commanded
provincial army reserve units and army border defense units through mil-
itary subdistrict (MSD)/garrison headquarters. MDs further commanded
militia units through People’s Armed Forces Departments (PAFDs) found
below MSD/garrison level. MRs directed many logistics units through
joint logistics subdepartments scattered throughout the country, while the
Wuhan Rear Base and Qinghai-Tibet Depot were controlled by the General
Logistics Department.

With the dissolution of the four General Departments, many senior
army generals saw the scope of their responsibilities and bureaucratic clout
diminish considerably with the expansion of the CMC bureaucracy to 15
functional departments, commissions, and offices. For example, General
Fang Fenghui, the first chief of the CMC Joint Staff Department (prior to
his removal on suspicion of bribery), oversaw a much smaller organization
than in his former role as Chief of the General Staff. The leaders of the three
other General Departments also saw important elements of their organi-
zations transferred to other parts of the CMC or to army headquarters.
Likewise, the newly created Strategic Support Force, commanded by Gao
Jin, a former Second Artillery general, assumed responsibility for nation-
al-level cyber, electronic warfare, and space operations, which previously
were overseen by mostly army officers in the General Staff and General
Armament Departments and contributed further to lessening the army’s
parochial dominance.

When the four General Departments acted as the army service head-
quarters, the army, by default, held a higher status than the navy and air
force. After the creation of the national-level army service headquarters

[lujun lingdao jigou, it ZF45SH1#4] in Beijing with a grade of theater leader,
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the army now has a status equal to the other three services, including the
upgraded Rocket Force." Unlike his service counterparts at the time, the
first army commander, General Li Zuocheng, was not made a member of
the CMC. At the 19 Party Congress in October 2017, the composition of the
new CMC was announced, and none of the service commanders was given
a seat on the CMC. Li was named chief of the CMC Joint Staff Department
and became a CMC member. General Han Weiguo, previously the Central
Theater commander, succeeded Li as commander of the PLA Army; Lieu-
tenant General Liu Lei remained as the army political commissar (PC)."
Asaservice headquarters, the new army headquarters must coordinate
with the CMC structure for “construction/army building” purposes as well
as with the five theater leader grade joint theater commands (TCs) for oper-
ational functions. Therefore, the army headquarters staff organization must
be able to interface with both the CMC and TC headquarters structures.
The army headquarters staff structure, as currently known through official

media reporting, is listed below (over time greater granularity is expected):

Army Discipline Inspection Commission [Fifi 4025
m Discipline and Supervision Bureau [[if; F£0 Z 43 21 ).

Army Staff Department [[ifi %2 557]

= Operations Bureau [FliZE 2 HER R

» Training Bureau [[i 201255

m Arms Bureau [[tiF SRR

m Army Aviation Corps Bureau [Ffi %2 E5RHT 2 S /)]

m Administration Bureau [FEZE S 1S5 NS HL )]

m Border and Coastal Defense Bureau [[ii F-Z U1 =)
Planning and Organization Bureau [[iiZE 2 U5 9w il R
m Subordinate Work Bureau [[iZE 2 ELE T/E/R)].

Army Political Work Department [[i ZE A TAEH]
» Organization Bureau [[ii FBHA TA/EHZHL )]
» Propaganda Bureau [FiZEEGA T/E R E L)
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m Cadre Bureau [fEZEBA LA/EER T4

m Soldier and Civilian Personnel Bureau [[EZEE0E TAERR e G SCHR
NZYE)

m Art Troupe [[Fiti FBGA TR SC ).

Army Logistics Department [Fiti 75 /5 8]
m Procurement and Supply Bureau [ %5 BRI AL )]
» Transportation and Delivery Bureau [Fifi 25 B fi %1% =)
m Health Bureau [FFZE /585 TA R
m Finance Bureau [[: %5 #5804 55 7).

Army Equipment Department [ 424 4530]
m Maintenance and Repair Support Bureau [ 252 #- B4R LRI 5]
= Aviation Equipment Bureau [[ii 3% 25001 25 2% £ ).

While the Army Staff Department and Political Work Department have
adopted the names found in the new CMC organization, the Logistics and
Equipment Departments probably will not change to current CMC nomen-
clature as the CMC Equipment Development Department does not appear
to be responsible for overseeing equipment repair and maintenance as the
General Armament Department was."

The establishment of the five joint theater commands required the
formation of a new level of command for the army: the TC army head-
quarters [zhanqu lujun jiguan, H[XFZEH1IC], each of which is a theater
deputy leader grade organization. The new TC army headquarters are the
same grade as the TC navy headquarters/three fleets and the TC air forces,
successors to the former MR air forces.

These TC service headquarters are important links in the chain of
command from operational units up to their service headquarters in Bei-
jing (for construction) and to the regional joint TC headquarters (for joint
operations). However, instead of streamlining the old command chain from
MRs to group armies, the TC army headquarters actually adds a new link,

no matter how necessary, in the operational chain of command. The five TC
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army headquarters, not the joint TC headquarters themselves, have direct
command responsibility for operational army units located in the TC’s area
of responsibility. Operational units have a single chain of command going
only to their TC army headquarters. To facilitate communications up to
both TC and army headquarters and down to their subordinate units, a
communications support brigade is directly subordinate to each TC army
headquarters.”” The primary relationship of operational army units to the
TC army and not the TC is reflected by the fact that all TC army units wear
the generic army patch, whereas previously army units assigned to an MR
wore the shoulder patch of their specific MR.

TC army commanders and PCs also serve as deputy commanders and
deputy PCs for the theater. As seen in table 1, the headquarters for each TC
army is located some distance from the TC headquarters (therefore, we can
assume the PLA has confidence in its videoconferencing capabilities and/or
the TC and TC army headquarters have assigned liaison officers to each other).

TC army headquarters have been assigned four main missions, serving as:

= a campaign headquarters [zhanyi zhihui bu, '§4%$H] for combat
operations

m a component of the theater joint command post [zhanqu lianzhi de
zucheng bufen, fRIX ERFRIIZHL RG]

m a construction headquarters [jianshe zhihui bu, B TR for rou-
tine leadership and management

= an emergency response headquarters [yingji zhihui bu, N G455
for any of the nontraditional security tasks they must conduct.'®

Each newly established TC army headquarters was assigned a com-
mander and PC. As is the normal pattern, most commanders served in a
single MR (their primary MR) until promotion to group army commander
and potential transfer to another MR/theater. PCs were more likely to have
served in more than one MR and in different types of units throughout
their career. As Saunders and Wuthnow note in chapter 13, the commander

and PC of each TC army headquarters came from different geographic
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locations and likely did not know each other well. Over the course of the
following year (into 2017), 5 of the 10 new TC army commanders and PCs
were transferred out of their assignments. Chinese media did not provide
explanations for the reassignments. Perhaps these officers knew from the
beginning that they would be placeholders in their new positions, or per-
haps the early reporting of their assignments was wrong. A New York-based
Web site reported that Northern TC army PC Xu Yuanlin was dismissed for
disciplinary reasons, but this has not been confirmed.”” Table 1 identifies

the new leaders and indicates which leaders have been replaced.

Table 1. Theater Command Army Leaders

TCHQ-Location | TCArmyHQ | Commander PC
Location (Primary MR/ (Primary MR/

Previous MR/TC) Previous MR/TC)
Eastern TC— Fuzhou Qin Weijiang [Z% T Liao Keduo [ B RI¥] (Beijing/
Nanjing (Beijing/Nanjing) Beijing)
Southern TC— Nanning Zhang Jian [FK E]' Bai Lu [F9 ] (Nanjing/
Guangzhou (Guangzhou/Eastern TC) | Chengdu)
Western TC— Lanzhou He Weidong [fff P42 | Xu Zhongbo [#:£3] (Jinan/
Chengdu (Nanjing/Nanjing) Jinan)
Northern TC— Jinan Wang Yinfang [FEEIZ5] | ShiXiao [£115]* (Chengdu/
Shenyang (Beijing/Central TC) Lanzhou)
Central TC—Beijing | Shijiazhuang | Fan Chengcai [JE2& 4 1® | Zhou Wanzhu [ &AL

(Chengdu/Southern TC) | (Nanjing/Nanjing)

Key: HQ: headquarters; MR: military region; PC: political commissar; TC: theater command.

' Original commander Liu Xiaowu [%1]/N“F-] (Guangzhou/Guangzhou).
2 Original commander He Qingcheng [fA37 %] (Lanzhou/Lanzhou).

3 Original commander Li Qiaoming [Z=#74£] (Guangzhou/Guangzhou).
“QOriginal political commissar Xu Yuanlin [#&izc#£] (Jinan/Lanzhou).

5 Original commander Shi Luze [ $245] (Beijing/Beijing); Second Commander Zhang Xudong [FK 1
7x] (Shenyang/Northern TC).

8 Original political commissar Wu Shezhou [ % 4t#] (Guangzhou/Jinan).

Of the original commanders, only Li Qiaoming was assigned to a new

theater; the other commanders all had familiarity with their subordinate
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group army commanders and PCs and extensive operational knowledge
of the conditions in their areas of responsibility. Conversely, all of the PCs
were transferred to new theaters from their last assignments. Until evidence
emerges that they purchased these new posts or otherwise obtained them
through corruption or connections, it seems likely that these leaders were
selected for their past performance in operational leadership assignments
(primarily as unit commanders, deputy commanders, chiefs of staff and
political commissars, and directors of political departments) throughout
their careers. None of them served primarily in the local command chain
from MSD/garrison to MD (though Qin and Shi had served as MD com-
manders after rising through group army assignments).

As could be expected, several TC army leaders worked with each other
at various points in their careers." Insights into the thinking of several new
commanders and PCs can be found in interviews they have given recently
or articles they have written. For example, then-army Commander Li
Zuocheng and PC Liu Lei wrote in February 2016, “In particular, the mod-
ernization condition of the Army remains relatively backward, with the

issues of the “Two Inabilities’ and “Two Large Gaps™

existing prominently.
This has become a shortcoming that restricts the building of a modern
military power system with Chinese characteristics.”*

The solutions they proposed were the same as what Li had previously
outlined (as seen in the epigraph that begins this section of the chapter),
which, unsurprisingly, are consistent with the current reform agenda.
The fact that both critiques identify concerns about the PLA’s operational
leadership capabilities is a criticism made frequently in the official media.
Liao Keduo, Eastern TC army PC, reiterated many of the same issues in an
important August 2016 article, noting that the PLA must find its own way
to reform in order to narrow the gap between it and other militaries. The
army must solve contradictions and problems that have existed for a long
time and gradually [zhubu, 1%, a term used frequently by PLA leaders]
change from being a “following runner to a side-by-side runner [and]

eventually to alead runner.”*
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Perhaps the most important and scathing critique of “some” PLA lead-
ers is known as the “Five Cannots” [wuge buhui, FAANEE], which has been
prominent in the military literature since early 2015. “Some commanders”
[bufen zhihuiyuan, 73 FaHER]:

m cannot judge the situation

m cannot understand the intention of higher authorities
m cannot make operational decisions

m cannot deploy troops

m cannot deal with unexpected situations.?

Changes in organization, training, and education are aimed at solving lead-
ership problems at all levels of the PLA. Part of the solution is to decrease the
responsibilities of theater commanders and their staffs (by relieving them of
responsibility for day-to-day administration [construction] requirements)
and to assist battalion commanders by increasing the size of their staff.
Unlike the former MR structure, the TCs and TC army headquarters
do not control the local headquarters chain of command from MD to MSD/
garrison to PAFD, which is responsible for conscription/demobilization as
well as command of PLA reserve and militia units. Command of the mili-
tary districts and below has been assigned to the CMC’s National Defense
Mobilization Department, with the significant exception of the Beijing
Garrison and Tibet and Xinjiang MDs, which fall under the “management”
of the national-level army headquarters.?® Each of these three organizations
is responsible for sensitive regions in China, command substantial combat
forces, and have therefore been given the higher organizational grade of
theater deputy leader compared to the other MDs that hold army leader
grades. The higher grade means that these three headquarters cannot be
overseen by the National Defense Mobilization Department, which also
is a theater deputy leader grade organization. This arrangement probably
means that operational combat units in Beijing, Tibet, and Xinjiang report
to the TC army headquarters in the area where they are assigned, who then

reports to army headquarters in Beijing.
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Sheng Bin, director of the CMC National Defense Mobilization

Department, has stated that MD headquarters serve in five capacities:

m headquarters/command department for emergencies and combat
[yingji yingzhan de zhihui bu, SR TR

m military affairs department for the local Party committee [difang
dangwei de junshi bu, #1777 Z 1) 7 F ]

m construction department for reserve forces [houbei liliang de jianshe
bu, JA &7 TR B

m conscription department for the government at the provincial level
[tong ji zhengfu de bingyi bu, [RIZLEURT A

m coordination department for military-civilian integration [junmin
ronghe de xietiao bu, ZEIRIE PPN

Conspicuously absent from this list of responsibilities is the super-
vision of border and coastal defense units. It appears that command of
the PLA’s border and coastal defense units is being shifted to the com-
mand of TC army headquarters, with MD headquarters no longer in the
chain. One report from Heilongjiang states that border defense units are
being transferred to army command and a separate report indicates that
coastal defense units in Shantou have been transferred to army command.”
Throughout the country, except in Tibet, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia,
border defense brigades have been formed from former border defense
regiments.”® Some new border defense brigades have been reinforced with
new units and equipment and are responsible for areas extending over
multiple provinces.” Consolidating multiple border defense regiments
into a single brigade will allow for a reduction in the total number of staff
officers required to support the same number of troops.

Both army headquarters in Beijing and TC army headquarters have a
Border and Coastal Defense Bureau/Division [bianhaifang ju/chu, 1
Jai/Ak] within their respective staff departments that oversee the border and
coastal defense units stationed on China’s borders. Furthermore, a report

has stated that a Guangdong Reserve Division has been transferred to the
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Figure. Old and New Group Army Structure
2017 PLA Reformed Group Army Structure

Pre-Reform Group Army Structure Post-Reform Group Army Structure
April 2017 (18 Group Armies) May 2017 and after (13 Group Armies)

< Group Army Headquarters > < Group Army Headquarters >

Six Combined
Arms Brigades

Two to Five Infantry
Divisions/Brigades

One Armored
Division*/Brigade

Artillery Brigadet Artillery Brigade

Air Defense Brigade Air Defense Brigade

gﬁggﬁé%‘;‘é%gﬂ”& Special Operations Brigade
Brié\;ﬂ\a{ /é‘é;ﬂqoe”mi Army Aviation Brigade
Reconnaissance
Battalion

: ; Engineer & Chemical
Engineer Regiment Defense Brigade
Chemical Defense
Regiment/Battalion

Communications
Regiment§

Logistics/Armament

Units Service Support Brigade

*The 38" Group Army (GA) had an armored division.

1¢1/42 GAs also had a long-range rocket brigade.

+SOF/Army aviation units in some group armies.

8A few grop armies were also assigned an electronicountermeasures brigade or regiment.
Note: Prior to reform, only two GAs had similar structure.

—+

army, which would be a change from the previous command arrangement
where MDs commanded reserve units.” However, no mobilization staff
organizations have been identified (to date) in either army headquarters in
Beijing or TC army headquarters to oversee reserve unit activities.
According to unofficial reporting, provincial MD headquarters have
been changing their organizational structure to include only commanders,
PCs, and their deputies, while losing the former political, logistics, and
armaments staff elements.”” This is noteworthy in that several officers

named for corruption have come from the MD system, and the reduction in
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the MD staff therefore may be an attempt to decrease the number of officers
who may succumb to local temptations. Moreover, army officers are no
longer the only ones who can command MD headquarters; in April 2017, in
a first for the PLA, an air force major general was assigned as commander
of Henan MD.* It is likely that many officers to be demobilized will come
from this MD-MSD/garrison-PAFD chain of command.

At this time, this command structure appears to be overly complex and
the details of how all these headquarters interact have yet to be explained
fully to the outside world. The PLA has given itself until 2020 to work out
the kinks in its new command structure.” Further modifications and

adjustments are likely.

Army Order of Battle
Force structure remains irrational; there are too many conventional
units and not enough new types of combat forces. The proportion of
various arms is not balanced; officers are out of proportion to enlisted
personnel. Weapons and equipment are relatively backward.>
—Eastern Theater Army Headquarters Political Commissar
MG Liao Keduo

The PLA Army was assessed to number about 1.6 million personnel prior
to the 300,000 force reduction. That figure was more than 25 percent
smaller than the estimated 2.2 million before the 1997 (500,000-man) and
2003 (200,000-man) force reductions. If, as alleged, the army now num-
bers less than half of a total PLA force of 2 million, the service indeed has
been the biggest loser in personnel strength as a result of current reforms.
To reach this bookkeeping milestone of dropping 600,000 personnel from
the army’s rolls, it is likely the personnel who still wear army uniforms
but are assigned to the CMC staff, TC headquarters, Strategic Support
Force, and new Joint Logistics Support Force are not counted against army
end strength to better balance personnel among the various services and

forces. This appears to be the case, as personnel assigned to each of these
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new organizations wear their new units’ distinctive chest badges and
arm patches instead of the generic army badge and patch worn by those
in operational army units.

The 2013 defense white paper defined “new types of combat forces”
to include “army aviation troops, light mechanized units, and special
operations forces [SOF], and . . . digitalized units.” It noted the army
is “gradually making its units small, modular, and multifunctional in
organization so as to enhance their capabilities for air-ground integrated
operations, long-distance maneuvers, rapid assaults, and special opera-
tions.”* These trends have been clearly evident in the army’s changing
order of battle for several years.

The 2013 white paper further revealed that 850,000 (over half) of army
personnel were assigned to “mobile operational units,” such as the 18 group
armies and independent divisions and brigades. In early 2017, the number
of operational maneuver army units assigned to group armies and indepen-
dent units was estimated to include a total of approximately 21 divisions (20
infantry and 1 armored), 65 combat brigades (48 infantry and 17 armored),
12 army aviation units (7 brigades and 5 regiments), and 11 SOF units
(9 brigades and 2 regiments). Additionally, some divisions and brigades
were assigned smaller SOF units of battalion level or smaller.** Maneuver
units were supported by a variety of artillery, air defense, engineer, chem-
ical defense, and other units. Of the 18 group armies, only 2 had similar
compositions of infantry and armored units. All others were uniquely
configured, as were the independent combat units assigned to the Beijing
Garrison Command, Xinjiang MD, and Tibet MD. The remainder of the
army—some 700,000 personnel— therefore included nearly everybody in
the four General Departments; MR, MD, MSD/garrison, and county-level
PAFD headquarters; border and coastal defense units; and noncombatant
personnel assigned to logistics/equipment support units and to the army
portion of the PLA system of academies and universities.

A year after the “below-the-neck” reforms [bozi yixia gaige, ¥ LA T
] began in April 2017, the number of group armies has been reduced
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to 13, their organization standardized and renumbered (from 71 to 83);
the number of combat divisions has been cut to 6 (4 in the Xinjiang MD, 1
in the Central TC, and 1 in the Beijing Garrison), and 15 former divisions
were transformed to two brigades each; and all combat brigades have been
transformed into combined arms brigades [hecheng lu, A iJiK], and their
number increased to about 82 (including three brigades in Tibet MD and
1 in Hong Kong).

Under the new standardized organization, each group army con-
sists of six combined arms brigades and six supporting brigades, one
each artillery, air defense, army aviation (or air assault [kongzhong tuji
lu, 7)), SOF, engineer and chemical defense [gongbing fanghua
lu, TEeB{LJiR], and service support brigade [ginwu zhuyuan lu, #j55
Y HRJK] (see table 2). Based on Chinese media reports, combined arms
brigades probably are designated either as heavy (armor or mechanized
infantry) or light (light mechanized or mountain) and are assessed to
command four combined arms battalions, a reconnaissance battalion,
an artillery battalion, an air defense battalion, an engineer and chemi-
cal defense battalion, a communications battalion, a combat or service

support battalion, and a guard and service company. Xinjiang and

Table 2. Army Transregional Exercises, 2016

Stride-2016 Firepower-2016 Firepower-2016
[#%7#%-2016] (Zhurihe) | [k 77-2016] [k F1-2016]
(Qingtongxia) (Shandan)
Eastern TC Part A: 10" Armored Part A: Artillery Brigade | Part D: Air Defense
Brigade (15! GA) (315t GA) Brigade (15! GA)
Southern TC | Part D: 40* Mountain Part E: Artillery Brigade | Part E: Air Defense
Infantry Brigade (14™ GA) | (415 GA) Brigade (427 GA)
Western TC | Part C: 9" Armored Part B: Artillery Brigade | Part A: Air Defense
Brigade (47" GA) (2151 GA) Brigade (47" GA)
Northern TC | Part B: 77" Motorized Part C: Artillery Brigade | Part B: Air Defense
Infantry Brigade (26" GA) | (39" GA) Brigade (26" GA)
Central TC Part E: 196" Motorized Part D: Artillery Brigade | Part C: Air Defense
Infantry Brigade (65" GA) | (54" GA) Brigade (65™ GA)

Key: GA: group army; TC: theater command.
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Tibet MDs continue to have a nonstandard structure in which both MD
headquarters directly command combat units and a variety of support
units, in many ways similar to a group army structure. In total, these
various types of support brigades number about 87 (including those
found in Xinjiang and Tibet). New combined arms battalions [hecheng
ying, 7HE] are formed based on their primary branch (either tank
or infantry) with reconnaissance, artillery (firepower), engineer, and
support companies or platoons.*

Below-the-neck reforms have resulted in a significant increase in the
number and size of new-type combat forces, such as army aviation and
SOF units. Currently, each group army and the Xinjiang and Tibet MDs
are assigned an army aviation brigade, for a total of 15. To form these new
brigades, aircraft and personnel were transferred from the seven former
brigades and five regiments and new equipment and people added. It is
likely that not all army aviation brigades are at full strength, and new
units will require a year or two to reach operational proficiency. Like-
wise, the previous 9 SOF brigades and 2 regiments have been expanded
to a total of 16 SOF brigades by adding additional personnel to existing
units and transforming other types of personnel and units to become
SOF. Significantly, Xinjiang MD appears to have added a second SOF
brigade in 2017 by combining elements of a divisional reconnaissance
unit and the previously existing SOF brigade to form a new brigade
stationed in Nanjiang.*

The army appears to have transformed one motorized infantry
brigade in Shandong and multiple coastal defense units in Fujian and
Shandong into four new marine brigades. As a result of the creation of
these four new units, when added to the two previously existing marine
brigades in the South Sea Fleet, it is likely there are now a total of six
marine brigades, with two assigned to/located in each TC navy.”

Over time, additional details of changes to the army’s order of battle

probably will be discovered through continuing analysis of media reports.
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Army Equipment and Battalion Staff Developments
Many military units are still upgrading equipment; the problem
of new and old equipment “three generations living under one roof”

is relatively prominent.’®

The total number of personnel in operational combat and combat support
units (for example, infantry, armor, artillery, SOF, army aviation, engi-
neers, electronic/cyber warfare, and chemical defense) is probably about
half that of the late 1990s. Today’s smaller force is being equipped with
new uniforms and personal equipment, newer tanks, armored fighting
vehicles, artillery (both towed and self-propelled), helicopters, unmanned
aerial vehicles (UAVs), small arms and crew-served weapons, and other
support equipment and electronics. Due to the size of the force and the
relatively limited production of new equipment by the Chinese defense
industries, equipment modernization has been along, drawn out process.
However, reflecting the army’s lower priority for modernization, all army
units do not necessarily receive the best equipment the Chinese defense
industries can produce.

Specifically, in 2016 China Daily reported that the Type-96B main
battle tank—not the more advanced and expensive Type-99 series—has
been selected to be the “backbone of China’s tank force,” replacing most
older models. This appears to be supported by current inventory numbers
suggesting that the second best tank has been judged to be sufficient for
the most likely ground contingencies the PLA may encounter in coming
decades. The China Daily report also stated the PLA had “more than 7,000
tanks in active service, including about 2,000 Type-96s and Type-96As,
as well as about 600 Type-99s and Type-99As, so the majority of the PLA
armored force is still equipped with tanks made several decades ago.”*
Those 7,000 tanks included five types of main battle tanks (Types 59, 79, 88,
96, 98/99), each with variants and three types of light tanks (Types 62 and
63A and ZTD-05). In 2018, the Military Balance counted a total of 6,740+
main battle tanks, with 3,390 of the Type 96/98/99 series, just slightly above
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half the total inventory.** Type 96-series tanks account for 37 percent of the
force, with Type 98/99 series at 13 percent.

It is not unusual for up to 10 types and variants of a single category of
equipment, such as tanks and armored personnel carriers/infantry fighting
vehicles, to be found in the army and other services. The large number of
variants and types of similar equipment complicates training, maintenance,
and repair, especially when units go to the field. The Chinese refer to this
condition as “three generations under one roof” [sandai tongtang, —f{[F]
). Xi’s goal of achieving modernization of equipment by 2035 probably
seeks, in part, to minimize this situation by eliminating weapons and equip-
ment produced from the 1960s to 1980s and increasing the proportion of
newer models throughout the entire PLA.

New weapons and technologies allow army units to move faster over
more difficult terrain, including bodies of water; shoot farther and faster;
and integrate their capabilities with those found in the other services more
than ever before. Army commanders now have a variety of means to attack
opponents out to 150 kilometers beyond their frontlines, including long-
range multiple rocket launchers and artillery, attack helicopters, SOF teams,
nonlethal electronic warfare and possibly cyber weapons, and supporting
PLA Air Force aircraft and armed UAVs. They are supported by an ever-ex-
panding array of ground, air, and space reconnaissance and surveillance
capabilities to locate and identify potential targets. Such new capabilities,
however, require new types of staff procedures and decisionmaking to select
the appropriate weapons for various targets. These developments, along
with massive amounts of data now available from advanced computer and
communications technologies, have stressed commanders and staff in units
at all levels, especially at battalion-level headquarters.

One of the most important lessons the army has learned in the past
decade is that battalion commanders do not have sufficient staff to com-
mand and control combined arms operations. Recent reporting indicates
that units are adding a deputy battalion commander, a battalion master

sergeant [yingshi guanzhang, & +"H¥K], chief of staff [yingcan mouzhang,
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E 2K, and four staff officers or noncommissioned officers [canmou,
Z:] (NCOs) to assist the battalion commander and political instruc-
tor. Though the exact composition of the battalion staff may not yet be
finalized, it appears that the following types of staff personnel have been

determined as necessary:

m an operations and reconnaissance officer [zuozhen canmou, {E{iiZ 1]

m artillery/firepower and engineering officer [paogong canmou/huoli
canmou, TS K1

m information and communications officer [xinxi tongxin/tongxin can-
mou, {5 R IBIEABEZR]

m support officer [zhangin canmou, SRE)Z1].4

No discussion has been found, however, concerning how many assistants
each of these staff officers/NCOs would need in order to conduct 24-hour
operations for extended periods. Standardizing these changes throughout
the army will require formal modification to battalion structure and changes
to the professional education and training system to prepare both officers
and NCOs for these new responsibilities.

The distribution of staff responsibilities described above was seen in a
recent report about a command information system [zhihui xinxi xitong, FE4%
{ZI2.25t] set up in 2016 in the former 20 Group Army. Previously, existing
information systems in its various subordinate units, such as infantry, armor,
artillery, and air defense, were incompatible, and commands had to be issued
separately to the units. To communicate directly with its subordinate units,
the headquarters set up a command information system composed of “one
network, four chains” [yiwang silian, —¥PU%&%]: the command basic network,
command and control chain, reconnaissance and intelligence chain, firepower
chain, and logistics and equipment support chain.** The four staff functional
responsibilities at battalion level would mesh seamlessly into such a system,
which would also be found at the intervening division and brigade levels.

Fewer units and personnel mean that it will take fewer new weapons

and equipment to modernize the force. Nonetheless, the army is still so
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large (more than twice the size of the active-duty U.S. Army) that all units
cannot be equipped at the same time. Though the current reforms are
geared to solve previously identified problems, new shortcomings are
discovered with nearly each deployment of new equipment and in every

round of field training.

Recent Training and Other Deployments
Solving the “Five Cannots” and improving command combat capabilities

is an urgent task in strengthening training and preparing for war.**

The PLA acknowledges that there is “a large gap between the PLA’s level of
training and the requirements of actual combat,” which is a major contra-
diction in its modernization process.** Increasing the level of realism in all
PLA training by reducing formalism and cheating has been a perennial goal
for decades and is frequently enunciated by the most senior PLA leaders.*
Asindicated by this typical assessment found in a 2016 PLA Daily staff com-
mentator article, though the force has made some progress, the general level
of advanced, integrated joint operations capabilities is lacking and more
must be done to overcome the force’s deficiencies: “Through development
over the past more than 10 years, substantial progress has been made in our
military’s system-of-systems building. Yet, the overall system-of-systems
operational capability remains rather weak. In some aspects, defects and
weaknesses are still quite obvious.™®

Asan institution, the PLA correctly identifies the crux of the training
problem to be aleadership problem at all levels, especially at battalion level
and above. They often use the formula “In training soldiers, train officers
[or generals] first” [lianbing xian lianguan/lianbing xian lianjiang, 5%
FGRE 197 555540 4] to focus on the necessity of training commanders
and their staffs to command and control both joint and combined arms
operations.”” That slogan underscores the problems of “some leaders” in the
previously mentioned formulaic assessments known as the Two Inabilities

and Five Cannots.
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As Zhang Xudong, former commander of the 39" Group Army, wrote
in July 2016, the PLA is a latecomer in conducting modern joint operations;
its theory and practice are not yet mature.* For the past decade, the PLA
has been seeking to push command of joint operations down to division
and brigade levels [bingtuan, £5[4]] and to enable modularized [mokuaihua,
HiHL1k], combined arms battalions [hechengying, £ E ] to become the
“basic combat unit” [jichu zhanshu danyuan, ZERIEEAR #.70] capable of
independent actions on the battlefield.* (Comparatively speaking, other
militaries have multiple decades of combat experience in those levels of
joint and combined arms operations.)

Conducting operations at battalion level requires major change to the
way the majority of army officers have been trained since the 1950s when
the Soviet system of command was adopted. Under the now mostly dis-
carded Soviet system (which is still found in the remaining PLA divisions),
regiments were the lowest level at which combined arms operations were
executed, and regimental headquarters did all the planning and staff work
for battalions. With the “brigadization” of the force, which eliminates the
regiment from the chain of command down to maneuver battalions, bat-
talions now must be capable of planning operations and conducting them
on their own. This has caused anxiety for many battalion commanders who
have not been adequately trained to handle such tasks and has resulted in
frequent critiques of poor coordination among units from the various arms
assigned to combined arms battalions. As commander of the 41* Group
Army in 2015 (before becoming commander of the Northern TC army),
Li Qiaoming observed that some individual commanders had not studied
adequately or were stuck in traditional modes of operations and were not
able to utilize the new types of combat forces assigned to them.* As a result,
army large unit exercises (above battalion level) emphasize leadership/
staff training and evaluation as much as small unit (battalion and below)
maneuver, firepower, and support operations.

A principal tool in breaking the PLA’s traditional mode of operational

thinking has been the roughly 74 division and brigade transregional exercises
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[kuaqu yanxi, #51X 5 >]] conducted from 2006 to 2016. For most of the past
70 years, army units prepared to conduct operations almost exclusively in the
regions where they were located. Units concentrated on fighting potential
regional enemies in familiar terrain and climatic conditions. This approach
required large standing forces spread throughout the country and minimized
the need for military sea and air strategic lift. As the PLA reduced its size
and increased its level of weapons technology, the need to develop units that
could operate outside the areas in which they were garrisoned and cooperate
with forces from the other services became apparent. Most transregional
exercises display some degree of joint interoperability; often headquarters or
reconnaissance units are transported by air, air force aircraft provide support
to ground operations, and some sea movements and amphibious operations
have been included, as well as conventional support from Second Artillery/
Rocket Force units. The majority of transregional exercises were under army
command, but a few have been led by navy or air force headquarters.

The first major, but unnamed, transregional exercise was held in
September 2006 when the 190" Mechanized Infantry Brigade/39™ GA/
Shenyang MR deployed to the Zhurihe Combined Arms Training Base in the
Beijing MR. None were held in 2007, but in 2008 Jinan MR held the exercise
Sharpening Troops 2008, in which the 58" Light Mechanized Brigade/20™"
GA traveled to Zhurihe in August, followed by exercise Joint 2008 in Sep-
tember, in which the 138" Motorized Infantry Brigade/26" GA undertook a
sea movement from Yantai to a landing area near Dalian, Liaoning.*

Beginning in 2009, transregional exercises have become the marquee
events in the army’s annual training cycle, generating massive amounts of
domestic media attention. Each exercise has been slightly different, but all
involve sequential (but not simultaneous) deployments—using road, rail,
military and/or civilian air, and sometimes sea transport—from home
base to a distant large training base while undergoing enemy harassment
or attack. After organizing for combat at the training base, several days of
live-fire drills and confrontation drills between red force (friendly) and

blue force (enemy) units ensued. Missions sometimes were changed to test
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the adaptability of commanders and staff. Observers evaluated all phases
of the exercise using a 1,000-point scale. Some units underwent computer
exercises in preparation for these (and other) events.

From 2006 through 2015, roughly 35 infantry and armored divi-
sions and brigades participated in the series of Stride-2009, Mission
Action-2010, Mission Action-2013, Stride-2014, and Stride-2015 exer-
cises, which were organized by all seven MR headquarters (see appendix
1 for a chart listing each exercise and the red force unit involved). In 2014,
for the first time, artillery and air defense brigades were tested in the series
of 10 Firepower-2014 transregional exercises. The Firepower-2015 series
sent seven artillery brigades to the Qingtongxia training area and seven
air defense brigades to the Shandan training area (see appendix 2 for a
chart listing each Firepower exercise and the red force unit involved). In
2015, a total of 29 brigades of all types took part in transregional training,
an all-time high for such training. None of the red forces defeated the blue
forces in any of the 29 exercises. To date, the only red force identified as
having won a transregional brigade-level exercise is the 68" Mechanized
Infantry Brigade/16™ GA in Stride-2014 Zhurihe D.*? Similar to the U.S.
Army experience training at the National Training Center, red force units
coming in second in most exercises is not unusual.

In 2016, army headquarters in Beijing organized the Stride and Fire-
power exercise series, which involved one infantry or armored brigade and
one artillery and air defense brigade from each of the five new theaters’
area of responsibility for a total of 15 exercises.*® In 2017, as below-the-
neck reforms were under way, army headquarters organized four of the
nine Stride and Firepower exercises.>* No sponsor was designated for the
other five exercises. The Chinese media only reported on four of these
exercises, Stride-2017 Zhurihe (combined arms), Firepower-2017 Qin-
gtongxia (artillery), Firepower-2017 Shandan (air defense), and Sharp
Edge-2017 Queshan (the first for SOF units). The reduction in number
of transregional exercises probably was related to the disruption caused

by the creation of new joint and service headquarters, which were focused
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on organizing and training their own newly assigned personnel to per-
form their duties. If, as expected, transregional joint exercises continue
in future years, most probably will be organized and overseen by the
various TC headquarters, following the guidance that the “CMC is in
overall control, theaters are responsible for operations, and the services
are responsible for construction” [junwei guanzong, zhanqu zhuzhan,
junzhong zhujian, ZZZE R, fRIX T4, AT

The 15 transregional exercises held in 2016 specifically were intended
to address the leadership problem of the Five Cannots.>® These exercises
were further targeted to improve SOF, electronic countermeasures, army
aviation, and other new-type combat forces capabilities, while operating
jointly with air force and Strategic Support Force units.* The units partic-
ipating in 2016 transregional exercises are identified in table 2. Units from
11 of the then 18 group armies participated.

Reviewing the units involved in the totality of transregional exercises,
it is apparent that units from all MRs and theaters participated in mostly
equal proportions. Of the over 70 transregional exercises conducted from
2006 to 2016, only the 58 Light Mechanized Infantry Brigade/20™ GA and
235t Motorized Infantry Brigade/27* GA are known to have participated
in more than one exercise. This implies that no unit or region is considered
more important than another and that all units must be prepared to con-
duct operations outside their home areas.

Another important development is the shift from both divisions and
brigades participating from 2006 to 2013 to only brigades in 2014 and the
expansion of the exercises to include artillery and air defense brigades. Per-
haps even more significant, however, Mission Action-2013C was commanded
by the air force in a major step toward jointness in the PLA. This segment of
the three-part exercise primarily was an aerial exercise with support from
ground-based missile and naval units.”” Since that time, both navy and air
force headquarters have commanded a handful of other joint exercises.™

Units not participating in transregional events conduct a variety of

exercises within their home regions, some of which are joint, such as annual
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amphibious landing training. Many of these large exercises are named and
receive Chinese media attention, but not all are publicized. They follow an
annual training plan previously promulgated by MR headquarters, but in
the future will probably be a joint effort involving both TC and service head-
quarters passed down to TC army headquarters for execution. Training plans
highlight functions to be emphasized over the year, such as night operations
or air support to ground operations, and also must coordinate and deconflict
other training and operational events, such as exercises with foreign coun-
tries, military competitions, parades, and peacekeeping (PKO) deployments.

Because of the reorganization under way in 2016, some training events
were slight aberrations from previous practice. Although the army par-
ticipated in nearly 20 exercises with foreign militaries in 2016, Chinese

participation was relatively small in scale. A few examples include:

m Khan Quest 2016, an international PKO exercise in Mongolia

m Exercise Tropic Twilight-2016, in which the PLA sent seven personnel
to a disaster relief exercise in New Zealand

m Exercise Kowari 2016, involving small units from China, the United
States, and Australia

m Panda-Kangaroo 2016, with Chinese and Australia forces

m ADMM-Plus, a humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, medical exercise
in Thailand involving 18 countries with some 450 to 500 PLA personnel

m Peace Mission 2016, for which the PLA dispatched 270 personnel to an
anti-terrorist exercise in Kyrgyzstan.

Perhaps the most important aspect of these exercises was that the South-
ern TC oversaw the joint deployment to the ADMM-Plus exercise and the
Western TC was in charge of Peace Mission 2016.” In 2017, while units were
being reorganized, the number of army exercises with foreign militaries
was cut to about six.

In previous years, most army exercises with foreign countries focused
on anti-terrorist missions—sometimes with a heavy conventional combat

role as seen in the Peace Mission series—and humanitarian/disaster relief
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operations. Many exercises were relatively small, involving a company-size
or smaller element, frequently featuring SOF personnel. The number of army
exercises held annually has generally increased from year to year, from 1 in
2002 when the first event was held to 10 or more since 2014, depending on
what exercises are included. Although units from all MRs have participated
in exercises with foreign militaries, MRs on China’s western and southern
borders (Lanzhou, Chengdu, and Guangzhou) provided troops most often.

Though the PLA has sent units to international military competitions
in previous years, in 2016 the level of their participation was unprecedented.
The 14" GA sent 10 personnel to a jungle patrol competition in Brazil, and
the 26™ GA sent 5 personnel from a SOF brigade to a sniper competition in
Kazakhstan.® But the PLA’s largest level of participation was at the Inter-
national Army Games in Russia from July 30 to August 13, involving 1,066
personnel from all services, multiple GAs, and 11 provinces. Army units
competed in 17 events including “armor, artillery, air defense, reconnais-
sance, engineering, chemical defense, special warfare, aviation, airborne
and other professional operations, as well as repair, field kitchen, health
service and other support.” In total, PLA teams competed in 21 events and
“won the first place in one contest, the second place in eighteen contests,
and the third place in two contests.” The PLA used its own Type-96Bs
in the tank competition, while all other participants used Russian-made
T-72B3s. The PLA team finished second, with one tank losing a road wheel
during the competition.** This trend of active participation in international
competitions continued in the 2017 training season.

United Nations (UN) Peacekeeping Operations are another significant
category of activity that has been exclusively assigned to army units. Like
other high-profile events, responsibility for providing troops to UN PKO
deployments has been distributed throughout most of the army, though it
appears that units from the former Nanjing MR have not been so tasked.
For example, units from Shenyang MR’s 16" and 39" GAs provided troops
to the mission to Mali; units from the Beijing MR and the 27" and 38" GAs

have provided units for the missions in Liberia, Congo, and South Sudan;
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Lanzhou MR’s 21** GA and Xinjiang MD units have also sent units to the
Congo; elements from Yunnan and the 13" and 14" GAs have been sent
to Lebanon; and all GAs from the former Jinan MR have participated in
deployments to Sudan, South Sudan, and Darfur.

The vast majority of units and personnel deployed to UN PKO mission
have been engineers and transport and medical specialists. However, in
January 2012, the PLA sent a “guard unit” from the 162" Motorized Infan-
try Division/54"" GA/Jinan MR to South Sudan and a “guard detachment”
from the Shenyang MR to Mali in late 2013.°° The size of these forces ranged
from about a platoon to company size (170 personnel). In late 2014, the army
deployed its first infantry battalion to the mission in South Sudan. The
700-strong force was composed of personnel from a motorized infantry
brigade in the 26" GA and two companies from a division of the 54 GA.%
While press reports called this an “organic infantry battalion,” it was in fact
a composite battalion formed from units from two different group armies.
The second rotation in 2015 apparently was an organic infantry battalion,
this time from the 20 GA.”” While PLA infantry battalion commanders
usually are majors, it is notable that colonels (two ranks higher than majors)
were assigned as commanders of these PKO battalions. This could indicate
both the PLA’s attitude that these are important missions for which a higher
ranking commander is appropriate and a lack of confidence that a major is
ready for such responsibilities.

By assigning PKO missions to many units, the army has allowed the
responsibility and experience of overseas deployments to be shared by multi-
ple headquarters. This indicates senior leadership trust in the abilities of units
from various parts of China to perform these highly visible missions and the
desire for many to learn from overseas deployments. Prior to deployment,
units undergo specialized preparatory training, which removes them from
routine responsibilities for an even longer period than the 8 months to a year
that they are deployed. Depending on circumstances, units from any part of
the army may also be deployed on domestic disaster relief missions. Though

emergencies may interrupt routine training, these deployments provide units
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with excellent opportunities for small unit leadership problem-solving and
real-world helicopter, communications, and logistics support operations,

often in adverse weather and terrain conditions.

New Logistics Arrangements
The traditional support model of our army is weak, with specialties not
unified, backward technologies, and scattered resources making it difficult

to complete system support tasks based on information systems.*®

After the establishment of the General Armament Department in 1998,
armament (or equipment) departments were added to headquarters
organizations throughout the PLA. Among other duties, the Armament
Department was in charge of equipment repair and maintenance as well as
ammunition supply. The Logistics Department was responsible for finance,
supply, fuel, food, uniforms, health care, and housing. However, these
responsibilities became intertwined at the lower levels of the operational
chain of command. For example, units in the field need to be resupplied
with ammunition at the same time they are supplied food, water, and fuel.
Transportation units need to be able to repair and perform maintenance
on vehicles anywhere when in the field. As a result, small units from both
the logistics and equipment systems often would locate themselves in the
same general vicinity when in the field, sometimes operating together.

In 2012, PLA leadership acknowledged this reality by merging the Logis-
tics and Armament departments at division and brigade levels into a single
Support Department [baozhang bu, {35 and Support Office [baozhang
chu, URIEAL] at the regimental level. During the 2017 reforms, group armies,
TC army headquarters, and the Xinjiang and Tibet MDs also have formed
Support departments within their headquarters.® Moreover, each group
army has established a service support brigade that is comprised of logistics,
maintenance, communications, UAV, and electronic warfare units.”

The merger of logistics and armament departments into a single sup-

port department is consistent with the division of responsibilities between
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the CMC Logistic Support Department and Equipment Development
Department. As suggested by its name, Equipment Development focuses
primarily on equipment acquisition, research and development, and has
transferred its repair and maintenance responsibilities to the services as a
part of their “construction” responsibilities.

A major change to the former logistics structure was announced in
September 2016 with the creation of the CMC Joint Logistics Support Force
[zhongyang junwei lianqin baozhang budui, FIFZZELEREEHPN]. The
“force” is comprised of the Wuhan Joint Logistics Support Base [Wuhan
liangin baozhang jidi, FOUBKENRIEFEHI] and five joint logistics support
centers [liangin baozhang zhongxin, BREN{RIEH] at Wuxi, Guilin, Xin-
ing, Shenyang, and Zhengzhou, with one center located in each of the new
TCs.”! It appears the Joint Logistics Support Force has incorporated many
of the subordinate elements of the former 20-o0dd, division leader grade
joint logistics sub-departments [liangin fenbu, 1X&53-#] into its structure,
with their supply bases and depots, hospitals, and transportation units
being resubordinated among the Wuhan Joint Logistics Support Base and
the five joint logistics support centers, while some logistics units are being
transferred to the services.” (See the chapter by Luce and Richter in this
volume for analysis of PLA logistics and the creation of the Joint Logistics
Support Force.)

The Ministry of National Defense spokesman provided a bit more
information about the responsibilities of the new logistics force, noting
that “special-purpose materials and equipment are supported by arms and
services themselves, [g]eneral-purpose materials and equipment are sup-
ported by the joint logistic support force.””* Such a division of labor existed
previously among the former joint logistics and armament systems and the
services. A graphic described the Joint Logistics Support Force’s “focus of
support” [zhongdian baozhang, B s R[] as finance, housing, uniforms,
food, transportation, and hospitals. Therefore, the army and other services
must retain their own logistics systems to provide the specific functions that

the new Joint Logistics Support Force does not. Exactly how that will be
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done has yet to be revealed and is probably the subject of experimentation

and eventual further modification.

Changes in Doctrine and the Education System

[Military reform] must address the shortage of officers who have a deep

knowledge of joint combat operations and advanced equipment,
[a researcher in the Human Resources Department at the PLA Xi’an
Political Academy] said. “We have developed and deployed many

cutting-edge weapons, including some that are the best in the world, but

there are not enough soldiers to use many of those advanced weapons,”
he said. “In some cases, soldiers lack knowledge and expertise to

make the best use of their equipment.”

The changes in PLA command and control, force structure, and logis-
tics system will necessitate adjustments to its operating procedures and
methods, what may also be called doctrine. The shift to a more joint,
maritime-oriented force will also require changes to the way the PLA edu-
cates and trains its officers and NCOs. (See the chapter by Wuthnow and
Saunders in this volume for more details.)

An obvious consequence of the 300,000-man reduction is that the
number of officers in the PLA will be reduced. One report predicted that
half of the total cuts would affect officers.”” Accordingly, the number
of cadets selected to attend the PLA and People’s Armed Police system
of academies was reduced in 2016 and 2017 from the 2015 intake. See
appendix 3 for the numbers announced from 2005 to 2017. (The manner
by which these numbers have been reported has varied over time, some-
times making year-to-year comparisons difficult.) Moreover, in 2017,
PLA Daily announced that the National Defense Student program, which
began around the year 2000, will no longer recruit (and pay) high school
graduates or students already in college; instead, the military will select
and recruit national defense students from graduates of civilian institutes

of higher learning.” This change to the National Defense Student program
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suggests that perhaps the system was not producing the results previously
expected and that by selecting graduates, rather than freshmen, the PLA
can adjust the numbers based on current needs and the students’ func-
tional majors as required.

Just as important, the areas of study for the new students will be
adjusted to better support the changing force structure. In 2016, the CMC

Training Administration Department announced:

Compared with last year, 24 percent fewer students will be admitted
to studies related to the army, including the infantry and artillery,
while logistic and support departments will see their recruits fall
by 45 percent. . .. In comparison, students studying in aviation,
missile, and maritime fields will increase by 14 percent. The number
of recruits in sectors where there is an urgent need, such as space

intelligence, radar and drones, will rise by 16 percent.””

These percentages show the army (and logistics forces) coming in second
once more to the other services and the Strategic Support Force. Similarly, the
number of PLA graduate students will be reduced in 2017, and their fields of

study altered to support new requirements, most of which are not in the army:

the number of graduate students will be reduced to 6,000 and that
of doctoral students to 1,475, a decrease of 16.7 percent and 19.2
percent year-on-year, respectively. The goals of the enrolment
plan in 2017 are to reduce the enrolment of students majoring in
science, engineering, and medicine, and to increase the recruit-
ment of those majoring in military-related fields, especially the
fields that are closely related to construction of new-type combat
forces, including strategic early warning, military aerospace,
air defense and anti-missile, information-based operation, and

strategic projection.”

Asthe services are rebalanced in the future, the components of the PLA

education system will likely continue to be modified to provide appropriate

376



The Biggest Loser in Chinese Military Reforms

numbers of graduates for each service and functional specialty, not only
for officers but also for NCOs. For example, former academies have been
merged or consolidated. Additionally, curricula in all PLA academies and
universities can be expected to change to better prepare officers and NCOs
for joint and combined arms operations. In particular, courses for staff
officers and NCOs from battalion level up must focus on the integration of
all the new types of high-technology weapons and support required to con-
duct maritime and aerospace operations in addition to campaigns on land.
Some of this work likely will also be conducted at training bases at various
points in a soldier’s career after graduation from an academy or university.

In the coming years, both the PLA’s education and training systems will
have to work in unison to change “Big Army” [dalujun, K[ii%] thinking that
has dominated the Chinese military for nearly a century. This shift in mindset
will not occur quickly and not without pain for many still on active duty.
Compared to the “old soldiers,” this change will be easier for younger, more
junior personnel and those just entering the service. But it is not assured that
the international environment and the senior civilian Chinese leadership will
be accommodating enough to allow the PLA the time it needs to make all the
refinements it deems necessary to develop a modernized education structure

to prepare officers and NCOs for advanced system-of-systems operations.

Conclusion
Improving the army’s combat strength has become a major focus.
But the modernization level of the Chinese army is inadequate to
safeguard national security, and it lags far behind advanced global peers.
The Chinese army is not capable enough of waging modern warfare, and

officers lack command skills for modern warfare.”

The epigraph is one of the few instances, if not the only example, of the Two
Large Gaps and Two Inabilities assessments in English carried by the Chinese
military media (though it did not include those specific names). These and

other self-assessments of the PLA’s overall and functional capabilities have
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not made it into any of the series of defense white papers intended primarily
for foreign consumption. Instead, the countless inward-looking criticisms
are directed at the PLA itselfin its Chinese-language media. They usually are
found after a description of some type of progress the PLA has achieved. But
most importantly, they underscore that everyone must work harder before
the PLA can join the ranks of advanced militaries.

Despite the new uniforms and equipment and glowing reports in the
Chinese media, despite the parades (there is little doubt that the PLA can
outperform all foreign competition on the parade ground), despite new
cyber, space, and missile capabilities, as much as it looks like a modern
force, the PLA has yet to demonstrate that it can operate with the first tier
of advanced militaries throughout the world. While true for the PLA as a
whole, this judgment applies even more to the army.

Based only on the types of organizational reforms in motion and
the open source reporting of the type and content of exercises the PLA
conducts, the emphasis on improving leadership and staff abilities and
conducting joint and combined arms operations is warranted. For the
army, it seems likely that many individual soldiers, squads, platoons, and
companies can perform their missions proficiently. (The level of tactical
proficiency may vary from unit to unit and be higher in some units in
other services.) But putting these units together to operate as combined
arms teams at battalion level, acting independently or as part of larger units
in joint operations, is an acknowledged shortcoming. The PLA’s ultimate
objective frequently is referred to in the Chinese literature as “turning
strong fingers [small units/service arms] into a hard fist [combined arms/
joint operations].”®® The below-the-neck reforms that created combined
arms brigades and battalions may help in achieving this objective, but
without properly educated and trained battalion commanders and staff,
it may result in small units from the non-infantry or armored branches
assigned to combined arms brigades not being as fully prepared to perform
their specific battlefield functions as they would be if they were part of a

larger brigade of their own specialty.
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Fixing these problems has been a perpetual training objective and
requires additional changes in education, unit structure, and doctrine that
must be formalized and implemented throughout the entire army, not just
in experimental units. While the PLA has begun to address these issues over
the past 10 to 15 years, many other militaries have conducted combined
arms operations at the battalion level and joint operations employing larger
formations in combat for multiple decades, and even they must continue
to refine organization, tactics, and procedures based on changing realities.

As the army seeks to address these challenges, it also is attempting to
demonstrate that it has a role in the PLA’s larger maritime doctrine. Several
new types of combat forces can contribute to operations conducted beyond
China’s landmass: helicopter units are now operating over water or from
ships and may conduct attack and reconnaissance missions at sea; SOF
units can be delivered to distant targets by a variety of means to conduct
raids and reconnaissance; long-range multiple rocket launcher units, air
defense, and electronic warfare units can be integrated into multiservice
groups to defend China’s exclusive economic zones; and army UAVs can
be integrated into surveillance operations and perhaps eventually strike
missions. Such missions, however, will be conducted as part of joint oper-
ations and all levels of army headquarters must be equipped and trained
to function within that joint structure.

The tasks described above mainly involve units up to battalion size;
getting larger units, especially conventional infantry and armored brigades,
to distant battlefields will require strategic air and sea lift from the other
services or civilian assets beyond the army’s span of control. Once again,
lack of strategic lift is an acknowledged PLA shortfall, but one that is begin-
ning to be addressed by adding Y-20 large transport aircraft and a variety
of amphibious ships and vessels (for example, Type-071 LPDs and Zubr
air-cushioned craft) to the PLA, augmented by civilian aircraft and roll-on/
roll-off ships, some of which are now designed to military specifications.

Though senior army leaders have been assigned to the vast majority

of new joint command and senior staff positions, the stage has been set for
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non-army leaders to move into more of these slots in the future. With Vice
Admiral Yuan Yubai’s promotion to commander of the Southern TC and
air force General Yi Xiaoguang’s assignment as Central TC commander,
the PLA has achieved a milestone in its modernization program and quest
for jointness. Likewise, in the future, more joint exercises must be orga-
nized and led by non-army officers and staffs if the PLA is to acquire the
joint capabilities necessary to conduct maritime and aerospace campaigns.
As all this occurs, the army will lose the dominant role it enjoyed in past
decades. The difficulty in changing the PLA’s institutional mindset from
an army-led land power to an advanced maritime/aerospace joint force
capable of operating far beyond China’s shores—and the time required to
achieve these objectives—should not be underestimated. To accomplish its
modernization goals, the army will have to accept its position as the PLA’s
biggest loser, now and far into the future, or else squander the progress

made since China’s last major conflict with a foreign enemy.
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Appendix 1. Red Units (Inf/Arm Divs/Bdes) in Major Named Transregional

Exercises, 2006-2015

MR 2006/2008 |Stride- Mission Mission Stride- Stride- Stride-
(Total 2009 Action- Action- 2014 2015 2015
Exercises 2010 2013 (Zhurihe/  |(Zhurihe) |(Taonan/
2006-2015) Sanjie) Sanjie/
Queshan)
Shenyang (5)|2006: Ul 115" Mech 68" Mech | 119" Mtr Inf
exercise, Inf Div Inf Bde Bde
190" Mech |(39™ GA) (16" GA) (40" GA);
Inf Bde Note:the  |UlArm Bde
(391 GA) only Red (40" GA)
Unit judged
to have
“won”
Beijing (5) 188" Mech 235" Mech |80™ Mtr Inf
Inf Bde Inf Bde Bde (27"
(27" GA) (27" GA) GA); 235"
Mtr Inf Bde
(27" GA);
Ul'Arm Bde
(65" GA)
Lanzhou (5) 61%("Red 139" Mech 55" MtrInf |Ul Arm Bde |MtrInfBde
Army”)Div  |Inf Bde (47% Bde (47" GA)| (21 GA) (471 GA)
(219 GA) GA)
Jinan (6) Sharpening | 162" Mtr 58" Lt Mech |Ul Mech Ul Arm Bde
Troops 2008, |Inf Div Inf Bde Inf Bde (54" GA)
58" Lt Mech |(54t" GA) (20" GA) (26" GA)
Bde
(20" GA);
Joint 2008,
138" Mtr
Inf Bde
(26" GA)
Nanjing (5) PartA:86" |UIArmBde |3rd MtrInf |179% Mtr Inf
MtrinfDiv (12" GA);  |Bde(1*GA) |(12" GA)
(31GA) 34" Mech
Inf Bde
(12" GA)
Guangzhou 1215 Mtr Inf PartB: 124" 122" Mech |UI Arm Bde |UIArm Bde
(5) Div (411 GA) Amph Mech |Inf Bde (415 GA) (42 GA)
Inf Div (411 GA)
(42" GA)
Chengdu (4) 149" Mech UIArmBde |42" MtrInf |52 Mnt Inf
Inf Div (14" GA) Bde Bde
(13" GA) (14" GA) (Tibet MD)
Total 35 3 4 3 2 8 10 5

Source: Chinese media reports.

Key: Amph: amphibious; Arm: armored; Bde: brigade; Div: division; GA: group army; Inf: infantry; Lt:
light; Mech: mechanized; Mtn: mountain; Mtr: motorized; Ul: unidentified.
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Appendix 2. Units Participating in Artillery and Air Defense Transregional

Exercises, 2014-2015
Firepower-2014

(Total live exercises: 10)

Firepower-2015
(Qingtongxia)
(Total live exercises: 7)

Firepower-2015
(Shandan)
(Total live exercises: 7)

*Nanjing Part A: Nanjing Artillery
Academy and 38" GA Artillery Brigade

*Nanjing Part A: Nanjing Artillery
Academy and 20" GA Artillery
Brigade

*Zhengzhou: Air Defense Academy and
47" GA Air Defense Brigade

*Nanjing Part D: Nanjing Artillery
Academy and 16" GA Artillery
Brigade

*Leting: Air Defense Academy and 40
GA Air Defense Brigade

Brigade

13" GA Artillery Brigade

Korla Part A: 15t GA Long-range Rocket | Qingtongxia Part A: Shandan Part A:
Brigade 20" GA Artillery Brigade 28" GA Air Defense Brigade
Shandan: Tibet MD Air Defense Qingtongxia Part B: Shandan Part B:

Xinjiang MD Air Defense
Brigade

Brigade

27" GA Artillery Brigade

Taonan Part A: 65" GA Artillery Brigade | Qingtongxia Part C: Shandan Part C:

47" GA Artillery Brigade 13" GA Air Defense Brigade
Korla Part A: 31 GA Artillery Brigade | Qingtongxia Part D: Shandan Part D:
(with long-range rockets) 16™ GA Artillery Brigade 54" GA Air Defense Brigade
Korla Part B: 42 GA Long-range Qingtongxia Part E: Shandan Part E:
Rocket Brigade 15t GA Artillery Brigade 415t GA Air Defense Brigade
Taonan Part B: 38" GA Artillery Brigade | Qingtongxia Part F: Shandan Part F:

42" GA Artillery Brigade 16" GA Air Defense Brigade
Weibei Part A: 13" GA Air Defense Qingtongxia Part G: Shandan Part G:

315t GA Air Defense Brigade

Xuanhua: 40" GA Artillery Brigade

Weibei Part B: 14" GA Air Defense
Brigade

Sanjie: 26" GA Artillery Brigade

Source: Chinese media reports.

Key: MD: military district; GA: group army.

* Denotes preparatory computer exercise.
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Appendix 3. Annual Intake of Students for PLA and PAP Academies

Year | High School High School PAP Academies | NCOs/Conscripts | Total

Students for Students for and National into PLA and PAP

PLA and PAP National Defense | Defense Academies

Academies Students Students

(PLA + PAP)
2017 | 12,000 4,800 16,800
2016 | 14,500 4,700 5,900 25,100
2015 | 15,700 6,000 5,300 27,000
2014 | 15,000 5,000 3,800 23,800
2013
2012 | 15,000 8,000 6,000 31,000
2011 | 20,000 8,000 (Not specified, 28,000
included among
the 20,000)

2010 | 15,000+2,200=17,200 | 6,000+850=6,850 4,00 28,150
2009 | 15,000 7,500 7,190 29,690
2008 | 10,000 10,000 20,000
2007 | 10,000 11,000 21,000
2006 | 10,000 10,000 5,000 25,000
2005 | 20,000 12,000 5,000 37,000
2004 | 20,000 8,000 28,000

Source: Chinese media reports.

Notes

' China’s Military Strategy (Beijing: State Council Information Office of
the People’s Republic of China, May 2015), available at <http://eng.mod.gov.cn/
Press/2015-05/26/content_4586805.htm>.

? The Military Balance 1996/97 (London: International Institute for Stra-
tegic Studies, 1996), 179-181. In 2018, China’s officially announced defense
budget was about 175 billion USD (based on exchange rates). For a useful
discussion of the growth of the Chinese defense budget, see Richard A.
Bitzinger, “China’s New Defense Budget: Money and Manpower,” Asia Times
(Hong Kong), March 11, 2018, available at <www.atimes.com/chinas-new-de-
fense-budget-money-manpower/>.

* China’s National Defense in 2000 (Beijing: State Council Information Office
of the People’s Republic of China, October 2000), available at <www.china.org.cn/
english/2000/Oct/2791.htm>.

383



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

* China’s National Defense in 2004 (Beijing: State Council Information Office
of the People’s Republic of China, December 2004), available at <www.china.org.
cn/e-white/20041227/index. htm>.

* The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces (Beijing: State Council
Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, April 16, 2013), available at
<www.china.org.cn/government/whitepaper/node_7181425.htm>.

¢ China’s Military Strategy. Emphasis added.

7 “Xi Reviews Troops in Field for First Time,” Ministry of National
Defense, July 30, 2017, available at <http://eng.mod.gov.cn/news/2017-07/30/con-
tent_4787294.htm>. The Military Balance 2018 (London: International Institute
for Strategic Studies, 2018), 250, estimates army personnel strength to be 975,000.

8 Both the 2006 and 2008 Chinese defense white papers described a “three-
step development strategy” for defense modernization, which identified “mid-21*
century” as the completion date for this process. The mid-21* century, or 2049, is
also the 100" anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China. The
three-step development strategy also provided two interim dates, or milestones:
2010 “to lay a solid foundation” and 2020 to “basically accomplish mechanization
and make major progress in informationization.”

® “China to Build World-Class Armed Forces by Mid-21* Century,” Xinhua, Octo-
ber 18,2017, available at <www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2017-10/18/content_33403375.
htm>; and “Xi Jinping: Build the People’s Army into a World-Class Military” [ 211
FENRZEBNAHE R T % A, PLA Daily [f#78(%F4K], October 18,2017, available
at <www.81.cn/jmywyl/2017-10/18/content_7791594.htm>.

1 Feng Chunmei and Ni Guanghui [, 1576/, “First Interview with
Army Commander Li Zuocheng” [Fi %5 ] % RAAERLE AR, People’s
Daily [ NIRHHR], January 31, 2016, available at <www.81.cn/jwgz/2016-01/31/
content_6882034.htm>.

1 As of September 2016, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) apparently has
begun to use the term theater leader grade (zhanqu ji, iIX 2%) to replace the former
military region (MR) leader grade. See “Military Training Units above the Level of
the Deputy War-Level Units in the Army Held in Beijing” [£ZFIAZX LA _Lpf
LLFCEANBEAE 28], PLA Daily [fffiZF4R], September 26, 2016, available at
<www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-09/26/content_157464.htm>.

12 “China Names New Commanders for Army, Air Force in Reshuffle,” Reuters,
August 31, 2017, available at <www.reuters.com/article/us-china-defence/china-

names-new-commanders-for-army-air-force-in-reshuftle-idUSKCN1BC3L1>.
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* PLA Navy headquarters has a Planning and Organization Bureau; there-
fore, it is logical that the army does also.

" The names seen above continue to be reported as of March 2018. The
Equipment Development Department “is mainly responsible for development
and planning, [research and development], testing and authentication, procure-
ment management, and information system construction for the whole military’s
equipment.” See “MND Holds Press Conference on CMC Organ Reshuftle,” China
Military Online, January 12, 2016, available at <http://english.chinamil.com.cn/
news-channels/china-military-news/2016-01/12/content_6854444.htm>. Note
there is no mention of repair and maintenance in that statement.

> The first of these brigades has been identified in the Northern Theater
Command (TC). See “Soldiers Operate Mobile Satellite Communication System,”
PLA Daily, May 31, 2017, available at <http://english.chinamil.com.cn/view/2017-
05/31/content_7623013.htm>.

16 Liu Hongjun [XI[#t%], “Strengthening Theater Army’s Innovation and
Awareness of Warfighting and Construction” [5B4k5% [X i ZE 2= 5% 2= 2 X 618
&R, China Military Online [HFEZEM], May 10, 2016, available at <www.81.cn/
jfjbmap/content/2016-05/10/content_144076.htm>.

7 Li Ming [%28H], “Chinese Communist Northern Theater PC Xu Yuanlin
Removed from Office” [FFEEALERR X BIZ AT i iR 22 mIANBH], New Tang
Dynasty [#1/EN], July 31, 2016, available at <www.ntdtv.com/xtr/gb/2016/08/01/
al278801.html>.

'8 For example, Li Zuocheng worked with Bai Lu in the Chengdu MR, Liu Lei
worked with He Qingcheng in the Lanzhou MR, and Liu Xiaowu served with Li
Qiaoming in the 41* Group Army.

19 The “Two Inabilities” [liangge nengli bugou, Fi M8 JIAN#] are 1) our military’s
ability to fight a modern war is insufficient, and 2) our cadres, at all levels, abilities to
command modern war is insufficient. The “Two Large Gaps” [liangge chaju henda, it
ZEBEIRK] refers to gaps between the level of China’s military modernization and 1) the
requirements for national security, and 2) the level of the world’s advanced militaries.

0 Li Zuocheng and Liu Lei, “Strive to Build a Strong and Modernized New-
Type Army—Study Deeply and Implement Chairman Xi Jinping’s Important
Discourse on Army Building” [t ZE 7] 4 AIEZ:: W5 KIUALHTTYR E 5%
Ak 7 e TN TR AN & TRl TR PN Bl 7] b i 8 oY S e e A
FRIAR], Qiushi K], February 15, 2016, available at <http://army.81.cn/con-
tent/2016-02/15/content_6909160.htm>.
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2 Liao Keduo [BET[#£], “Promote Effective Army Transformation and Con-
struction” [HEEE ZE 46 B VR H W RK], PLA Daily [f#7CEHR], August 23, 2016,
available at <www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-08/23/content_154414.htm>.

2 ‘Wang Li and Yu Wei, eds. [FZ¥, F°4], “One Extraordinary Assessment”
[— KA R LM 125 4%], PLA Daily [f#iR %3], January 22, 2015, available at
<www.81.cn/20151zjqqh/2015-01/22/content_6318223.htm>. Xi has identified the
problem as one the PLA must solve.

# “MND Holds Press Conference on CMC Organ Reshuffle,” China Military
Online, January 12, 2016, available at <http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-chan-
nels/china-military-news/2016-01/12/content_6854444.htm>; Wang Jun [F4%],
“Beijing Garrison Has Been Transferred from the Former Beijing Military Region
Army” [EIR BRI FE X E50 ), The Paper [EF#i18], August 16,
2016, available at <www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1514876>.

?* Zhang Baoyin [7KFE[] et al., “Speed Up the Construction of a New
National Defense Mobilization System with Chinese Characteristics” [JIR4%E
BATER ORI E D3 5AR], Xinhua, March 9, 2016, available at <www.81.
cn/jwgz/2016-03/09/content_6951104.htm>.

% “Tixi Jun Division Border Guard Officers and Men Turned to Donate
Money before the Transfer of Education” [RV4ZE45y X B BN B Fed sRAZ mirfi
1546784, Bright Picture [YFHE /1, available at <http://pic.gmw.cn/channelp-
lay/12052/5300867/0/0.html>; Meng Haizhong and Chen Youguang [#ifH, FiH
H], “The Coastal Defense Forces Belonging to the Shantou Garrison Command
in Guangdong Province Transferred Their Troops to the Army in February this
Year” [ ARG IR E % XTI IR F2 H T A2 A2 [l %], China National
Defense Daily [TEEFH], April 1, 2017, available at <www.thepaper.cn/news-
Detail forward_1653214>.

2 “Northern and Southern TC Armies Forming Border Defense Brigades”
(R AR DX P, AEARAR X Bl ZE S CLEIABITHR], The Paper [E4FEHTIR], May 9,
2017, available at <www.81junzhuan.com/ss/2017-05-09/11521.html>.

¥ “Brigade Party Members Carry Backpacks to Meetings” [ik & & N &
HHKFF 23], PLA Daily [f#F4R], January 10, 2018, available at <www.81.cn/
jfjbmap/content/2018-01/10/content_196631.htm>.

2 Jing Runqiang [FFld5#], “Official Disclosure: Guangdong Reserve Division
Transferred to the Army” [B 75 i | RIS BIHHENC R ZE], China
National Defense Daily [HE EB5#], April 7, 2017, available at <www.thepaper.
cn/newsDetail_forward_1656910>.
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» Ma Hao Liang [[5% 5], “Four Changes to Provincial Military Dis-
tricts Leadership Positions Reduced” [44 5 & PUSE AL HI YR E S K75, Ta Kung
Pao [KA#R], April 24, 2017, available at <http://news.takungpao.com.hk/
paper/q/2017/0424/3443954.html>.

30 ‘Wang Jun [F1&],“Air Force Major General Zhou Li Transferred to Henan
Provincial Military District Commander to Succeed Major General Lu Changjian”
R ARG AR B X R & 5, 328 K A@ /D), The Paper [,
April 12, 2017, available at <www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1660971>.

' The year 2020 is the deadline for the current phase of PLA reforms to
be completed.

32 Liao Keduo [BA[#f], “Speed Up Building a Powerful Modernized New-
Type Army” [INHREE SRR HI LG ZE], PLA Daily [f#%4K], March
29, 2016, available at <www.81.cn/jmywyl/2016-03/29/content_6980905.htm>.

3 The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed Forces (Beijing: State Coun-
cil Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, September 9, 2013),
available at <www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/China-Military-Watch/2013-09/09/
content_16953672.htm>.

** Order-of-battle details in this and following paragraphs are based on the
author’s analysis of open Chinese sources; the numbers cited are close to, but not
exactly the same as, the numbers found in the Annual Report to Congress: Military
and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2016 (Washing-
ton, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2016) and The Military Balance 2017
(London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2017).

> The discussion of “below-the-neck” reform is based on and updates
that found in Dennis J. Blasko, “PLA Army Group Army Reorganization:
An Initial Analysis,” October 2017, available at <www.ashtreeanalytics.com/
wp-content/uploads/2017/10/PLA-Army-Group-Army-Reorganization-An-Initial-
Analysis.pdf>.

36 “Who Said There Is Trust Crisis? I Say Never Leave Any Brother” [fRi)if
FAREHL? FBLEAE NEM—NIL], PLA Daily [ff# i %4}K], February 6, 2018,
available at <www.81.cn/1j/2018-02/06/content_7934749.htm>.

37 “Role Model Helps New Recruits Grow and Improve” [E 5 FEB) 1387
S EP), PLA Daily [f#i%4Rk], September 30, 2017, available at <www.81.
cn/jfjbmap/content/2017-09/30/content_189134.htm>. A new marine special
operations forces (SOF) brigade with a Dragon Commando unit [jiaolong tuji dui,

I8z 927 BA] may also have been formed recently from existing marine assets.
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See “Decrypt ‘Operation Red Sea’ Prototype” [f#% (ZLiEAT3) J5 2], Sina.com,
February 20, 2018, available at <http://mil.news.sina.com.cn/china/2018-02-20/
doc-ifyrswmu3697775.shtml>.

3 “PLA Daily Commentator: Adhere to Training to Prepare for War” [fi#/i
WAV TR : B &R), PLA Daily [fBCZF4R], July 22, 2015, available at
<www.81.cn/jmywyl/2015-07/22/content_6595259.htm>.

¥ Zhang Tao, ed., “Type-96B Seen as Pillar of Nation’s Tank Force,” China
Daily (Beijing), August 10, 2016, available at <http://english.chinamil.com.cn/
news-channels/china-military-news/2016-08/10/content_7200566.htm>. The
numbers cited in this article are roughly consistent with what has been reported
by The Military Balance 2017 and U.S. Department of Defense 2016 report on the
Chinese military. The 7,000 figure includes both main battle tanks and light tanks.

40 The Military Balance 2018, 251.

4 Zhang Zhaoxing [7kf £], “Transformation of Combined Arms Battalion
from ‘Accepting Instructions Type’ to ‘Independent Operations Type™ [& R H*
FAR PR AR W BT B 7R, PLA Daily [ff#ZE4]], September 9, 2016, avail-
able at <www.81.cn/1j/2016-09/09/content_7249484.htm>; and Wang Renfei and
Zhang Xuhang [FAT K, fkJIBMT], “Combined Infantry Battalion Has Command
Post” [P IEE 1 TR 2K, PLA Daily [ff#fZE41], May 27, 2015, available at
<www.81.cn/jwgz/2015-05/27/content_6508696.htm>.

“2 Yang Xihe and Kang Ke [#7Gi], 5t], “20" Group Army Realizes Pre-
cision Command by Breaking Information Barriers Between Arms” [55204E ]
TEFT RSO BB 22 SEEL I TR1%), PLA Daily [fRIX %4, September 25, 2016,
available at <http://zb.81.cn/content/2016-09/25/content_7275473. htm>.

# Ma Sancheng and Sun Libo [B =R, fhF)K], “Western Theater Army
Units Hold Command Ability Standards Training” [ FU#fi% X i 4= 5B 4515
e J1IEAREEYI], PLA Daily [f#IRZ#], March 23, 2016, available at <www.81.cn/
1j/2016-03/23/content_6972534.htm>.

* Yin Hang and Liang Pengfei [, 523% €], “All Army Symposium on
Realistic Military Training Held in Beijing” [ 7S ZE Il ZRBERSTE LA
F¥1, China Military Online [FE Z /], June 25, 2016, available at <http://www.81.
cn/jmywyl/2016-06/25/content_7119351.htm>.

> For a recent example of this goal stated in English, see Ouyang, ed., “Sym-
posium Highlights Matching Military Exercises with Real Combat,” Xinhua, June
26,2016, available at <http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/china-mili-
tary-news/2016-06/26/content_7120044.htm>.
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* Jian Lin [EH], ed., “Lay Greater Stress on System-of-Systems Building” [
BN EARR AL, PLA Daily [fE 2], July 18, 2016, available at <www.81.cn/
theory/2016-07/18/content_7159804.htm>.

7 For two examples in 2016, see “For a Strong Military First Train Generals,
in Training Soldiers Train Officers First” [3 7505 S5 /680 E ], PLA Daily [
FETZEMR], January 17, 2016, available at <www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-01/17/
content_135485.htm>; and “With This Type of Locomotive in the Lead, Are the
Little Partners Living It?” [HIX AR KT8, /MAFEATEALR(E1S7], PLA
Daily [fBIHZEHR], April 12, 2016.

8 Zhang Xudong [5K/IHZR], “Grasp the ‘Key Links’ of Joint Operations” [#l
{EICAERR TR, PLA Daily [fEUZH], July 19, 2016, available at <www.81.
cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-07/19/content_150977.htm>.

¥ Jiang Yukun [Z2F3], “The Battalion to Become the PLA’s Basic Combat
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CHAPTER 11

MAKING SENSE OF
CHINA'S MISSILE FORCES

David C. Logan

ince the start of the country’s nuclear weapons programs, China’s lead-

ers have emphasized the development of missile forces. This interest

in missiles was initially focused on the development of interconti-
nental ballistic missiles to deliver nuclear weapons but has since expanded
to include a large and expanding force of conventionally armed short-,
medium-, and intermediate-range ballistic and cruise missiles for regional
military operations.' In the past two decades, the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) Rocket Force (formerly the Second Artillery)—the military organiza-
tion responsible for operating China’s nuclear and land-based conventional
missile forces—has been transformed from a small force operating liquid-fu-
eled nuclear-armed ballistic missiles to a much larger and more modern
force increasingly equipped with solid-fueled ballistic missiles. The majority
of these missiles are now conventional rather than nuclear.

Changes in China’s missile forces cannot be understood without refer-
ring to the broader context in which they are occurring. Jeffrey Lewis has
argued that changes in China’s missile forces have usually been a function
of broad changes in China’s political environment and bureaucratic struc-

tures, with ideological and strategic considerations of only secondary and
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tertiary importance.” The most recent military reforms have continued
in this trend by demonstrating the importance of broader political and
organizational changes in altering the structure and policies of China’s
missile forces. The reforms also raise the possibility of a more powerful and
independent Rocket Force, a development that could increase the salience
of strategic considerations in how China develops, sizes, and postures its
missile forces. Depending on its institutional preferences, a more powerful
Rocket Force might change China’s missile forces in important ways, such
as prioritizing conventional missions over nuclear missions or lobbying for
nuclear forces to begin adopting the more assertive operational practices
common to conventional elements.

This chapter attempts to answer some of the questions raised by the
technological and organizational changes sweeping China’s missile forces.
First, it reviews the history and evolution of China’s missile forces as guided
by technological and bureaucratic influences. Second, it describes key fea-
tures of the organizational structure and operational practices of China’s
missile forces on the eve of the 2016 reforms. Third, it examines the impact
of the recent military reforms on the missile forces. Finally, it assesses the
implications of recent changes for the future of China’s missile forces,
including its orientation toward either the nuclear or conventional mission
sets and its relationship with other military units. The chapter employs a
range of sources, including unclassified and declassified reports from the
U.S. Government, Chinese state propaganda, displays of missile forces in
parades and on state television, disclosures on social media, commercial
satellite imagery, computer models, and open-source Chinese press reports

on missile force organization, exercises, and capabilities.

Evolution of the Second Artillery Force

The Second Artillery was created in 1966, just 2 years after China’s first
successful nuclear test at Lop Nor.* Though work had begun on missile
systems a decade earlier, the Second Artillery was assigned responsibility

for wielding these weapons. At its founding, the Second Artillery was not an
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official military service [junzhong, Z-F], but rather an “independent branch
[bingzhong, Lefh] that is considered equal to the services.™ For decades, the
Second Artillery operated a small and relatively unsophisticated force of
liquid-fueled nuclear-armed missiles. The modern incarnation of China’s
missile forces, the PLA Rocket Force, operates a larger force of increasingly
mobile solid-fueled missiles armed with nuclear and conventional warheads.

The following section examines some of the key bureaucratic and
technological drivers that have influenced the evolution of China’s missile

forces and the organization charged with operating them.”

Bureaucratic Changes
The evolution of China’s missile forces has been significantly influenced by
bureaucratic changes, as different organizations have guided the country’s
nuclear and missile policies. During the first several decades, China’s deci-
sionmaking about nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles was dominated
by the bureaucracy responsible for defense research and development, the
National Defense Science and Technology Commission (NDSTC) [guofang
kewei, [El[J7#1Z] led by Nie Rongzhen from 1958 to 1975 and Zhang Aiping
from 1975 to 1982. In this early period, the Second Artillery, which was not
established until 1966, does not seem to have been a powerful or important
player in shaping China’s nuclear forces.®

NDSTC remained the dominant force, although its influence waned
in the 1980s with the retirements of Nie and his deputy, Zhang. By the late
1990s, NDSTC, under the leadership of Nie’s son-in-law, was weak enough
to be replaced in 1998 with a PLA entity, the General Armaments Depart-
ment (GAD) [zong zhuangbei bu, &5.3544#6]. This change was intended
to make the weapons research and development process more responsive
to the demands of an increasingly professional PLA and its constituent
services. However, there are reasons to believe that the GAD remained a
powerful and somewhat independent bureaucratic entity. Despite the sig-
nificance of the creation of the GAD, it did not usher in dramatic changes

in China’s nuclear armed-missile force.’
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Technological Changes

Technological advancements have been one of the key drivers of change in
China’s missile forces. As part of its ongoing nuclear modernization efforts,
China has largely replaced its silo-based and roll-out liquid-fueled missiles
with mobile solid-fueled missiles, has deployed new conventionally armed
missiles, and has taken steps to improve the ability of its missile forces to
penetrate adversary ballistic missile defenses.

China’s first generation of ballistic missiles were liquid-fueled—the
DEF-2, DF-3, DF-4, and DF-5. The DF-2, with a range of approximately
1,000 kilometers, provided a rudimentary regional deterrent capability
until it was phased out of the force in the 1980s. The regional deterrent
was bolstered by the intermediate-range DF-3, credited with a range of
roughly 3,000 kilometers, though this missile is believed to have recently
been completely removed from the force. The DF-4, with a range of at least
5,500 kilometers, extended the reach of China’s missile forces to Moscow
and Guam. The silo-based DF-5, with an estimated range of more than
12,000 kilometers, formed the backbone of China’s intercontinental force,
providing the ability to strike the continental United States.

While some of these missiles were in development from the early
1960s, in March 1965 China established a plan to develop four missiles
in 8 years [banian sidan, )\"F-JY#f], culminating in an intercontinental
ballistic missile ICBM).® While some sources describe these four missiles
in terms of their progressively longer ranges—the ability to strike Japan,
followed by the Philippines, then Guam, and ultimately the continental
United States—the real innovation embodied in the banian sidan plan
was structuring the ICBM program around incremental technical goals.
In retrospect, the DF-1 represented successful copy production, while the
DEF-2 was an indigenized Soviet missile. The subsequent missiles repre-
sented technical advances. The DF-3 was the first effort to cluster engines
and use storable propellant (unsymmetrical dimethylhydrazine instead of
liquid oxygen). The DF-4 was the first effort at staging, using a DF-3 as a
first stage. Ultimately, the DF-5 integrated all these technical achievements
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into a full-range ICBM, making a number of technical improvements that
allowed Chinese designers to create the massive missile.’

China completed these developmental goals in order, and largely on
time. In the case of the DF-5, the successful test in 1971 was followed by
a long period of disruption during the Cultural Revolution. China would
conduct a full-range test in 1980 as part of the “three grasps” campaign to
complete the unfinished business of the 1960s and 1970s—an operational
ICBM, a submarine-launched ballistic missile, and a communications satel-
lite.'® An important cautionary note is that the completion of flight testing
does not signal the end of development. Flight testing appears to continue as
long as a missile is in service, though after deployment flight tests move from
research organizations, such as the China Academy of Launch Technology
[zhongguo yunzai huojian jishu yanjiuyuan, FIEIZH K FH A L], to
the operational tests by either the Second Artillery’s equipment department
or operational brigades."! China often continues to make evolutionary
improvements following the successful production of a missile. For example,
after initial DF-3 testing and deployment, China conducted a second flight
test series in the mid-1980s to produce the longer range DF-3A.

The DF-4 and DF-5 both remain in the PLA Rocket Force inventory.
China undertook a program to improve the DF-5 in the mid-2000s, which
the U.S. Intelligence Community calls the DF-5A. In September 2015, China
paraded a missile marked DF-5B that reportedly has multiple warheads.
China’s nuclear-armed ballistic missiles are, in general, too small to be able
to carry multiple warheads. The DF-5 was long understood to be a possible
exception to this rule. It is China’s largest ICBM and is massive, with a throw
weight of a few thousand tons. The reentry vehicle for China’s smallest nuclear
warhead, developed for the road-mobile DF-31 ICBM, weighs 500 kilograms.
U.S. analysts have long noted that China might be able to place three or pos-
sibly four such warheads on the DF-5. The appearance of the DF-5B during
the September 2015 parade suggests that China has done it."?

In January 1985, the State Council and Central Military Commission

reorganized China’s missile programs to develop a new generation of
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solid-fueled missiles to replace the nuclear-armed liquid fueled missiles of
the 1965 banian sidan plan. China’s current generation of strategic missiles
dates to this period: the 1,750-kilometer range DF-21/JL-1 to replace the
DE-3; the 7,000-kilometer range DF-31/JL-2 to replace the DF-4; and the
DF-41 ICBM to replace the DF-5. China had begun research on solid-fueled
ballistic missiles in the 1960s, work that was focused on development of
a submarine-launched ballistic missile. Work proceeded slowly through
the 1970s, culminating in a March 1985 meeting where Nie’s deputy and
successor, Zhang Aiping, apparently ridiculed the notion of a sea-based
deterrent by arguing that a Chinese submarine armed with the JL-1 would
have to travel to the Arabian Sea for Moscow to be within range."” China
subsequently emphasized the land-based variant, the DF-21."

In the mid-1980s, Deng Xiaoping extended the timeline for the construc-
tion of the second submarine, a decision that amounted to cancelation of the
program. The Xia-class submarine has never gone on patrol and is usually
described as not operational and not deployed. It is possible that Chinese lead-
ers might order the submarine armed with nuclear weapons in an extreme
crisis, but this seems unlikely in the normal course of events. China continued
development of aland-based variant of the JL-1, successfully testing the DF-21
in 1985.%° Although China reportedly stood up the first DF-21 operational
test and evaluation unit in 1985 in Jilin Province, the widespread conversion
of the DF-3 to DF-21 units did not begin until the late 1990s. Establishment
of operational test and evaluation units and flight testing occurs well ahead
of full rate production and initial operational capability.

China first tested the DF-21 in May 1985. It then began a range exten-
sion program in August 1985, which eventually produced the DF-21A.
(Development on the JL-1 appears to have stopped after an aborted program
in the mid-1980s to develop underwater ignition.') Testing on the DF-21
continued through the mid-1990s, with deployments beginning in the
mid-1990s and continuing as the DF-21A gradually replaced older DF-3A
missiles.”” The range and deployment locations of the DF-21A suggest that

it serves a regional deterrent role.”® While research and development of the
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DEF-31/JL-2 began in the mid-1980s, flight testing of the DF-31 started in
August 1999.” Flight testing was probably completed by the mid-2000s.
The JL-2 sea-launched variant suffered a series of testing failures until the
most recent cycle of testing in August 2012, which appears to have been
successful.?’ (China has constructed at least four Jin-class ballistic missile
submarines and appears to have deployed the JL-2 on them as of 2017.%!
Given the limited range of the JL-2, which cannot reach the continental
United States from its base on Hainan Island, there is speculation that China
may move on to a longer range version of the missile, usually called the JL-3).
The original DF-41 program gave way to a range-extended DF-31, called
the DF-31A, which has been operationally deployed with the Rocket Force.

Only in recent years has China resumed work on the DF-41. It has
tested the DF-41 six times since 2012, with a noticeable increase in the pace
of testing since August 2015. There are reports that China is considering
rail-mobile deployment for the DF-41. China explored rail-mobile bas-
ing modes for the DF-4 during the mid-1970s but concluded that basing
the DF-4 in caves under high mountains was a more feasible approach.
Rail-mobile deployment would offer some advantages; as missiles become
larger, road-mobility becomes a challenge, both for the transporter itself
and for the supporting network of roads and bridges. The DF-41 can
reportedly accommodate multiple warheads.?? Based on the limited public
information about the size of China’s nuclear warheads, the DF-41 would
need to resemble the U.S. Peacekeeper missile in size to accommodate about
four reentry vehicles.

The Second Artillery was originally established to operate China’s
nuclear deterrent, but China has also developed and deployed a substan-
tial force of conventionally armed missiles. This began in the mid-1980s,
and the missiles were intended for export as the defense industry came
under budgetary pressure. These missiles, initially the DF-15 and DF-25,
appeared in Pakistan as the Shaheen I and Shaheen II. China has developed
a large number of short-range ballistic missiles (SRBMs), although the

current Rocket Force inventory appears to comprise variants of the DF-11,
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DEF-15, and DF-16 missiles.” (The DF-16 appears to be a heavily modified
DF-11.) In addition to this series of conventionally armed SRBMs, China
has deployed conventional variants of the DF-21 and a land-attack cruise
missile called the CJ-10. China is also developing a new intermediate-range
ballistic missile, the DF-26. The DF-26 is likely to be a two-stage missile that
offers longer range and greater throw-weight than the DF-21 and DF-25.
China also displayed a transporter-erector-launcher with a missile canister
for the DF-26 in its August 2015 parade to commemorate the end of World
War II. The narration provided on Chinese television pointedly noted that
the missile could carry both conventional and nuclear warheads.**
Finally, China is taking steps to improve the ability of its nuclear forces
to penetrate missile defenses. In January 2014, and again in August, China
tested a hypersonic glide vehicle. Some open-source information seems
to suggest that the test was a failure, while other sources argue that it suc-
ceeded.” The U.S. National Air and Space Intelligence Center has stated that
the hypersonic glide vehicle under development “is associated with [China’s]
nuclear deterrent forces.”® One possible clue is in the name of the system.
The Chinese designation appears to be “DF-ZF,” which probably stands
for [dongfeng zairu feixingqi, R -FENKAT#¥] or “DF-Reentry Vehicle.””
This description of the evolution of China’s ballistic missile force
indicates that the technology push that marked the first generation of
Chinese missiles is alive and well. The Chinese defense industry continues
to produce incremental improvements on fielded systems, including range
extensions, improvements in accuracy, and the ability to employ different

types of conventional and nuclear warheads.

The Second Artillery on the Eve of the Reforms

Thanks to the bureaucratic and technological drivers described thus far, the
Second Artillery that existed on the eve of the 2015 military reforms differed
markedly from the Second Artillery at its founding. This section reviews key
aspects of the force structure and operational features of the Second Artillery

on the eve of the reforms. We discuss Second Artillery leadership and the
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organization of its missile bases and subordinate missile launch units. These
features appear largely unchanged following the reforms, with the exception
of improved integration of conventional Rocket Force missile brigades with
the new theater commands (TCs). We close with a brief discussion of China’s

sea-based and aircraft-launched nuclear weapons.

Structure

The organizational structure of the Second Artillery (now the PLA Rocket
Force) is more complicated than a simple table showing the number of
missile launchers or missiles. Far more than a single truck is needed to
conduct launch operations. A brigade of missile launchers requires support
vehicles, as well as an infrastructure to maintain the vehicles, missiles, and
warheads and to support the people who perform these tasks. As a result, it
is necessary to consider the Rocket Force as an organization.”

The Rocket Force is commanded by a full general, who from 2004 to
2017 was also a member of the Central Military Commission. The Rocket
Force political commissar is a theater leader grade officer and chairs the
Rocket Force Party Committee. The commander serves as vice chairman
of the Party committee.” The force is divided into six bases (sometimes
called armies) numbered 61-66, each led by an army leader grade officer.*
Bases 61-66 oversee subordinate launch brigades and support regiments.
The Rocket Force also oversees a separate base, Base 67 (formerly Base 22),
which is responsible for maintaining China’s stockpile of nuclear warheads.
The Rocket Force leadership also oversees three training bases and an
engineering base headquartered in Luoyang. The engineering base, which
was established in 2012, oversees a command in Hanzhong, Shaanxi, that
is primarily responsible for tunneling; a collocated “engineering technology
general group” in Luoyang, Henan, responsible for facility installation; and
a specialized engineering brigade for disaster response that is garrisoned
north of Beijing.*

Each missile base has between three and five subordinate missile

brigades, with most bases operating a mix of conventional and nuclear
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brigades. The exception is Base 61 (formerly Base 51), which operates only
conventional missiles and may have up to eight missile brigades. Within
this organizational structure, command authority is exerted from the base,
down through brigades, battalions, companies, and platoons.*> Though
most of China’s missile bases command both nuclear and conventional bri-
gades, these two forces appear to be subject to somewhat separate command
and control arrangements. The Rocket Force’s nuclear units are believed to
report directly to the Central Military Commission, while there is evidence

that conventional units may now be under the operational command of the

theater commands.*

u.s. Chinese | Propellant | Mode Range (km) | No. of
Designation Launchers
CSS-2Mod2 |DF-3A Liquid Transportable |3,000 77 (limited

mobility)
CSS-3 DF-4 Liquid Siloand trans- | 5,500+ 10-15

portable
CSS-4Mod2 |DF-5A Liquid Silo 12,000+ About 20
CSS-5Mod 1 | DF-21 Solid Road-mobile 1,750+ Fewer than
CSS-5Mod2 |DF-21A | Solid Road-mobile 1,750+ 50
CSS-5 DF-21C | Solid Road-mobile 1,750+ Fewer than
Conventional 30
CSS-5Mod5 |DF-21D 1,500+ Unknown
CSS-6Mod 1 | DF-15/ Solid Road-mobile {600 90-110
M-9
CSS-6Mod2 | DF-15A | Solid Road-mobile | 850+
CSS-6Mod3 |DF-15B | Solid Road-mobile | 750+
CSS-7Mod 1 | DF-11/ Solid Road-mobile {300 120-140
M-11
CSS-7Mod2 |DF-11A | Solid Road-mobile  |600
CSS-8 B610 Solid/liquid | Road-mobile | 150
CSS-9Mod 1 | B611 Solid Road-mobile 150 Dual
launcher

CSS-9Mod- | B611M | Solid Road-mobile  |260
X-2
CSS-10Mod 1 | DF-31 Solid Road-mobile | 7,000+ 5-10
CSS-10Mod 2 | DF-31A | Solid Road-mobile 11,000+ More than

15
CSS-11Mod 1 | DF-16 Solid Road-mobile | 800+
CSS-14 P12 Solid Road-mobile 150 Dual
Mod-X-1 launcher
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dDIC NiNd v v | D
u.s. Chinese |Propellant |Mode Range (km) | No. of
Designation Launchers
CSS-14 BP12A | Solid Road-mobile | 280
Mod-X-2
CSS-X-15 M20 Solid Road-mobile 280
CSS-X-16 SY400 Solid Road-mobile  |200 8 rocket
MLRS
DF-26 Solid Road-mobile | IRBM Reported to
be dual-ca-
pable.
CSS-X-20 DF-41 Solid Road- or ICBM Not yet
rail mobile deployed
CSS-NX-3 NI Solid Submarine- 1,700+ Not yet
launched deployed
CSS-NX-14 | JL1-2 Solid Submarine- 7,000+
launched
JI-3 Solid Submarine- Rumored
launched to be under
develop-
ment
YJ-63 LACM Air-launched
CJ-10/  |LACM Ground-
DH-10 launched

Key: ICBM: intercontinental ballistic missile; IRBM: intermediate-range ballistic missile; LACM: land
attack missile; MLRS: multiple launch missile system.

Notes: Table compiled by Jeffrey Lewis. The author gratefully acknowledges his contributions. Public
U.S. Government reports suggest that all DF-3A systems may have been phased out of the force.

Each brigade has launch battalions and/or launch companies that
operate a limited number of launchers. A launch platform in this context
can be a silo (as in the case of the DF-5), a cave rollout to launch site (such
as the DF-4), or, for mobile missiles, a transporter-erector-launcher. Table
1 chronicles China’s ballistic missile inventory. The missiles and launchers
also require significant communications, intelligence, and maintenance
support. The structure of brigades differs for fixed-site missiles and mobile
missiles, as well as for conventional and nuclear missiles. As a result, the
number of missiles per brigade may vary greatly between conventional mis-
sile brigades (up to 36 launchers with as many as 6 missiles per launcher),
mobile nuclear-armed missile brigades (between 6 and 12 missile launchers

per brigade), and fixed-site nuclear-armed missiles (6 or fewer silos or cave
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rollout sites.) This reflects differences in the number of battalions, compa-
nies, and launchers assigned to each unit.

When looking at unclassified U.S. Government estimates, it usually
makes sense to estimate that each nuclear-armed mobile missile brigade has
approximately eight launchers—although average does not necessarily accu-
rately reflect each unit. For example, the National Air and Space Intelligence
Center assesses that China has 5 to 10 DF-31 missiles and “more than 157
DF-31A missiles.* Using an average of eight, China probably has one DF-31
brigade and two DF-31A brigades. Using the structure of bases, brigades, and

launch units, a rough order of battle for the Rocket Force is presented in table 2.

Table 2. PLA Rocket Force Organization

Base (Previous) | Brigade (Previous) | MUCD (Previous) |Location System
61(52) HQ 96601 (96151) Huangshan, Anhui
611(807) 96711 (96161) Chizhou DF-21
612(811) 96712 (96163) Jingdezhen DF-21A
613(815) 96713 (96165) Shangrao DF-15B
614(817) 96714 (96167) Yong'an DF-11A
615(818) 96715(96169) Meizhou DF-11A
616(819) 96716 (96162) Ganzhou DF-15
617 (820) 96717 (96164) Jinhua DF-15
62(53) HQ 96602 (96201) Kunming, Yunnan
621(802) 96721 (96211) Yibin DF-21A?
622 (808) 96722 (96213) Yuxi DF-31A
623(821) 96723 (96215) Liuzhou DH-10A?
624(825) 96724 (96219) Qingyuan DF-21D
625 (Ul) 96725 (96216) Jianshui (un
626 (825) 96726 (96319) Qingyuan DF-21C/D? DF-26?
Ul 96727 (Ul) Puning (un
63 (55) HQ 96603 (96301) Huaihua, Hunan
631(803) 96731(96311) Jingzhou DF-5B
632(805) 96732(96313) Shaoyang DF-31
633(814) 96733(96315) Huitong DF-5A?
634 (Ul) 96734 (Ul) [(S)] [(S1)]
635 (824) 96735(96317) Yichun DH-10
636 (826) 96736 (96318) Shaoguan DF-16
637 (Ul) 96737 (Ul) (un (un
64 (56) HQ 96604 (96351) Lanzhou
641 (806) 96741(96111) Hancheng DF-31
642 (809) 96742 (96361) Datong DF-31A
643(812) 96743 (96363) Tianshui DF-31A
644 (Ul) 96744 (Ul) Hanzhong (ul)
6457? (Ul) 96745 (1) (1)
646(823) 96746 (96365) Korle DF-21B? DF-21C?
65(51) HQ 96605 (96101) Shenyang
651(810) 96751(96113) Dalian DF-21
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Table 2. PLA Rocket Force Organization (cont.)

Base (Previous) | Brigade (Previous) | MUCD (Previous) |Location System
652(816) 96752 (96115) Tonghua DF-21C? DF-21D?
653(822) 96753 (96117) Laiwu DF-21C
654 (Ul) 96754 (Ul) Dalian (U1

66 (54) HQ 96606 (96251) Luoyang
661(801) 96761(96261) Lingbao DF-5B
662 (804) 96762 (96263) Luanchuan DF-47 DF-5A?
663(813) 96763 (96265) Nanyang DF-31A?
664 (Ul) 96764 (Ul) Luoyang (un
665(Ul) 96765 (Ul) (u1) (u1)
666 (827) 96766 (96267 Xinyang DF-267?

Key: HQ: headquarters; MUCD: Military Unit Cover Designator; Ul: unidentified.

Source: Mark Stokes, “PLA Rocket Force Leadership and Unit Reference,” Project 2049 Institute,
Arlington, VA, April 9, 2018, based on open-source analysis. The author and editors thank Mr. Stokes
for his generaosity in sharing this information with us.

Each Rocket Force missile base and missile brigade have a headquar-
ters, with multiple subordinate launch units. As suggested by the use of
cave-based rollout sites, the Rocket Force relies extensively on underground
facilities—and engineering elements responsible for digging them. Launch
units are based above ground on a day-to-day basis in peacetime. Under-
ground facilities are used for storage, as well as missile-warhead assembly,
check out, and roll out. Launch units practice deploying to tunnels for
short periods of time, a practice that allows the Rocket Force to ride out a
nuclear attack as suggested by the country’s no-first-use policy. A recent
article described a “multiday survival training” exercise in which a launch
battalion spent 8 days living in tunnels before conducting an exercise.”
The article highlights the “poor living environment” of the tunnels for even
short periods of time—particularly the challenge of maintaining nutrition.
(Cooked meals are prohibited because the heat from a kitchen would reveal
the tunnel is occupied.*)

In addition to the land-based Rocket Force units, the Chinese navy has
built at least four Jin-class ballistic missile submarines in the past decade.
These first submarines are believed to be based in Hainan.?” Each Jin-class
submarine has 12 launch tubes to carry the JL-2 submarine launched ballistic

missile. The slow development of the JL-2 delayed operational deployment
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of the system, but the missile now appears to be deployed on submarines.*
Major operational questions, such as how China would communicate with
ballistic submarines and whether China would conduct continuous at sea
deterrence patrols, remain unanswered. It is not clear, for example, whether
naval units will develop their own nuclear warhead storage and control
system outside of the Second Artillery Base 22 structure, or whether units
assigned to navy fleets would receive warheads only in a crisis.”

China probably does not currently maintain aircraft-delivered or
tactical nuclear weapons. During the 1970s and 1980s, the United States
did not identify locations at airfield for nuclear weapons storage or units
responsible for nonmissile warhead handling.** Some estimates periodically
list aircraft as possibly having “secondary” nuclear missions or speculate
that China may have an interest in tactical nuclear weapons.*' There are also
reports of work on a new nuclear-capable strategic bomber currently under
development.*> However, despite recent changes to the country’s nuclear
forces and gradual progress toward a potential nuclear triad, China’s nuclear

deterrent will continue to be dominated by the Rocket Force.

Operational Features

The operational practices of the Rocket Force have been shaped largely by
policy choices of civilian leadership and by the technical characteristics of
the force. Civilian leadership has traditionally prioritized strict political
control of its missile forces over operational flexibility. This has meant the
adoption of a relatively constrained nuclear posture, including operational
practices that may reduce operational readiness but maximize political
control. Operational practices have also been influenced by technical con-
siderations. For several decades following the creation of the country’s
missile forces, China’s ballistic missile force consisted of only a few immature
liquid-fueled stationary missiles. However, as part of its ongoing modern-
ization program, China’s nuclear-armed missiles have increasingly become
solid-fueled and road-mobile. These technical changes have entailed poten-

tially significant operational changes as well.
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China’s liquid-fueled ballistic missiles are not kept fueled during
peacetime. These missiles used transporter-erectors for the DF-3As,*
either elevate-to-launch silos or cave-rollout for the DF-4, and silo-bas-
ing for the DF-5. A typical rollout-to-launch exercise, as presented on
closed-circuit television, demonstrates the operational aspects of launch-
ing liquid-fueled ballistic missiles.** (This launch exercise took place at
a training center, as suggested by the fact that the building in which the
warhead is attached is above ground.) Chinese missileers must arm the
warhead inside its shelter and complete a checkout of the missile. The
missile is then rolled out to the launchpad, where it is erected. The missile
is fueled and guidance sets are aligned/programmed. The missile is then
ready for launch. This process can take a significant amount of time,
lasting hours. For silo-based ballistic missiles, there is no rollout, but the
missile must be armed, fueled, and the guidance system must be aligned
and programmed prior to launch.

Although the DF-3 (CSS-2) had limited mobility, the introduction of
truly mobile solid-fueled missiles such as the DF-21 required new oper-
ational practices for the Rocket Force. Mobile operations can be seen in
satellite images near Da Qaidam, which previously contained two cave
rollout-to-launch sites but is now believed to be a training center.* During
peacetime, the unit is located in a garrison. In the event of a crisis, the gar-
rison would be a likely target of enemy attack. On strategic warning, the
unit could deploy to hardened shelters, a holding area, or proceed directly
to a launch site. There are a number of launch sites along the main road
stretching from a garrison location. In satellite images, one can clearly see
the pad unoccupied, then covered with vehicles in netting and tents con-
ducting a launch exercise, then empty again.*¢

China appears to continue to store nuclear warheads separately from
ballistic missiles during peacetime. A description of a mobile missile
launch in the Gobi Desert—Ilikely at the Da Qaidam training area—depicts
the unit mating the reentry vehicle to the missile on the fifth day of the

exercise, following maneuvers in the field, then erecting and launching the
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missile. However, it would seem more logical for units to mate warheads
before deployment.”

The Rocket Force has an extensive system for handling warheads,
centered on Base 67 near Baoji (formerly Base 22).*® Each base has a
warhead regiment that performs these functions. China initially stored
nuclear weapons in three vaults west of the original nuclear weapons
design facility near Haiyan (Koko Nor). Sometime after the late 1960s,
warhead storage moved to the Second Artillery unit near Baoji. Base 67
is responsible for storing warheads, transporting them, training units
in warhead handling, and communications and maintenance of war-
heads and special vehicles. The size and composition of these units have
remained roughly the same, even as the number of Rocket Force brigades
has expanded, suggesting that new Rocket Force brigades are mostly
armed with conventional warheads.

Until recently, Rocket Force training has suffered from a lack of realism
and a poor emphasis on conducting joint operations. However, in recent
years, training has increasingly attempted to emphasize realistic conditions
by undertaking more confrontation red-blue exercises and improving its
ability to conduct joint operations.

The Rocket Force has taken steps to emphasize and standardize the
use of red-blue confrontation exercises.*”” In 2016, the newly established
Rocket Force announced the creation of its Blue Army Teaching and
Research Section, led by Colonel Diao Guangming.*® Diao has been
quoted as favoring a move toward more complex scenarios in Rocket
Force training, stating, “Those whose peacetime training is overly nice
will suffer greatly when they take the battlefield.” The new section may
help standardize future confrontation exercises, which had reportedly
suffered in the past as blue teams were assembled ad hoc from various
different units.” For example, past Rocket Force red-blue exercises have
employed “electronic blue teams” confined to a base and presumably
capable of simulating only some kinds of electronic harassment from

the enemy.>
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Impact of the 2016 Reforms

China is in the midst of sweeping military reforms that have affected the
force structure, organization, and command and control mechanisms of
the PLA. The reforms have the dual goals of tightening political control and
improving the military’s ability to conduct joint operations. The reforms
elevated the Second Artillery to full service status and renamed it the PLA
Rocket Force. Despite much attention paid to its new name and higher orga-
nizational status, the Rocket Force appears to be the service least affected
by the reforms.** Here we summarize the major reforms to the PLA and

assess the impact of those reforms on China’s missile forces.

PLA-Wide Reforms
The Rocket Force’s creation did not occur in isolation, but in the context of
reforms that affected the missions and command arrangements for nearly
all the Chinese military. The scope and significance of PLA reforms have
been likened to those of the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense
Reorganization Act of 1986.%°

The PLA replaced its old system of seven military regions (MRs) with
five new joint theater commands. Under the old system, the air force,
navy, and Second Artillery maintained peacetime control of their units,
with command and control of air force and navy assets transferring to the
war zone commander in the event of actual conflict.’® By contrast, theater
commanders will use their theater joint operations command center to
work through the army, navy, and air force component headquarters to
command all the ground, naval, and air forces assigned to their theaters
in both peacetime and wartime. The commanders of the ground, naval,
and air components are dual-hatted as deputy theater commanders. The
relationship between the services and theater commands appears similar
to the U.S. arrangement, with the services responsible for organizing,
training, and equipping units as a “force provider” and the theater com-
mands responsible for operational planning and execution (see the chapter

by Burke and Chan in this volume).” The reforms also established a new
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headquarters for the PLA Army, renamed the Second Artillery Force as the
Rocket Force and elevated its status to that of a full service, and created the
Strategic Support Force and Joint Logistics Support Force.

While the reforms include dramatic changes in the command and
control arrangements of the other services, the Rocket Force appears largely
untouched. Initial reports emphasized continuity in both China’s nuclear
policies and Rocket Force command and control arrangements, though
more recent accounts suggest greater progress toward integrating China’s
missile forces with the joint operations command centers of the newly

established theater commands.

Apparent Continuity of Nuclear Strategy and Policy

Media reports and official statements consistently emphasize that the creation
of the Rocket Force will not entail a change in China’s fundamental nuclear
strategy, and especially not a change in its no-first-use policy. Reporting on
the creation of the Rocket Force, a China Daily article stated that China’s
nuclear policy would remain unchanged: “Reiterating the no-first-use nuclear
weapons policy and the country’s defensive nuclear strategy, [Ministry of
National Defense Spokesman] Yang [Yujun] said China always keeps its
nuclear capability at the minimum level required for safeguarding its national
security.”*® In describing the Rocket Force, Xi Jinping used language identical
to that applied to the Second Artillery in the past, describing the new Rocket
Force as “a fundamental force for our country’s strategic deterrent, a strategic
pillar for our country’s great power status, and an important cornerstone
in protecting our national security.” The same rhetorical formulation was
repeated by Xi in his 2012 address to the Second Artillery, suggesting the

fundamental role of the new Rocket Force will mirror that of its predecessor.®

Command and Control
Rocket Force command and control structures have not changed to follow
the new model used by the theater commands to control army, navy, and

air force units within their areas of responsibility. Mainland commentary
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on the Rocket Force has consistently emphasized the need for strong central
control. In announcing the creation of the Rocket Force, media reports have
reiterated the importance of centralized high-level command for strategic
missile forces.®" An article in Rocket Force News stated that the force is “a
strategic military service directly controlled and used by the Central Party
Committee, Central Military Commission, and Chairman Xi.”®* These
comments suggest that centralized command continues to extend to not
only nuclear units but also conventional ones.

Although some theater commanders claimed to control conventional
missile forces within their theaters,* initial reports about the relationship
between the services and theater commands were notable for the paucity
of references to the Rocket Force. Media reports noted that the new theater
commands would have dedicated forces from the army, navy, and air force
but did not mention forces of the newly formed Rocket Force, suggesting
that its units will remain with their home bases.®* The theater commands
were reported to have two deputy commanders from “each of the three
service branches,” not including the Rocket Force.®® One report did note
that 100 Rocket Force personnel have been assigned to TC headquarters as
staff officers, suggesting that some mechanisms exist for integrating the
Rocket Force into theater planning.®

Initial reports on training intended to improve the operational rela-
tionship between the Rocket Force and theater commands emphasized
coordination between the Rocket Force and theater commands, eschew-
ing any language suggesting direct command authority from the theater
command to Rocket Force units.”” A mock order in a training drill used
the word coordinate [peihe, Fil 7] to describe the unit’s activities in relation
to TC units [zhanqu budui, %X PA]. A photo essay reporting on Rocket
Force joint training hosted on the Web site of the newly created Southern
Theater Command stated that Rocket Force units conducted operations
“according to newly revised joint operations war plans with the relevant
units of each of the other services,” again suggesting a role of independent

support rather than command subordination.®
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One indicator of the Second Artillery’s relative independence vis-a-vis
the military regions prior to the reforms was the fact that the command
geography of the Second Artillery did not map directly onto the former
MR borders. The Second Artillery had six missile bases commanding
launch brigades and a seventh responsible for nuclear warhead storage and
handling. Of the six operational bases, four were believed to command
launch brigades garrisoned in different military regions. For example,
Base 65 (formerly Base 51), headquartered in Shenyang, oversaw not only
two nuclear-armed launch brigades garrisoned in the former Shenyang
MR but also one nuclear-armed launch brigade garrisoned in the former
Beijing MR and one conventionally armed launch brigade garrisoned in the
former Jinan MR.’ A similar command geography involving Rocket Force
bases commanding brigades in multiple theater commands appears to be
in place after the recent military reforms, though there has been significant

reshuffling of missile force units between the various missile bases.”

Elevation to Independent Service
In some respects, the formal elevation of the Rocket Force to the level of a ser-
vice merely codifies its de facto status. The Second Artillery’s organizational
clout had steadily grown in the last 15 years. Prior to the creation of the Rocket
Force, the Second Artillery commander and other senior leaders enjoyed
ranks and grades equivalent to that of their counterparts in the services.
The Second Artillery had the same constellation of bureaucratic structures
as the services, including a Political Department, Logistics Department,
Armaments Department, and Command Academy. In 2004, Jing Zhiyuan,
then-commander of the Second Artillery, and his navy and air force counter-
parts became ex officio members of the Central Military Committee (CMC).
Wei Fenghe, the first Rocket Force commander, was a CMC member, but his
successor Lieutenant General Zhou Yaning and the commanders of the other
services no longer have ex officio seats on the CMC.”

Many reports on the Rocket Force have emphasized the significance of

its higher status as a service. Previous writings about the Second Artillery’s
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role in joint campaigns noted that while strikes conducted by Second Artil-
lery units would be central to the importance of any operation, the Second
Artillery as an institution would largely play an auxiliary or supporting
role to the services.”> However, a professor at the Rocket Force Command
Academy predicted that the force would be able to “fight independently”
rather than merely “support[ing] other forces, a definition that is incom-
patible with the Rocket Force’s capacity and actual role.””?

Rocket Force members have stressed the independence and prestige
that come with its status. The Rocket Force has reportedly already begun
implementing the internal bureaucratic adjustments necessary to elevate
it to the status of a full military service,” including a rollout of Rocket
Force uniforms.” Internal Rocket Force reports highlight the fact that Xi
personally chose the name of the Rocket Force and bestowed a new flag
to the force.”® An article published in Rocket Force News reflecting on the
significance of the force’s elevation to the level of a military service noted
that the “status of the Rocket Force as a military service is getting more
important than ever before.”” The article predicted the Rocket Force would
see changes in structure, status, and missions. Specifically, the “value and
capability of the Rocket Force should lie in the strengthening of the cred-
ible and reliable nuclear deterrence and nuclear counterstrike capabilities
referenced by Chairman Xi, along with strengthening the establishment of
intermediate-range and long-range precision strike forces and enhancing
counterbalancing abilities.””

A Rocket Force political instructor, writing about the reforms, stated
that the elevation to the level of a military service would bring commen-
surate transformation of the force’s structure and elevation of its mission,
arguing that the status as a full-fledged service means that the “Rocket
Force is no longer a paper tiger, placing missiles on launch platforms to
scare the adversary, but rather is a strategic iron fist ready anytime to launch
missiles to intimidate the enemy,” perhaps suggesting a greater warfighting

role for the force.”
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Implications for the Future

Significant questions remain about the future trajectory of China’s missile
forces. This section addresses three key questions. First, to what extent will
Rocket Force units be able to successfully participate in joint operations
with the military units of other services and those assigned to the theater
commands? Second, will the Rocket Force emphasize the conventional
or nuclear aspect of its identity, and what implications will this have for
its force structure and operational practices? Third, what does the Rocket
Force’s elevation mean for its relationship with other services and how could

this influence control of other strategic weapons systems?

Future Joint Operations

The Rocket Force is part of a broader PLA-wide trend in emphasizing
joint operations (see the chapter by Cozad in this volume). Training has
appeared to focus on developing the ability to conduct joint operations,
something that has long been emphasized but not fully implemented. The
Rocket Force has created plans with other services, spelling out how it will
coordinate in joint operations.® Training has reportedly tried to move away
from emphasizing theories and concepts of joint operations and to focus
on the actual experience and challenges of conducting such operations.®
Recently there has been a substantial increase in joint operations training
undertaken by PLA Rocket Force units, especially exercises directly involv-
ing units of other services.

As recently as 2014, though the former Second Artillery had been
emphasizing the concept of joint operations, “few instances of actual joint
training were reported.” A review of training exercises conducted through-
out the entire year of 2014 noted Second Artillery participation in only one
exercise, a military-wide exercise identified as “Joint Action-2014.”%* A
2017 report, however, noted a significant increase in joint exercises, report-
ing that the Rocket Force “has launched hundreds of missiles in live-fire
exercises over the past several years to improve its combat readiness. The

missiles were fired during about 40 exercises within the force itself, as well
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as during more than 30 joint drills between the force and other military
branches and regional theater commands.”®> A Rocket Force News report on
training improvements noted that “multi-arm, multi-service joint exercises
and joint training have become the new normal.”® The Rocket Force and
Strategic Support Force have also held discussions on coordinating their
respective forces in future joint campaigns.*

Despite the recent emphasis on joint operations, the PLA may expe-
rience difficulties in integrating Rocket Force units into joint operations.
There are reports of challenges involving the force, with particular empha-
sis on the concepts and practices of personnel. As one brigade commander
described it, “It’s a problem of old wine in a new bottle.” A report on efforts
to better coordinate between the theater commands and services noted that
while members of the various services had been dispatched to help staff
the theater commands and their knowledge of their own service was quite
good, their understanding of joint operations exhibited “noticeable gaps.”

A significant development is apparent progress in integrating Rocket
Force command and control structures with those of the theater com-
mands. Initial reports following the establishment of the Rocket Force
suggested that China’s missile units had not yet been integrated into the
theater joint command and control structures established as part of the
reforms. Rocket Force command and control appeared to remain cen-
tralized and not delegated to theater commanders, which would hamper
effectiveness in future joint campaigns. The greater institutional indepen-
dence of the Rocket Force vis-a-vis both the theater commands and other
services may have exacerbated this problem. Divided command would
make it more difficult to coordinate the actions of Rocket Force missile
brigades and those forces assigned directly to a theater command in a
fast-moving crisis without clear command authorities and an integrated
communications network.

However, more recent reports on the relationship between the Rocket
Force and theater commands have emphasized efforts to improve jointness,

with some language suggesting conventional Rocket Force missile units may
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be formally under the command of TC joint operations command centers.
One recent report in Rocket Force News observes, “in the future of combat,
all war will be joint, and without jointness there will be no victory.”® The
same account reports that “this base has joined the joint operations chain
of command” and that “accelerating [the base’s] integration into the TC
joint operations command system . . . is a top priority.”® A 2017 report on
joint exercises led by the East Sea Fleet, in describing the need to enhance
coordination in joint operations, mentioned the Rocket Force alongside
the army and navy, suggesting a similar relationship between each of the
services and the theater command.”® A report on integrating a missile base
into a TC joint operations command system noted that “when we cross
the threshold into the theater command, we are like one family.”* Several
accounts from Rocket Force sources mention efforts by the missile forces to
“integrate” or “build into” TC joint operations command centers and cite
the presence of Rocket Force officers within TC joint operations command
centers.” Articles as recent as early 2018 report that efforts to improve
integration between Rocket Force command and control systems and
those of the theater commands are ongoing and “exploratory,” suggesting
that the efforts are as yet incomplete.” It is still not entirely clear how and
to what extent theater commands will directly command missile units.
For example, a sample of recent reports do not explicitly describe direct
command by theater commands over missile force units or the attachment
of missile force units to them. However, it is clear that the Rocket Force is
emphasizing efforts to enhance coordination with the theater commands
and other services and is undertaking steps to deepen that coordination.
Itis not yet clear how far the PLA will integrate Rocket Force units into
the joint operations command and control over the theater commands or
why that integration has proceeded more slowly than the integration of
units from the other services. There are several possible explanations for
the slow pace. PLA leadership might have decided that maintaining the
current Rocket Force organization exploits economies of scale and opera-

tional synergies. Some of the missile systems operated by the force include
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both conventional and nuclear variants. Even missiles of different systems
may share logistics, maintenance, and training requirements. Transferring
control of conventional units to the theater commands would likely have
required the creation of parallel and redundant structures. As one expert
notes, “personnel, logistics, and training requirements for only two SRBM
brigades proved unwieldy for the army when most SRBM units are assigned
to the Second Artillery.”**

There may also be operational reasons for maintaining current com-
mand and control arrangements for conventional missile units. TC leaders
probably lack familiarity with missile operations and Rocket Force units.
CMC leaders, including Xi Jinping, may also want to maintain tight central
control over China’s conventional and nuclear missile systems given their
unique ability to strike targets abroad and potentially initiate a conflict
due to carelessness or poor judgment. The accidental launch in July 2016
of a Taiwanese antiship missile that killed a fisherman provided a sobering
reminder that such concerns are not merely academic.”

Alternatively, the PLA may intend to fully integrate conventional Rocket
Force units into the TC command and control mechanisms, and the rela-
tively slow pace of progress may merely reflect the challenges of integrating

units that historically have been more separate from the rest of the military.

Future Force Structure and Nuclear Strategy
A more powerful Rocket Force may also be able to wield greater influence
in shaping the country’s nuclear strategy and policies. Some experts have
suggested that as China’s political leadership has become less actively
focused on nuclear weapons issues, the PLA may enjoy greater autonomy in
the nuclear realm. However, the Rocket Force’s influence on China’s nuclear
strategy and policies may depend on the extent to which the Rocket Force
prioritizes either the conventional or nuclear mission set.

At the moment, the Rocket Force appears to treat conventionally armed
missiles differently than nuclear-armed ones. The Rocket Force has deployed

conventionally armed missiles in much greater numbers than nuclear-armed
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missiles. The Rocket Force reportedly already controls more than 1,200
conventional short-range ballistic missiles,”® compared to an estimated
roughly 160 nuclear-capable ones, and it is estimated that more than half of
personnel are assigned to conventional forces.”” In the past decade, officers
who comprise Rocket Force senior leadership were most likely to have served
in Base 61 (formerly Base 52), the force’s premier conventional base opposite
Taiwan, and almost no officers have served in both an ICBM base and Base
61. Doctrine for conventionally armed missiles also emphasizes preemptive
use, in contrast with China’s no-first-use policy for nuclear weapons.

However, the Rocket Force’s dual identity presents unique bureaucratic
choices, and its approach to the conventional and nuclear mission sets
may evolve along one of at least three lines, depending on both the Rocket
Force’s own institutional priorities and its relative power vis-a-vis other
services and civilian leadership. The first is that a more powerful Rocket
Force could advocate for the adoption of a more aggressive nuclear pos-
ture. The Rocket Force’s approach to conventional missiles may represent
its preferred doctrine and approach, absent the political interference that
accompanies decisions about nuclear weapons. In this scenario, a more
powerful Rocket Force would press to make China’s nuclear doctrine and
forces more closely resemble the country’s conventional missile doctrine
and forces.”® This could include lobbying for a host of more assertive doctri-
nal and operational choices, potentially including the peacetime mating of
warheads, increase in alert status, launch-on-warning posture, or abolition
of China’s no-first-use policy. Evidence to support this hypothesis includes
statements from officers in the Rocket Force and former Second Artillery
advocating the adoption of a higher alert status throughout the force and
a reconsideration of no-first-use.”

A second possibility is that a more powerful Rocket Force may be
inclined to disregard the nuclear mission and shift more of its resources and
attention toward the conventional one. Like many military organizations,
the Rocket Force may regard nuclear weapons as a distraction from the core

mission. A review of career patterns within China’s missile forces suggests
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that experience with conventionally armed missile units is more likely
to lead to a senior leadership position within the Rocket Force. Officers
who have served in units tasked with primarily conventional missions are
more likely to ascend to the ranks of senior leadership than officers who
have served in units tasked with primarily regional or strategic nuclear
missions.'® There is also evidence of an at least informal hierarchy among
the various missile bases, with Base 61 (formerly Base 52), the Rocket
Force’s premier conventional missile base opposite Taiwan, sitting at the
top. In addition, while China has seen only a modest growth in the size of
its nuclear arsenal, its conventional forces have expanded dramatically so
that, today, an estimated 80 percent of all missiles and half of Rocket Force
personnel are assigned to conventional missions.'”" A more powerful Rocket
Force may advocate for more emphasis and investment in conventional
forces, with the nuclear deterrent persisting in its current form.

Third, civilian leaders may continue to shape operational practices and
doctrines (especially in the nuclear domain), regardless of Rocket Force pri-
orities. Despite the extent of military reforms, the impact on the Rocket Force
has been notable more for continuity than change. The civilian leadership
may still exert significant control over the policies and practices of China’s
missiles forces and continue to require a relatively restrained nuclear posture.

It is not entirely clear which of these paths the Rocket Force may take.
The first two possibilities are not mutually exclusive. China could push
for an expansion and prioritization of its conventional missile forces at the
expense of its nuclear forces, while Rocket Force leaders simultaneously
lobby for a more assertive nuclear posture. The relationship between the
Rocket Force and civilian leadership is especially opaque, making it difficult
to determine the extent to which the Rocket Force will be able to determine
its own institutional priorities and practices. However, there are uncon-
firmed reports that, with the increasing professionalization of the PLA and
the turning of civilian attention to other matters, the Rocket Force may be
gaining increased autonomy.'”* If true, this would make it easier for the

force to adopt more assertive policies and practices.
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Future Interservice Politics over Other Strategic Systems
Elevation to a full-fledged service may give the Rocket Force the institu-
tional prestige and resources necessary to compete effectively with the
other services for resources and missions. As the PLA rebalances away
from traditional army dominance and slower economic growth leads to
slower growth in military spending, interservice rivalry, and competition
to control emerging missions, will likely become more intense.

Conventional missions and forces may present such a “growth area”
to the Rocket Force. With growing PLA emphasis on conducting joint con-
ventional operations, the force might seek to expand its conventional forces
and missions. While China’s relatively restrained nuclear strategy may limit
the growth potential of the nuclear mission, conventional operations can
more easily be used to justify an expansion in force size and mission set.

Conversely, the Rocket Force maintains a comparative advantage over
the other services in the nuclear realm. Chinese leadership views about
the limited utility of nuclear weapons and guidance to build a “lean and
effective” nuclear deterrent imply a cap on the size of nuclear forces and
the missions assigned to them.'”® However, the Rocket Force could seek
to capitalize on its unique nuclear role in a number of ways. First, it could
push China’s leadership to expand the role of nuclear forces and argue for
an expanded force structure and mission set in ways that could potentially
lead to more aggressive changes in overall strategy and policy.' The Rocket
Force might also make a play for operational control of China’s emergent
fleet of Jin-class ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs). A number of Chinese
and American experts have predicted that China’s future SSBN force could
fall under the command of the Rocket Force, though few have offered spe-
cifics about how such a command arrangement might work.'®®

The PLA Navy has little to no experience controlling nuclear weapons,
as China built only one hull of the previous generation Xia-class SSBN,
which never conducted a single operational patrol.'® To the extent that
greater operational experience with nuclear weapons increases confidence

and decreases the likelihood of accidents, mistakes, and misperceptions,
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centralizing nuclear control under the Rocket Force might improve stra-
tegic stability by reducing the risk of accidental or unauthorized launch.
Conversely, the Rocket Force has no experience running a naval fleet of
any kind, let alone the kinds of complex operations required to operate
and protect an SSBN force. Regardless of future command and control
structures, Chinese SSBNs would undoubtedly be staffed and operated by
navy crews and serviced in navy ports.

Finally, the Rocket Force could push to gain operational control of
conventional strategic assets such as the DF-21D antiship ballistic missile
or direct-ascent antisatellite capabilities. Both of these weapons are based
on ballistic missile systems already operated by the Rocket Force, and their
importance as strategic assets argues for strict centralized control.

China’s sweeping military reforms have ushered in substantial changes
in the relative status and relationships between different parts of the People’s
Liberation Army. The Rocket Force has arguably emerged as the biggest
winner in the reforms. The navy and air force lost operational control of
their forces to the theater commands, and the army suffered a reduction
in both formal status and administrative power after the dissolution of the
General Staff Department. The Rocket Force, on the other hand, has main-
tained direct control of its nuclear units, boosted its formal organizational
status, and strengthened its ability to compete against the other services

for resources and missions.

Conclusion
China’s missile forces are undergoing significant changes, though it is still
unclear how far those changes will go. Organizational reforms, techno-
logical developments, and operational changes all raise questions about
whether the future of China’s missile forces will resemble the past.
Organizationally, the Rocket Force has increased in prestige and,
likely, power. For its first few decades of existence, the Second Artillery,
the Rocket Force’s predecessor, fielded only a few dozen unsophisticated

missile systems. Today, it is estimated to command over a thousand total
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missile systems. The recent wave of PLA-wide military reforms saw the
elevation of the Rocket Force to the level of a full-fledged service, increasing
its institutional status and placing it on par with the other military services.

Technologically, China’s ongoing modernization program has changed
the technological makeup of its missile forces. In the nuclear domain, Chi-
na’s missile forces have evolved from a small and relatively unsophisticated
set of liquid-fueled stationary missiles armed with single warheads into a
force of increasingly advanced road-mobile solid-fueled missiles, some of
which can be equipped with multiple warheads. China is also developing
a sea-based leg for its nuclear deterrent, developing and deploying a new
generation of SSBNs and accompanying submarine-launched ballistic
missiles, and there are initial reports of a next-generation strategic nucle-
ar-capable bomber. Just as significant for the Rocket Force, the country’s
land-based missiles have increasingly shifted from nuclear to conventional
and, increasingly, advanced dual-capable missile systems.

Finally, the Rocket Force appears to gradually be changing its opera-
tional practices. It has placed greater emphasis on training under realistic
conditions by utilizing red-blue team confrontation exercises. Perhaps
most significantly, the Rocket Force has increased its integration with
the theater commands and has increasingly emphasized joint operations
in its training. These operational changes have, in part, been driven by
both the organizational and technological changes described herein. The
creation of the theater commands and the PLA-wide emphasis on joint
operations have catalyzed the Rocket Force focus on jointness. Similarly,
the introduction and expansion of conventional units in the Rocket Force
has made the organization more relevant to the kinds of conventional
conflicts for which the PLA prepares, especially a possible future conflict
over Taiwan. These changes raise several important questions about the
future of the Rocket Force.

First, will the Rocket Force change its fundamental policies and prac-
tices, particularly in the nuclear realm? With its recent elevation to the level

of a full service, the Rocket Force may enjoy greater autonomy in deciding
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its future force composition and operational practices. China has historically
adopted a comparatively restrained nuclear posture, but this could change.

Second, will Rocket Force units be able to effectively participate in
joint operations, and what will an increased focus on jointness mean for
the Rocket Force? As discussed, China’s missile forces have historically
remained somewhat apart from the rest of the PLA, and the Rocket Force
has been comparatively slow to integrate with the newly established theater
commands. Challenges persist in integrating Rocket Force units into joint
operations, and it remains unclear how long it will take to overcome those
challenges. The drive to jointness may end up altering the composition and
identity of the Rocket Force by leading to a stronger prioritization of the
conventional mission set.

Third, will the introduction and expansion of conventionally armed
missiles, especially dual-capable systems, increase the escalatory risks of
entanglement? Several scholars have noted that the deployment of dual-use
missile systems and the possible collocation of conventional and nuclear
missiles could create risks of unintentional escalation in a conflict.’?”
The risks generated by this kind of technological entanglement could be
mitigated or exacerbated by the operational practices under which those
missiles are deployed.

Finally, what will the development of other legs of a nuclear triad mean
for the future of both the Rocket Force and China’s nuclear policies? The
introduction of sea- and air-launched nuclear forces could push the Rocket
Force to embrace its conventional identity. The introduction of new nuclear
platforms could also create new opportunities or pressures for changes in
China’s nuclear policies. SSBN operational deployments will likely involve
mated warheads and missiles, which could lead the Rocket Force to advo-
cate peacetime mating of warheads and land-based missiles. Conversely, a
more diverse and dispersed nuclear force could increase China’s confidence
in the survivability of its second-strike capability, causing it to forgo more

assertive changes to its nuclear posture.
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CHAPTER 12

CHINA'S STRATEGIC
SUPPORT FORCE

A Force for a New Era

By John Costello and Joe McReynolds

n late 2015, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) initiated a series of

ongoing reforms that have brought dramatic changes to its structure,

model of warfighting, and organizational culture. Undoubtedly, among
the most important changes has been the creation of a unified Strategic
Support Force (SSF) [zhanliie zhiyuan budui, %1% 3 $ZHHEA]. This force
combines assorted space, cyber, and electronic warfare (EW) capabilities
from across the PLA services and its former general departments.

The few statements that Xi Jinping has made about the role of the
Strategic Support Force have been almost comically circumspect, affirming
that it is both a “strategic” force and a “supporting” one. Even 2 years after
its founding, some aspects of the SSF’s organizational structure remain
opaque to outside observers. However, despite this lack of transparency, a
coherent picture has gradually emerged of how various SSF components fit
together and the strategic roles and missions that they are intended to fulfill.

Although the Strategic Support Force is often described as having
been designed to streamline the organization of China’s information
warfare forces and thereby improve their efficiency, such incremental

advantages are not the primary reason that the SSF was created. Rather,
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the SSF’s structure is first and foremost intended to create synergies
between disparate information warfare capabilities in order to execute
specific types of strategic missions that Chinese leaders believe will
be decisive in future major wars. The PLA views cyber, electronic, and
psychological warfare as interconnected subcomponents of information
warfare writ large. Understanding the primary strategic roles of the SSF
is essential to understanding how China will practice information oper-
ations in a war or crisis.

This chapter begins by examining the evolution of China’s approach to
the space, cyber, and electromagnetic domains over the last three decades.
It then provides an analysis of military organizational reforms launched
in 2015, contextualizing the SSF’s creation against the backdrop of broader
changes to PLA structure, command organization, and changing concepts
of operations before focusing on the organizational dynamics of the SSF
itself. The chapter then explores each of the SSF’s operational components,
those responsible for its space, cyber, EW, and psychological operations
mission areas. After giving a brief overview of how peacetime-wartime
command relationships have shifted in the reforms, the chapter then details
the new joint force structure of the Central Military Commission (CMC)
and evaluates how the responsibilities for intelligence and technical recon-
naissance, network and EW, and information support missions have shifted
force-wide given the preeminence of the SSF in these missions and the
new CMC and regional theater command structure. Finally, the chapter
outlines the key operational responsibilities of the SSF in the context of
the two primary roles it plays: strategic information support and strategic
information operations. The chapter then defines China’s conceptualization
of information warfare as applied to the SSF and notes key points where
this concept aligns with and diverges from a U.S. approach.

A key observation underpinning the research for this chapter is the
insight that the PLA, at least in the initial stages of its reforms, has pursued
what we call a “bricks, not clay” approach to reorganization. Instead of

building whole organizations from scratch, the PLA effected structural
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changes by renaming, resubordinating, or moving whole, existing orga-
nizations and their component parts and then redefining their command
relationships within the PLA. While the names, descriptors, designators,
and, in some cases, the commanders of these organizations have changed,
the addresses, key personnel, phone numbers, and other unique designa-
tors have remained consistent throughout the reforms. Through analysis
of hundreds of public bid and tender documents, contracts, articles, and
research papers, the authors have been able to identify numerous instances
where these designators remained the same, while the organizations to
which they were tied underwent changes of name or affiliation. From
clusters of these instances, it can be inferred which existing organizations
have been renamed or shifted in the reorganization, and from that one
can determine both the new structure of the SSF and changes in the PLA’s
larger command context.

Identifying the Military Unit Cover Designators (MUCDs) that have
been assigned to the SSF, a block of numbers between 32001 and 32099,
was particularly useful in this analysis. These designators are commonly
used as a cover mechanism for open-source references to PLA units. Since
organizations and units operating within this block are now subordinate
to the SSF, one can apply the above methodology to systematically identify
SSF units and their command relationships.'

This structural analysis informs analysis of the roles and missions of
the SSF itself. Based on the assumption that the operational responsibilities
of most units and organizations that were shifted to the SSF have not been
fundamentally changed by the reforms, one can draw upon the existing
body of Chinese military and PLA literature to gain insight into prior
organizations that are now components of the SSF. With an understanding
of the structure and mission of the SSF, one can then determine its broader
roles and responsibilities within the PLA by evaluating this mission set
against public comments, strategic literature, an understanding of the intent
and impetus for reforms, as well as the broader command and organiza-

tional context under which the SFF was being formed.
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The SSF in Historical Context

China’s approach to the interrelated space, cyber, and electromagnetic
domains—the main functional and warfighting areas for the Strategic
Support Force—has undergone considerable evolution over the past three
decades. In the 1990s, China identified and absorbed lessons from the 1991
Persian Gulf War, which in its view demonstrated that “the new revolution
in military affairs had moved from theoretical exploration into the phase of
implementation . . . drawing back the curtain on informationized warfare.”
The lessons China took from the Gulf War fundamentally changed the way
that its military planners viewed the future of warfare as well as an under-
standing of its own vulnerabilities, prompting a decades-long upheaval in
Chinese thinking on the strategic role of information in warfare.’

China drew two primary lessons from the Gulf War. First, the war
proved that the widespread integration of information technology in war-
fare could confer overwhelming military superiority. As a result, a country’s
progress in “informationizing” [xinxi hua, {5 /E4Y] itself, both in a military
context and on a broader societal level, is central to its national security.* To
this end, the PLA recognized that it would need to study and adopt oper-
ational concepts that are informed by the U.S. concept now referred to as
“network-centric warfare.” The operational use of space-based command,
control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance (C4ISR) attracted particular notice, with PLA writers frequently
referencing it as a barometer of how informationized warfare had become.®
Second, the PLA quickly assessed that U.S. use of these technologies created
fundamental dependencies that could be exploited in wartime. This line of
thinking paved the way for China’s unique information warfare strategy,
which seeks to “overcome the superior with the inferior” through the appli-
cation of asymmetric information countermeasures against critical nodes in
space, cyberspace, and the electromagnetic domains.” After working through
anumber of doctrinal iterations, by the end of the 1990s the PLA had success-
fully developed the foundational concepts that have guided China’s strategy

for and development of its information warfare forces ever since.
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Chinese strategists spent the 2000s focused primarily on applying
these concepts and lessons, both through force-wide concepts such as inte-
grated network and electronic warfare (INEW) [wangdian yiti zhan, PHH
—4&}§] and at the operational level. By the end of the decade, the PLA had
successfully fielded a regional constellation of Beidou navigation satellites,
space-based surveillance platforms, and dual-use communications and
relay satellites. Taken together, they formed the foundation of a nascent
Chinese C4ISR system to enable regional surveillance, reconnaissance,
and precision strikes.® At the same time, China was rapidly developing
its ability to launch offensive information operations. By 2009, PLA EW
forces had fielded a basic capability to deny or disrupt U.S. space-based
C4ISR and navigation.’ China’s military cyber forces attracted global
attention from the mid-2000s onward due to a series of high-profile cyber
intrusions that demonstrated both growing sophistication and the rapid
progress that Chinese forces had made in the span of a few short years.
China also demonstrated a counterspace capability with the development
of a direct-ascent antisatellite system, which destroyed an obsolete satellite
in a January 2007 test.

The advancement of the technical capabilities of Chinese space, cyber,
and EW forces stood in stark contrast with the PLA’s stagnant operational
structure, which remained virtually unchanged throughout the 2000s. In
the years immediately leading up to the PLA’s 2015 reorganization, there
was a growing realization in scholarly circles that the PLA’s structure
and organization, not its technological capabilities, had emerged as the
foremost roadblock facing modernization efforts."” The key organizations
responsible for space, cyber, and EW missions were distributed across
different parts of the PLA and remained stovepiped in their respective
organizations, even as the PLA’s strategic literature increasingly called for
greater integration of these forces as an operational necessity.! It is there-
fore unsurprising that the PLA saw the current period of major reforms
as an opportunity to finally realign its sprawling space, cyber, and EW

capabilities into a unified force.
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The Strategic Support Force’s creation comes at an inflection point for
the PLA. China has accelerated the ongoing shift of its military posture from
land-based territorial defense to extended power projection, not only in the
East and South China seas but also beyond them."* As part of this transition,
China’s leaders have expressed a growing desire to protect their country’s
interests further afield in the “strategic frontiers” of space, cyberspace, and
the far seas.” On this point, the relatively authoritative 2013 edition of the
Science of Military Strategy observed that “preparations and prepositioning
in fighting for new strategic spaces is both an important brace-support for
a country’s use of these international public spaces, and also an important
action in contesting new military strategic commanding heights.”* China’s
2015 Military Strategy White Paper similarly describes the three as “critical
domains” and echoes their importance to China’s national interests.' The
SSF’s design is a logical fit for improving China’s access to the space and
cyber domains in peacetime and contesting them in wartime. The SSF’s
“remote operations” in the far seas and beyond are aimed at achieving stra-
tegic national objectives through counterintervention and power projection.”

Even before the SSF’s creation, the idea of forming an organization
like it to meet the demands of future warfare had been germinating within
the PLA’s strategic theory community for years. As early as 2007, China’s
strategic literature called for an independent space force to unify myriad
elements of Chinese organizations responsible for space operations.' Sim-
ilarly, after the formation of U.S. Cyber Command (USCYBERCOM) in
2009, there were numerous calls for China to establish its own equivalent,
with PLA scholars noting the inherent advantages of a unified command.”
In 2012, the influential PLA information warfare specialist Ye Zheng sug-
gested a conceptual and organizational integration of information warfare
disciplines into an integrated network-electronic-psychological warfare
force that partially resembles the SSF’s cyber force.?

However, the closest conceptual forerunner for the Strategic Support
Force comes from U.S. Strategic Command (USSTRATCOM). The PLA’s

decision to incorporate both space and cyber forces into a single service-like
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entity does not appear to have any clear bellwether in Chinese strategic
literature. Due to USSTRATCOM’s broad responsibilities for space, cyber,
strategic EW, and strategic information support, it was chosen as a model for
the SSF.*! Following USSTRATCOM'’s example, the SSF is tasked with space
and cyber missions, while also providing the theater commands with ISR

support for joint operations.

The SSF and PLA Reform Efforts
The Strategic Support Force was created as part of a broader reorganization
that dissolved the PLA’s four former general departments, incorporating
the bulk of their functions into 15 joint force “functional organs” within
an expanded Central Military Commission. The General Staff Depart-
ment (GSD) became the new CMC Joint Staff Department, the General
Political Department (GPD) became the CMC Political Work Department,
the General Armament Department (GAD) became the CMC Equipment
Development Department, and the General Logistics Department became
the CMC Logistics Support Department.?? These are not exact analogues
to their predecessors; some capabilities, tasking, and component parts have
been transferred elsewhere within the PLA, particularly in the case of the SSF.
At the outset of the reorganization, the SSF was formed out of these
departments’ operational units responsible for space, cyber, and EW. This
move was aimed in part to alleviate the organizational silos and other road-
blocks that previously impeded the effective employment of these elements
as a cohesive, coordinated strategic force under the general department
system. The SSF’s space mission is formed primarily from units under the
former GAD and select elements of the GSD responsible for space-based
C4ISR. The SSF’s information warfare mission comes largely from the
former Third and Fourth departments of the GSD, which had respec-
tively held the responsibilities for technical reconnaissance and offensive
cyber operations. The elements of the GPD responsible for psychological
operations were also incorporated into the SSF, in keeping with the PLA’s

aforementioned conceptualization of cyber, electronic, and psychological
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warfare as interconnected subcomponents of information warfare. The
psychological domain constitutes a core element of the PLA’s concept of
the “Three Warfares” [sanzhong zhanfa, —Fi§i%], a unique Chinese
warfighting model that calls for the coordinated use of psychological oper-
ations, public opinion warfare, and legal warfare to gain an advantage over
an adversary, and thus the SSF is expected to participate in Three Warfares
missions. Figure 1 shows the pre-reform locations of the major components
that make up the SSE. Figure 2 shows the post-reform structure of the SSF,

including headquarters elements such as the Staff Department and Political

Figure 1. Pre-Reform Locations of Major SSF Components
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Figure 2. Overall Structure of the SSF

Strategic Support Force

Basic Structure Strategic Support Force
[
Staff Political Logistics Equipment Space Network
Department Work Department Department Systems Systems
P Department P P Department Department
Mission Sstrategltc
Divisions uppor
Force
Space Network
Systems Systems
Department Department
Overlapping Missions
E Space | E Space | E Space | E Counter | EStrategic: E Cyber EEIectronic: E PsyOps |
. Launch | | TT&C .. C4ISR . \ Space : . Intel . i Ops .. Warfare ; \ () .

Key: PsyOps: psychological operations; TT&C: telemetry, tracking, and control.

Work Department (organized as first-level departments), the Space Systems
Department (responsible for space operations), and the Network Systems
Department (responsible for information operations).

When PLA leadership plotted out a multiyear course for reforms
through 2020, they opted for a two-stage approach. The first stage largely
consists of “above the neck” [bozi yishang, =LA I-] organizational reforms
that lay out the overall design of China’s armed forces going forward, with
“below the neck” [bozi yixia, f#¥ LA ] reforms coming later to reshape
PLA institutions and operations on a more granular level. In keeping with
this plan, the PLA has so far largely taken a “bricks, not clay” approach to
the creation of the Strategic Support Force. That is, existing institutions
have been taken in their entirety and placed within the SSF’s new orga-
nizational superstructure to serve as a core around which other, smaller
elements can later be arrayed. This dynamic is visible in the SSF’s space and

cyber warfare forces, the central components of which are formed from the
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GAD’s space cadre and the former GSD Third Department, respectively.
These in turn act as pillars for their respective missions, with lower grade
units from the GSD and services being transferred underneath them.

Prior to the PLA’s reorganization, space, cyber, and EW units were
organized according to their mission type—disciplines of reconnaissance,
attack, or defense—rather than their warfighting domain.? This is most
evident when looking at the PLA’s cyber mission. Previously, espionage
and technical reconnaissance in the cyber domain were handled by the
GSD Third Department, while the targeting and attack missions were
handled by the GSD Fourth Department. Separately, the former GSD
Informatization Department [xinxihua bu, {5/24L#] handled key ele-
ments of information systems defense.?* The approach used for the SSF is
intended to enable more effective full-spectrum warfighting by treating
space, cyberspace, and the electromagnetic spectrum as primary war-
fighting domains in their own right, rather than as supporting elements
of other domains.” In recent PLA strategic writings such as the 2015
National Defense University version of the Science of Military Strategy,
this approach is termed “integrated reconnaissance, attack, and defense”
[zhen gongfang yiti hua, (0BT —1A&4k].26

PLA strategic writings reflect a recognition that employing a
domain-centric force for information warfare enables levels of unified
planning, force construction, and operations that would have been infea-
sible under the previous structure. This runs counter to the movement of
the PLA’s conventional armed services toward force construction and away
from operations, which have been tasked to the theater commands. The
difference is due to the unique requirements of the information domain,
where the vulnerabilities and exploits necessary to create “cyber weapons”
are discovered, refined, and deployed in a rapid, continuous loop through-
out both peacetime and wartime.

Another important principle that appears to have influenced the
design of the SSF is the enduring Maoist imperative of peacetime-war-

time integration [pingzhan jiehe, “V1%45 5, or pingzhan yiti, ~F-il—14].2
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Under its pre-reform organizational structure, the PLA would have been
required to transition to a wartime posture just prior to the outbreak of
war (or immediately following it, if China were taken by surprise). For
strategic-level information operations, this operational requirement
would have demanded unprecedented coordination between GSD,
GAD, GPD, and military region units across multiple echelons. The cre-
ation of the SSF and the theater commands has simplified this process
dramatically by organizing both China’s conventional and information
warfare units into permanent operational groupings that are designed
to transition seamlessly into wartime command structures, though
how smoothly that transition will be carried out in practice remains

an open question.

Overview of the SSF as an Organization

To predict the role that the Strategic Support Force will play in wartime, it is
first necessary to understand the particulars of the organization itself, as the
SSF’s structure will have a major impact on how its forces can be effectively
employed during a conflict. Established on December 31, 2015, the Strategic
Support Force is a theater command leader grade [zheng zhanqu ji, IEGE[X
%] independent military force under the direct command of the Central
Military Commission.”® General Gao Jin [f=##], who previously served with
the former Second Artillery Force [di er paobing budui, 55—} FeHiPA] and
then as president of the Academy of Military Science (AMS), was named
as the first SSF commander.?? General Liu Fulian [XI[f&i%]* served as the
SSF’s first political commissar until March 2017, when he was replaced by
General Zheng Weiping [#52*F].> General Gao’s previous role as AMS
president highlights the central role that AMS and its internal debates
play in China’s formulation of its military strategic thought—including, it
appears, China’s plans for the SSE. This prominence is without parallel in
the military academic institutions of western countries.*? See table 1 for a
list of SSF leadership.
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Name Position Grade Rank Former Position
Gao Jin Commander Military Theater | General | Commandant,
[ Leader grade Academy of Military
Science
Former Second
Artillery Officer
Zheng Political Military Theater | General | Commandant,
Weiping Commissar Leader grade Academy of Military
[T Science
Former Second
Artillery Officer
Lu Jiancheng | Deputy Political Military Theater | General | Political Commissar,
[EaE k] Commissar and Leader grade Eastern Military
Director, Theater Command
Discipline Inspection
Commission
Feng Jianhua | Director, Political Deputy Military | Lieutenant| Deputy Political
[V 4L Work Department Theater General | Commissar, Jinan
Leader grade Military Region
Li Shangfu Deputy Commander | Deputy Military | Major Director,
[Z=rifa]* and Chief of Staff Theater General | GPD Cadre Department
Leader grade
SunBo Deputy Chief of Staff | Deputy Military | General* | Director,
[#hiR] Theater GAD Xichang Satellite
Leader grade Launch Center
Zhang Deputy Chief of Staff | Corps Major Director, GSD
Minghua Leader grade General | Management
[FKAH4E] Support Department
Rao Kaixun Deputy Commander | Corps Major Director, GSD
Emaniil Leader grade General | Operations Department
Shang Hong Deputy Commander | Deputy Military | Lieutenant | Chief of Staff, General
(%] and Commander, Theater General | Armament Department
Space Systems Leader grade
Department
Kang Chunyuan | Political Commissar, | Deputy Military | Lieutenant | Deputy Political
[FEEt] Space Systems Theater General | Commissar, Lanzhou
Department Leader grade Military Region
Hao Weizhong | Deputy Commander, |Deputy Military |Lieutenant | Director, Taiyuan
[#F ] Space Systems Theater General | Launch Center
Department Leader grade
Fei Jiabing Chief of Staff, Space |Corps Major Director, Maritime
[Fehniz] Systems Department | Leader grade General | Tracking and Control
Department
Zheng Junjie | Deputy Commander | Deputy Military | Lieutenant | Director, GSD Third
[FBIRA] and Commander, Theater Major Department
Network Systems Leader grade General
Department Director, PLA
Information
Engineering University
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able ateq ppo 0 e Leade D ade and Former Po 0 0
Name Position Grade Rank Former Position
Chai Shaoliang | Political Commissar, | Deputy Military  |Lieutenant | Deputy Political
[SeR] Network Systems Theater General | Commissar, General

Department Leader grade Armament Department

* Li Shangfu is now director of the CMC Equipment Development Department. His replacement as
SSF chief of staff has not been identified.

Key: AMS: Academy of Military Sciences; GAD: General Armament Department; GPD: General
Political Department; GSD: General Staff Department; MR: military region; NSD: Network Systems
Department; SSD: Space Systems Department; TC: theater command.

Administratively, the SSF operates similarly to the former PLA Second
Artillery Force, which was also a force [budui, #{fA*)] that functioned like
a service and consolidated strategic capabilities under the direct command
of the CMC.* Of its first-level departments, the SSF has a standard four-de-
partment administrative structure that includes the SSF Staff Department
[canmou bu, Z: ¥, Equipment Department [zhuangbei bu, %% £3],
Political Work Department [zhengzhi gongzuo bu, B TAEHS], and a
Logistics Department [hougin bu, J5#)#]. Alongside these departments,
the force also maintains headquarters for its space and information warfare
forces in the Space Systems Department (SSD) [hangtian xitong bu, fii R
Z4t#) and Network Systems Department (NSD) [wangluo xitong bu, ¥
BRG], respectively.®®

The SSF’s operational responsibilities and chain of command were
initially uncertain but have become clearer over time. As part of the PLA
reforms, the Central Military Commission restructured the principal
responsibilities of the military’s main components under a new paradigm
encapsulated by the official phrase “CMC leads, theaters fight, and services
build” [junwei guanzong, zhanqu zhuzhan, junzhong zhujian, FZE =, %
X F:4%, AP, envisioning a division of labor that would see the new
theaters focus on operations, the services on force construction, and the
CMC on supervising and managing both. This approach resulted in a new
dual-command structure with an administrative chain from the Central
Military Commission to the services and an operational chain from the

CMC to the five joint force theater commands. In theory, this would imply
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that subordinate SSF elements would be under the operational command
of the five theater commands. In practice, however, much like the PLA
Rocket Force [jiefangjun huojian jun, %K &i %], which serves as the
cornerstone of China’s nuclear deterrent, the SSF’s capabilities have been
deemed sufficiently strategic that it reports directly to the Central Military
Commission for operations.” The theater commands are confirmed to have
subordinate command organizations for ground force, navy, and air force
elements within their regions, but none have been found for the Strategic

Support Force.

SSF Structure and Components

Organizationally, the Strategic Support Force’s operational forces are
split into two co-equal, semi-independent branches: the Space Systems
Department, which heads up a force responsible for space operations, and
the Network Systems Department, which heads up a force responsible
for information operations. Though the force structure of these depart-
ments is largely opaque, as the reforms have progressed details have slowly
emerged regarding a growing number of personnel transfers, unit consol-
idations, Military Unit Cover Designator conversions, and in some cases
the establishment of entirely new units with no identifiable predecessor.
This transitional state complicates any attempt to give a full accounting
of structure and command relationships, but some basic inferences can
nevertheless be drawn.

First, the SSF appears to have a bifurcated structure, whereby the SSD
and NSD act as largely independent, administrative headquarters for their
respective forces and the Staff Department serves as an operational head-
quarters. This arrangement would help explain the apparent administrative
oddity of the SSD and NSD having the same grade as the Staff Department,
an organization they would normally report to. Such a command structure
may better enable the SSD and NSD to independently develop their own
officer corps, tailor training to force needs, and prioritize their own capa-

bilities development while allowing the Central Military Commission to

450



Strategic Support Force

integrate their operations in situations where their missions overlap, such
as in certain strategic intelligence and counterspace missions.

Second, SSF units have been assigned MUCDs, the numerical codes
that the PLA has long used to conceal a unit’s true identity in public sources.
The SSF’s MUCDs fall between 32001 and 32099.% Analysis of these des-
ignators largely confirms that, as expected, a number of SSF units are
beginning to migrate from their old designations to new MUCDs that fall
within the SSF’s assigned block. However, a select few appear to be newly
created or do not align to known units. MUCDs are a useful tool for deter-
mining which stage of reorganization the SSF’s forces are undergoing, as
a new designator is generally a fair indication that their structure, grade,
and command relationships have been reviewed, approved, and are likely
to remain static throughout the course of the remaining reforms. On the
other hand, a unit still using its pre-reform MUCD invites speculation that a
new designation awaits after some administrative change or reorganization.

Finally, many SSF forces appear to be organized as “bases,” a form of
corps leader grade unit that is distinct to the PLA. The space force in par-
ticular had already largely been organized as bases prior to the creation of
the SSF. Of the former GAD “test bases” [shiyan jidi, S5 H], numbered
20 to 33, the five responsible for space operations have been confirmed to
have been transferred to the Strategic Support Force, whereas the remaining
bases were transferred to the Equipment Development Department and
services.” These bases appear to have retained their previous numerical
designations even under the new system. However, a newly designated
unit called the “Strategic Support Force 35% Base” [zhanliie zhiyuan budui
35 jidi, K& S PR IBIA 3555 ] now appears to be responsible for some of
the space force’s space-based survey, mapping, and navigation missions,
including the management of military Beidou satellites.** The creation
or designation of a new SSF base beyond the aforementioned five that are
known to exist, with numbering that extends past what was previously
the highest numbered PLA base (the 33"), raises the possibility that there

may be more space-related numerical bases in the offing. Additional bases
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might also be responsible for supporting the space information support and
survey, mapping, and navigation missions.

The SSF has also inherited the 311 Base [311 jidi, 3112&f1], also known
as China’s “Three Warfares Base,” from the General Political Department,
though its position within the SSF’s organizational structure is unclear. The
311 Base is the PLA’s sole organization that is publicly known to focus on
psychological warfare. Notably, one public record refers to the existenc