CHAPTER 7

HANDLING LOGISTICS
IN A REFORMED PLA
The Long March Toward Joint Logistics
By LeighAnn Luce and Erin Richter

T

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 logistics 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, 军民融合],

also known as civil-military integration. We highlight constraints on PLA
logistics transformation, including ingrained corruption and weak oversight 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 provided 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 suggestions 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.1
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.”2 Alternatively and more colloquially, the
system provides logistics support at the right time, at the right place, in
the required amount.3 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:
■

■

■

provides precision logistics support for high-tempo, dynamic joint
combat operations
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
leverages the full potential of China’s comprehensive national power
through civil-military fusion to maximize combat power, ensure peacetime efficiencies, and maintain a constant state of combat readiness.4
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.5 While many procedural, 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.6 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.7
At the Third Plenum of the 18th 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 Logistics Support Force (JLSF) [junwei lianhe houqin baozhang budui, 军委联
合后勤保障部队].8 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 logistics 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 service support is to be carried out by the JLSF. 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
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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 modernized, 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 unsuccessfully 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.9
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 PLA’s inferior 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 functions, modernization of logistics equipment, and improvements to logistics
training and resource management.10
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.11 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.12
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 leadership of the General Rear Area Services Department (later named the
GLD).13 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.14 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.15 The PLA’s 1998 joint operations
reforms under Jiang Zemin were a necessary precursor to real joint logistics command integration.16
By 2002, Joint Logistics Departments (JLDs) were established under
each MR. The JLDs unified most transportation, medical, and material support; 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.17 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.18
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.19 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, consolidating 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.20
However, the test identified some barriers that prevented implementation 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 distribution of materials and service in time to support operational demands.21
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. Presumably, this included the transition from MRs to TCs.
In December 2007, the CMC promulgated “An Outline on Comprehensively Building Modern Logistics,” which directed logistics modernization
tasks required to fully transition the joint logistics system by 2020.22 From
2007 onward, the Jinan MR continued to operate an integrated joint logistics system at the MR level. This provided unified direction for service and
general logistics support activities in order to identify what command, communications, procedural, and operational changes would be necessary for
PLA-wide implementation.23 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.24
Between 2009 and 2015, with the exception of Jinan, the MRs continued 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.25 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 absolute 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.26
Despite the high degree of abstraction that this term has consistently
carried in PLA theoretical discussions, at its core, informationization (xinxihua, 信息化) 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 information, logistics, and transportation are brought together, it fundamentally
changes the traditional delivery support mode, achieving more accurate,
precise, and intense support.”27 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.28
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:29
■

■

■

■

■

unified military logistics standards, required to achieve logistics system interconnectivity and interoperability
military logistics sensing and collection equipment, such as the comprehensive 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
construction of a ubiquitous information transmission network, using
an All-Military Joint Communication Network, Military Comprehensive Information Network, and other network resources to form a
Military Logistics Information Transmission Backbone Network
a robust information management platform, to enable data storage,
efficient processing, rapid retrieval, with intelligent processing to
prevent abuse
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, including inventory visibility and management; standardization, which would
enhance networking of logistics information; tracking of materiel and equipment throughout the distribution process; and information management.30
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 centers. 31 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. 32 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.33 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.34
Informationization programs show that the PRC has prioritized a
development path that will enable military logistics organizations to coordinate 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. According 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.35
The Forces Medical Cloud project appeared to progress rapidly and created 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.36
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The Forces Medical Cloud project also highlights systemic weaknesses
within the PLA’s previous IT development programs, which suffered from
a lack 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:
■

numerous organizations were involved and were widely distributed

■

numerous systems were involved and were not easy to use

■

it was difficult to extend and difficult to maintain

■

there was insufficient funding and insufficient technology

■

the system was fixed, not mobile.

Furthermore, he described the pre–cloud computing development environment as characterized by stovepipe style applications that required intensive
investments and that were difficult to manage. Notably, several of the challenges faced by the developers, such as dealing with numerous, cumbersome
systems, insufficient funding and technology, as well as stovepiped development 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.37 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 2020.38
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. 39 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.” 40 Between 2000 and 2007, more than 5,200 administrative, 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.41
The PLA is also working to leverage the capabilities of the civilian sector 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.42 In addition, 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.43
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.44 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.45
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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.”46 The paper also calls on the PLA to enhance force projection 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 corruption and links to the private sector have distracted from its mission.
This section addresses increased corruption within logistics as an outgrowth of CCP policies in the 1980s and 1990s, which was compounded as
logistics organizations operated in an environment that lacked transparency 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.47 According to late 1990 estimates, there were over
15,000 PLA-run companies at one point, generating billions of yuan each
year.48 However, the military’s activities were shrouded and rarely discussed
publicly, although corruption was considered a serious issue.49 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.50
As a result, the GLD rapidly shed many of its corporate investments, handing 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.51
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.52 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.53 According to the Global Times, as of May 2016,
the PLA remained active in commercial businesses in sectors such as telecommunications, personnel training, logistics, technology, and health care.54
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.55
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.56 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 2014.57
Anti-corruption measures have been in full swing since January 2012
when then-GLD Deputy Director Liu Yuan declared war on the establishment, promising to fight corruption to the end. President Xi Jinping
soon championed this fight.58 According to press reports, at least 17 deputy-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.59 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.60 FTI
Consulting’s Asia branch has observed some standard practices within the
logistics industry that create risk and waste resources: bribery of staff, unauthorized 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.61 By creating a unified command structure
at the strategic level, this decision set the conditions under which an integrated joint logistics system could be established across the PLA.62
The September 13, 2016, inauguration of the JLSF marked the implementation 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.63 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 procurement, facilities management, contracting, budget management and funds
disbursement, international military engagement, and overall administration of PLA hospitals and medical programs.64 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 operations, develop technologies to enhance logistics planning and execution,
and improve logistics support equipment.65 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.66
The JLSF now coordinates the execution of logistics support to theater
commands, assuming the responsibilities of previous GLD direct subordinate 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.67 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 Logistics Support Base (JLSB), which directs five joint logistics support centers
(JLSCs), each aligned to a theater command (see figure 1).68 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 equipment, weapons, fuel, material, and munitions depots spread throughout
central China. In wartime, it was tasked with providing strategic logistics
support to war zones/theaters.69 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

Wuhan Joint Logistics
Support Base

Wuxi Joint
Logistics
Support Center

Guilin Joint
Logistics
Support Center

Xining Joint
Logistics
Support Center

Shenyang
Joint Logistics
Support Center

Zhengzhou
Joint Logistics
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.70
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.71 It is possible TC subordinate units or service components request support directly from the JLSC
without consulting the TC headquarters, indicating the logistics system
[xitong, 系统] 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
Theater Commands
CMC Joint Operations
Command Center
Strategic Support to all Theaters

Theater
Command

Theater
Air Force

Theater
Navy

Supports designated Theater
but may be directed to support
other Theaters as required

Wuhan Joint Logistics
Support Center
Joint Logistics
Support Center

Theater
Army

Supported Command

Supporting Command

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.72 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).73
Table. Probable Association of Former Joint Logistics Subdepartments to
New Joint Logistics Support Force
Previous Designation

New Designation

Supports

Wuhan Rear Base (MUCD
62101)

Wuhan Joint JLSB

Strategic Support to all
Theaters

13th JLSD (MUCD 73801)

Wuxi JLSC

Eastern Theater Command

20 th JLSD (MUCD 76140)

Guilin JLSC

Southern Theater Command

25 JLSD (MUCD 68060)

Xining JLSC

Western Theater Command

2nd JLSD (MUCD 65133)

Shenyang JLSC

Northern Theater Command

33rd JLSD (MUCD 72495)

Zhengzhou JLSC

Central Theater Command

th

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
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theater commands that can smoothly transition to support wartime operations without significant changes to staff, wanted to establish standing
theater rear command posts to manage logistics, equipment, and mobilization support work in war and peace.74 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 organizations. However, at present there is no evidence that JLSCs are responsible
for equipment support or mobilization activities outside of material procurement and transportation.
Some formerly disparate units appear to have been consolidated under
the JLSCs, most notably the former GLD transportation military representative 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 secondand third-level organizations remains unclear: 75
■

Political Work Department

■

Medical Service Support Department

■

PLA Hospitals

■

Military Facilities and Construction Division

■

Procurement Division

■

Supplies Division

■

Military Representatives Division

■

Navigational Affairs MRO

■

Transportation MRO

■

Railway MRO

■

Airport MRO

■

Subordinate Work Division

■

Fuel, Supply, and Ordnance Depots

■

Ship Transport Units

■

Waterway Technical Support Unit.
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Figure 3. JLSD Organization Prior to PLA Reform
Military Region
Joint Logistics Department
Joint Logistics
Sub-Departments

Hospitals

Motor Transport Units

Material, Fuel,
Ordnance Depot

Task Organized
Support Detachments
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 subordinate 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.76 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 experimenting 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.77
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Figure 4. Possible Organization of JLSCs with Separated Fixed and
Mobile Groups
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Material, Fuel,
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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 transport 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 support 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 procure 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 consolidation 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.78
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 capabilities and manage material specific to each service, while the JLSF will
manage all general support.79 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.80

Conclusion and Questions for Further Research
Through 2020, the PLA will likely complete the reorganization of its logistics command structure, centralizing support for theater operations under
a joint 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 logistics IT 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 technology 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 significantly advance logistics management for the PLA.81 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 structural reforms under way and efforts to integrate civilian information
systems into PLA decision and planning systems all emphasize improvements to logistics support along internal lines of communication and
outward along China’s immediate periphery. There appears to be little
emphasis on developing true strategic force projection capabilities to support 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.82
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.83 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 commercial 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 particular emphasis on the maturation of reception, staging, onward movement,
and integration procedures and supporting technological enablers.
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