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
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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.”

332



PLA Force Reductions

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

335



Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA

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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