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Executive Summary
China is placing increasing emphasis on military diplomacy to advance its foreign policy
objectives and shape its security environment.
■■

Military diplomacy is part of broader Chinese foreign policy efforts to create a favorable

international image, develop soft power, and shape international discourse. Other objectives include shaping China’s security environment, collecting intelligence, and learning
from advanced militaries.
■■

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) seeks to forward strategic and operational goals

through a variety of interactions with foreign military partners, including senior-level visits, security dialogues, nontraditional security cooperation, military exercises, functional
exchanges, and port calls.
■■

Chinese security cooperation also includes arms sales (conducted by state-owned arms

manufacturers), internal security assistance (provided by the Ministry of State Security
and Ministry of Public Security), and advice on Internet censorship and control.

Military diplomacy is subordinate to and intended to serve national foreign policy objectives, which determine the relative priority the PLA places on regions and individual countries.
■■

Military diplomacy is managed in a top-down manner, with the Chinese Communist

Party (CCP) Central Committee dictating broad foreign policy goals and the Central
Military Commission (CMC) determining specific activities for various parts of the PLA.
■■

The goal of building stronger bilateral relations with key partners means that the PLA

must adapt its planned program of bilateral military activities to accommodate the preferences and constraints of its foreign partners.
■■

Efforts to shape the security environment can include concealing or downplaying spe-

cific military capabilities, highlighting the contributions a stronger PLA can make to
regional and global security, and displaying capabilities to deter or intimidate potential
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adversaries. Since 2010, shaping efforts have placed greater emphasis on displaying capabilities rather than concealing them.
Most PLA diplomatic activity consists of senior-level meetings carried out by the Defense
Minister, the Chief of General Staff (now Chief of the Joint Staff), and the Deputy Chief of
General Staff (now Deputy Chief of the Joint Staff) who handles foreign affairs and intelligence.
■■

Senior-level meetings accounted for 83 percent of Chinese military diplomatic activity

from 2003 to 2016. China views these meetings as useful for building bilateral relations
and providing high-level buy-in for a broader program of military-to-military activities.
■■

The number of meetings fluctuates in conjunction with the Chinese 5-year political

cycle, with visits lowest in years when the CCP changes political and military leaders at a
National Party Congress (2002, 2007, 2012).
■■

Since mid-2010, there has been a significant decline in overseas visits by top PLA lead-

ers. This has been partially offset by the willingness of other countries to ignore protocol
and visit China without reciprocal visits from their PLA counterparts.
■■

Most Chinese military diplomacy is bilateral, but the PLA now participates in a range

of multilateral meetings, conferences, exercises, and competitions.
The PLA engages in nontraditional security cooperation with a range of partners to demonstrate that a stronger PLA can play a positive regional security role.
■■

Most PLA bilateral and multilateral exercises, functional exchanges, and port calls are

focused on humanitarian assistance/disaster relief and other nontraditional security activities. Some PLA assets, such as the Peace Ark hospital ship, are specifically devoted to
these activities.
■■

Since late 2008, the PLA Navy (PLAN) has maintained a constant presence in the Gulf

of Aden to conduct counterpiracy operations. The vessels have also conducted port calls,
supported the evacuation of Chinese citizens from Libya and Yemen, and assisted in the
disposal of Syrian chemical weapons.
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■■

The PLA has participated in United Nations (UN) peacekeeping operations since 1990

and contributes more troops than any other permanent member of the UN Security
Council. PLA participation has expanded from medical and engineering units to include
an infantry battalion deployed to South Sudan in 2014.
■■

China has created a Peacekeeping Training Center near Beijing and has pledged to pro-

vide 8,000 troops to participate in a standing UN peacekeeping force.
The PLA has begun to participate in more combat-related exercises and competitions with
Russia and Central Asian countries.
■■

Since 2005, Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) Peace Mission exercises, nomi-

nally focused on counterterrorism, have included combat-related activities such as air
defense, bombing, and aerial refueling. These are the only exercises where two or more
PLA services conduct combined training with foreign partners.
■■

China’s bilateral exercises with Russia focus heavily on combat and combat-support

activities. Since 2012, the two navies have conducted a series of exercises in the East China
Sea, Mediterranean Sea, and South China Sea that signal their willingness to cooperate in
strategically sensitive areas.
■■

The PLA Army and PLA Air Force have participated in multilateral military competi-

tions hosted by Russia since 2014. This participation reflects growing confidence that the
PLA can match international standards.
■■

The PLA has pushed to engage in “traditional” security cooperation with the U.S. mili-

tary, but the United States has been reluctant to conduct exercises that might improve
PLA combat capabilities.
PLA military diplomacy is focused primarily on major powers such as Russia and the
United States and on Asian countries on China’s periphery.
■■

China’s most frequent partners are Russia (4.8 percent of all interactions), the United

States (4.4 percent), Pakistan (3.9 percent), Thailand (3 percent), and Australia (2.9 percent), all of whom participate in a full range of military diplomatic activities with the PLA.
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■■

PLA military diplomacy places a strong emphasis on Asia, which accounts for 41 per-

cent of all interactions. Southeast Asia (22 percent) and South Asia (9 percent) are higher
priority subregions than Northeast Asia (4.8 percent) and Central Asia (5 percent).
■■

PLA interactions with U.S. treaty allies in Asia have increased since the 2011 U.S. rebal-

ance to Asia and the ascent of Xi Jinping to power in 2012. The PLA has frequent military
contacts and a strategic partnership with South Korea but rarely engages the Japanese
military.
■■

The PLA conducts different activities with different partners, sending the most senior-

level visits to Asia and Europe, conducting the most military exercises with Russia and
SCO nations, and carrying out most of its port calls in the Middle East and Asia.
■■

The volume of Chinese military diplomatic activity with a particular country generally

conforms to the hierarchical priority that the Chinese foreign policy apparatus has assigned to that country.
■■

China’s military interactions with countries under UN sanctions (such as North Korea

and Iran before 2016) are limited and not highly publicized.
Military diplomatic activity does not necessarily translate into influence, and many routine
activities may not be significant. Activity may reflect the quality of bilateral relations rather than
be a means of developing them.
■■

PLA military diplomacy typically emphasizes form over substance, top-down manage-

ment, tight control of political messages, protection of information about PLA capabilities, and an aversion to binding security commitments.
■■

Much of China’s military diplomatic activity consists of formal exchanges of scripted

talking points in meetings, occasional port calls, and simple scripted exercises focused on
nontraditional security issues.
■■

Most PLA interlocutors are not empowered to negotiate or share their real views, which

makes it difficult to build strong personal or institutional ties with foreign counterparts.
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■■

Chinese military relations are also constrained by what activities their foreign counter-

parts are willing or able to conduct with the PLA.
Military diplomacy can help establish communications and crisis management mechanisms with China and may also encourage Chinese adherence to international rules and norms.
■■

China’s participation in the Western Pacific Naval Symposium contributed to the

PLAN’s eventual acceptance of the Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea.
■■

China uses military diplomacy to build international support for its own preferred

rules of behavior, including working with Russia to shape international rules for the space
and cyber domains.

5
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Introduction
The international profile of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has grown significantly
over the last half decade, with a notable increase in the frequency and complexity of its activities with partners abroad. As the Chinese military participates in multilateral meetings and
engages foreign militaries around the world, it is strengthening diplomatic relations, building
the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC’s) soft power, and learning how to deploy and support
military forces for longer periods.
Several aspects of the PLA’s military diplomacy remain relatively understudied. What are
the PLA’s objectives in conducting military diplomacy? Which partners does the PLA interact
with most? What trends are evident in the pace and type of activities the PLA carries out?
Which aspects of PLA military diplomacy should concern U.S. policymakers, and which present opportunities?
This paper employs a variety of sources to analyze overall trends in the PLA’s military
diplomacy from approximately 2003 to the end of 2016, and it compares trends during the Hu
Jintao era to trends since Xi Jinping became chairman of the Central Military Commission
(CMC) in November 2012.1 It uses data collected from a range of primary sources, including
Chinese and English articles from PLA Daily (解放军报),2 PLA Pictorial (解放军画报), China
Armed Forces (中国军队),3 China Air Force (中国空军), PRC Chinese and English news services, newspapers, and Web sites (Xinhua, People’s Daily, China Daily, China Military Online, and
the Ministry of National Defense Web site),4 and China’s biennial defense white papers.5 Western sources include the China Vitae Web site, previous writings by the authors, and Andrew
Erickson and Austin Strange’s book No Substitute for Experience: Chinese Antipiracy Operations
in the Gulf of Aden.6
Our analytic emphasis is on activities where sufficient open source information is available to discern trends and assess PRC motivations. We believe the data we have collected on
high-level visits, military exercises, and port calls are fairly complete. However, available data
on functional exchanges, dialogues, and military education are much spottier and therefore not
incorporated in our quantitative analyses.
This study focuses on PLA military diplomacy and does not address security cooperation
carried out by other parts of the Chinese government. These activities include arms sales (conducted by state-owned arms manufacturers), internal security assistance (provided by the Ministry of State Security and Ministry of Public Security), and advice on Internet censorship and
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control. The study does not attempt a comprehensive assessment of how successful the PLA’s
military diplomatic efforts have been in achieving the intended objectives.
The study proceeds in four parts. The first section describes the stated and hypothesized
objectives underlying the PLA military diplomacy program, outlining a number of military diplomatic activities and how they might correspond to the overall goals of the PLA foreign military
relations program. The second section examines trends in PLA military diplomatic activities,
examining both the quantitative increase in activity and the increasing diversity of activities the
PLA is carrying out. The third section evaluates trends in the PLA's military diplomatic partners,
noting which countries interact with the PLA most and in what activities, and compares these
findings with China’s overall foreign policy orientation. The study concludes by summarizing
overall trends in PLA foreign military relations from 2003 to 2016 and considering the broader
implications of PLA military diplomacy. (Data on PLA military diplomatic interactions by country are included in the appendix, and the complete dataset is available online at http://ndupress.
ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/stratperspective/china/PLA-diplomacy-database.xlsx.)
A reorganization in early 2016 instituted major changes to the PLA’s structure, including
the creation of 15 organizations under the CMC. Specifically, the former General Staff Department is now the CMC Joint Staff Department, the former General Political Department is the
CMC Political Work Department, the former General Logistics Department is the CMC Logistic Support Department,7 and the former General Armament Department is the Equipment
Development Department. The PLA also created a separate PLA Army (PLAA) Headquarters,
renamed the PLA Second Artillery Force as the PLA Rocket Force and upgraded it from an independent branch to a full service, and created five Theater Commands from the previous seven
Military Regions.8 The 2016 reorganization also placed the office with primary responsibility for
coordinating PLA foreign relations (the Ministry of National Defense–Foreign Affairs Office)
under the direct supervision of the CMC and renamed it the CMC Office of International Military Cooperation, possibly reflecting Xi Jinping’s heightened emphasis on military diplomacy.9
This paper covers events that occurred before and after the reorganization. The old terms are
used for pre-reorganization events; new monikers are used for post-reform events.

PRC Military Diplomacy: Objectives and Means
This section discusses the objectives of Chinese military diplomacy. In addition to objectives explicitly discussed by official and quasi-official Chinese sources, we include additional
hypothesized goals in our analysis.
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Chinese Objectives
Chinese definitions of military diplomacy (军事外交) are broad and encompass a wide variety of activities. A 2007 book by the PLA National Defense University (NDU) Strategy Teaching and Research Department defines military diplomacy simply as “diplomatic activities that
are carried out by countries in the realm of military affairs, in service of national defense or
military strategy.”10 A more recent definition in the 2011 edition of PLA Military Terminology
characterizes military diplomacy as the
external relationships pertaining to military and related affairs between countries
and groups of countries, including military personnel exchange, military
negotiations, arms control negotiations, military aid, military intelligence
cooperation, military technology cooperation, international peacekeeping,
military alliance activities, etc. Military diplomacy is an important component of
a country’s foreign relations.11
PLA scholars consider a coherent military diplomacy strategy a “necessary part of the
national interest,” arguing that military relations can “serve as a planning construct for national
strategy . . . contain actual or perceived enemies . . . and spur national and military construction.”12 The spectrum of military diplomatic activities is broad, including “military alliances,
strategic dialogues, trust-building measures, military negotiations, military intelligence exchanges, military technical cooperation, international military work, border cooperation, international military personnel training, military support activities, military trade, and military
academic exchanges.”13
PLA academicians have ascribed a variety of functions to military diplomacy, drawing
distinctions between peacetime, wartime, and crisis functions. During peacetime, military diplomacy “maintains and develops bilateral military security relations . . . provides a platform
for handling international security issues . . . molds the country’s strategic environment . . .
provides a platform to enhance the international influence of the country and the country’s
military . . . and promotes national defense and military construction.”14 In time of war, military
diplomacy serves to “strengthen our alliances and weaken those of the enemy . . . win military
aid and material support for combat . . . win international moral and legal support . . . provide
a channel to end the war . . . and resolve post-war problems.”15 Crisis applications of military
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diplomacy include preventing and reducing crises, along with creating, facing, and intensifying
crises when necessary or beneficial.16
Chinese military diplomatic activities largely conform to the PLA’s peacetime conceptions
of military diplomacy. Stated objectives are derived from broader PLA missions and include
supporting overall national foreign policy, protecting national sovereignty, advancing national
interests, and shaping the international security environment. Xi Jinping cited several goals for
Chinese military diplomacy in a January 2015 speech to the All-Military Diplomatic Work Conference (全军外事工作会议), including supporting overall national foreign policy, protecting
national security, and promoting military construction (for example, military force-building).
Xi also highlighted the goals of protecting China’s sovereignty, security, and development interests.17 Academics and scholars reiterate these goals; a lecturer at the PLA Nanjing Political
College notes that a major role of Chinese military diplomacy is to “support overall national
foreign policy and the new era military strategic direction,” and other scholars highlight “shaping the international security environment and promoting military modernization” as additional objectives.18 Other academics have elaborated further, with one PLA scholar listing the
primary goals of military diplomacy as “ensuring national sovereignty and territorial integrity,
promoting Chinese military reform, building advantageous international military relations, and
safeguarding world peace and stability.”19
Our analysis also examines unstated goals to provide additional insight into Chinese military diplomacy. Potential goals such as intelligence-gathering, learning new skills and benchmarking PLA capabilities against those of other nations, building partner capacity, and promoting sales of Chinese weapons are typically omitted or only mentioned briefly in Chinese sources
on military diplomacy.
Much of the PLA’s current military diplomatic activity is focused on protecting and advancing specific Chinese strategic interests.20 Chinese foreign policy emphasizes managing strategic relations with great powers such as the United States and Russia and engaging countries on
China’s periphery; Chinese military diplomacy emphasizes interactions with the United States,
Russia, and countries in the Asia-Pacific region.21 China is increasingly dependent on oil and
natural gas imported from the Middle East and Africa; the PLA Navy’s (PLAN’s) counterpiracy presence in the Gulf of Aden facilitates strategic ties in the Middle East and Africa, helps
guarantee China’s energy security, and provides operational experience in protecting China’s
sea lines of communication. Xi Jinping’s signature foreign policy contribution is the Belt and
Road initiative; PLA interactions with militaries in Europe, Africa, Central Asia, and South Asia
reinforce this effort.22
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Chinese military diplomacy objectives can be divided into strategic and operational categories. Strategic objectives employ the PLA as a tool to engage foreign militaries to advance
broader Chinese national goals. Strategic objectives include supporting overall PRC diplomacy
by engaging key countries and providing public goods, and shaping the security environment
by displaying or deploying PLA capabilities. Operational goals are intended to improve the
PLA’s ability to fight and win wars; these include collecting intelligence on foreign military capabilities and intentions and on potential operating areas, and learning new skills and tactics,
techniques, and procedures from other militaries.
Supporting PRC Diplomacy. Military diplomacy supports broader Chinese diplomatic
efforts by engaging key countries and providing public goods to enhance China’s image. Chinese writings strongly emphasize the PLA’s obedience to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
and by extension view military diplomacy as a tool used to advance larger CCP foreign policy
goals.23 Top-down implementation of Chinese military diplomacy and the broad parameters of
this objective mean that nearly all military diplomatic activities are intended to advance wider
Chinese diplomatic goals. Senior-level meetings, strategic dialogues, and functional exchanges
are often used to deliver diplomatic talking points, nontraditional security operations provide
public goods that enhance China’s international reputation, and military exercises are often
presented as examples of international cooperation.24
Shaping the Security Environment. Military diplomacy can also deploy or display PLA
capabilities to shape the security environment. The 2015 Defense White Paper calls on the PLA
to “develop military-to-military relations . . . and create a security environment favorable to
China’s peaceful development.”25 Chinese scholars state that shaping a favorable security environment is a crucial mission of military diplomacy, and Chinese media often trumpet the
display of PLA capabilities in the defense of national interests.26 Recent Sino-Russian military
exercises in the Mediterranean Sea and South China Sea are intended to show that the strategic
partnership between the two countries should be taken seriously by the United States and countries in the Asia-Pacific region.
Collecting Intelligence. Military diplomacy offers opportunities to collect intelligence on
foreign capabilities and intentions and on potential operating areas. Chinese sources do not
openly mention intelligence-gathering as an objective, but Chinese scholars explicitly warn
against revealing secret information during military diplomatic exchanges, a tacit acknowledgment of the intelligence potential of military diplomacy.27 Nearly all military diplomatic activities can be employed to gather some kind of intelligence because military diplomacy by definition provides some degree of access to foreign militaries. Senior-level meetings and dialogues
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provide opportunities to collect political intelligence about policy preferences and personnel
intelligence about foreign military leaders, functional exchanges and military exercises offer
technical intelligence about foreign military capabilities, and naval port calls and nontraditional
security operations can be used to collect intelligence about potential operating areas.
Learning New Skills, Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures. Military diplomacy allows the
PLA to learn new skills from other countries and benchmark PLA capabilities against those of
other nations. Chinese defense white papers consistently emphasize learning from other militaries as a goal of military diplomacy, and quasi-official Chinese sources stress the importance
of learning new skills and benchmarking PLA capabilities against those of foreign nations.28
Chinese scholars emphasize the value of exercises for practicing military skills, and military
exercises with foreign partners allow the PLA to compare its capabilities and learn from foreign militaries. Examples include PLA Air Force (PLAAF) participation in Russia’s multilateral
Aviadarts (航空飞镖) 2014 competition, while Chinese participation in the 2005 Peace Mission
(和平使命) exercise helped the PLA learn new skills, with PLAAF fighters refueling from Russian aerial tankers for the first time.29
The United States emphasizes the importance of military diplomacy and arms sales in
building the capacity of allies and partners and in improving the U.S. military’s ability to operate
with them in combined and coalition operations.30 Authoritative Chinese sources do not cite
building partner capacity as a goal, but PLA writings identify military aid as an important function of military diplomacy that encompasses the transfers of “weapons, military supplies, technology, and expertise” that can “strengthen political, military, and economic relations between
countries.”31 The PLA appears to view building partner capacity as a means of strengthening
bilateral relations rather than as an end in itself. Today’s more capable PLA has more to teach
less advanced militaries. Prominent examples of Chinese military diplomacy that were meant to
build partner capacity include the Sino-Pakistani Shaheen (雄鹰) exercises and Chinese military aid to Afghanistan.32 Chinese writings do not stress building interoperability with partners
as an explicit goal of military diplomacy, but this theme is evident in recent combined exercises
with Russia.

Categories of Military Diplomatic Activities
These four objectives can potentially be advanced by a range of military diplomatic activities. This section reviews PLA military activities and discusses which goals they support; the
results are summarized in table 1.
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Table 1. Chinese Military Diplomatic Activities and Objectives
Strategic Goals

Operational Goals

Support PRC Shape Security Collect
Learn New Skills
Diplomacy
Environment Intelligence and Benchmarking

Senior-Level Meetings
Hosted
Abroad

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x

x

x

Dialogues
Bilateral
Multilateral

Military Exercises
Bilateral
Multilateral

Naval Port Calls
Escort Task Force
Non–Escort Task
Force

Functional Exchanges
Nontraditional
Security Operations

x

HA/DR

x

x

x

x

PKO

x

x

x

x

MOOTW

x

x

x

x

Senior-Level Meetings. Senior-level meetings involve contact with high-level foreign military or civilian defense leaders, either hosted by the PLA in China or conducted abroad. These
meetings support broader Chinese diplomatic efforts to build positive relations with other
countries. Chinese writings also credit senior-level meetings with constructing a favorable security environment, protecting regional and global stability, and promoting common development.33 China’s senior military leadership consists of officers at the CMC Vice Chairmen and
CMC member-grade levels, supplemented by the Deputy Chief of the CMC Joint Staff Department with responsibility for intelligence and foreign affairs.34 Since few countries have direct
counterparts to the two senior CMC vice chairmen positions, meetings with the CMC Vice
Chairmen rather than lower level PLA officers may indicate which countries Beijing prioritizes
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in military diplomacy. Examining which countries PLA leaders visit and which countries they
host can further illuminate priorities. The opportunity costs of overseas travel by senior PLA
officers are relatively high, since traveling officers are less able to complete other work, and officers are typically limited to one international trip per year by PLA regulations. Conversely,
hosting meetings has a lower opportunity cost, since senior PLA officers can conduct other
business while hosting foreign military and defense officials. China has established secure video
teleconference links with some countries, such as the United States, that allow senior-level engagements without the need for travel.
Dialogues. The formal nature of high-level dialogues gives these activities an institutional
character with different costs and benefits than senior-level meetings. According to the 2015
Chinese Defense White Paper, dialogues are carried out “to promote mutual understanding,
mutual trust, and mutual learning.”35 Establishing a bilateral dialogue can signal the importance
China places on security relations with another country. Examples include the U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue and annual PLA bilateral defense strategic dialogues with Australia, France, and Germany.36 Because bilateral dialogues are typically established on a regular
schedule via formal agreements, canceling or not attending a scheduled strategic dialogue may
have greater reputational costs than postponing or canceling a bilateral senior-level meeting.
Multilateral dialogues allow China to send its desired messages to several countries at once. For
instance, hosting the annual Xiangshan Forum and participating in the Shangri-La Dialogue
provide China opportunities to shape the regional security agenda and boost its international
status.37
Military Exercises. Exercises with foreign militaries provide opportunities to learn new
skills, benchmark PLA capabilities, gather intelligence on foreign capabilities and intentions,
shape the security environment by displaying PLA capabilities, and, in some cases, build partner capacity. A PLA spokesman highlighted these goals in a review of 2014 military diplomacy, stating that the “Chinese armed forces and their foreign counterparts trained together
and learned from each other, which boosted mutual trust, deepened cooperation and improved
skills. At the same time, the Chinese military gained the opportunity to demonstrate our fine
image on the international stage.”38 Bilateral and multilateral exercises can also be used to build
partner capacity and a degree of interoperability. Bilateral exercises include the Sino-Pakistani
Shaheen (雄鹰) exercise series, and multilateral exercises include the roughly biennial Peace
Mission (和平使命) exercises held with Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) nations
and intended to build partner counterterrorism capabilities.39
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Naval Port Calls. These can involve PLAN ships visiting foreign ports or foreign naval vessels hosted by the PLA in China. Chinese sources suggest that port calls provide opportunities
for “combined training, mutual understanding, and constructing friendly relations.”40 In the past,
the PLAN conducted port calls in conjunction with training deployments or as standalone military diplomacy activities. The counterpiracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden that began in late 2008
have crowded out some of these port calls but have provided new opportunities for port calls
by PLAN ships en route to or returning from a counterpiracy deployment.41 This study distinguishes between port calls conducted as part of an escort task force (ETF/护航编队) and those
conducted by other PLAN ships as a non-ETF.42 Escort task forces typically include three frigates
and a replenishment ship, while port calls by non-ETFs can be tailored to specific operational
or diplomatic objectives. For example, PLAN submarine port calls in Sri Lanka in 2014 received
much attention in the Indian media, while port calls carried out by the PLAN Peace Ark hospital
ship (和平方舟号医院船) have been viewed as much more benign.43 The objectives advanced by
port calls depend on the ships involved and the activities (such as bilateral exercises) conducted
in conjunction with the port call. This study does not include port calls by foreign navies to
China or Hong Kong.
Functional Exchanges. These are professional exchanges (including academic and educational exchanges) between PLA and foreign military personnel. Chinese sources emphasize
exchanges as a way to build PLA skills, improve friendly ties, and strengthen cooperation, but
they also support Chinese diplomatic goals and help gather intelligence.44 Examples include the
PLA National Defense University’s educational and exchange programs with multiple countries, PLA academic delegation visits to U.S. military educational facilities, and PLAAF visits
with the Portuguese air force that have reportedly included cooperation in personnel training
and logistics.45
Nontraditional Security Operations. These include a wide variety of military activities
that assist a foreign partner or provide public goods to the international community. These
include noncombatant evacuations, peacekeeping operations, humanitarian assistance/disaster
relief (HA/DR [人道主义援助和灾难救援]) efforts, and antipiracy operations. Chinese writings note the importance of these activities in strengthening PLA capabilities, providing public
security goods, and contributing to world peace and development.46 The latter two objectives
support Chinese foreign policy narratives that portray China as a peaceful, responsible great
power. Examples include PLAN contributions to the Gulf of Aden antipiracy operation beginning in 2008, PLAAF contributions to the 2014 search for Malaysian Airlines flight MH370, and
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the PLA Army’s 2014 deployment of an infantry battalion to Sudan as part of a United Nations
(UN) peacekeeping operation.47

PLA Military Diplomatic Activities
While the PLA’s aggregate military diplomatic activities have increased in frequency, less
attention has been devoted to what activities the PLA is carrying out. Which military diplomatic activities has the PLA emphasized, and which parts of the PLA are involved in executing
them? Have these patterns changed since Xi Jinping became CMC chairman in late 2012? If so,
are fluctuations in the number and type of military diplomatic activities due to different guidance from Xi?
This analysis groups the PLA’s military diplomatic activities into five main categories that
broadly parallel the categories described in the first part of the paper:
■■

senior-level meetings and visits

■■

international military exercises

■■

naval port calls

■■

functional exchanges

■■

nontraditional security operations, also known as military operations other than war

(MOOTW).48
This section describes and presents major trends for each category, supplementing qualitative descriptions from Chinese media sources with quantitative data where available.
The data reveal five main conclusions. First, senior-level meetings have fallen in number
from their 2010 peak, but still make up the overwhelming majority of military diplomatic
interactions. Second, military exercises have increased sharply across all functions and PLA
services since Xi Jinping took power. Third, naval port calls have increased in aggregate over
time, with ETF port calls largely focusing on replenishment and friendly visits and non-ETF
port calls overwhelmingly consisting of friendly visits. Fourth, the PLA has robust academic
and functional exchange programs with various countries, although detailed information is
lacking. Fifth, the PLA is actively engaged in MOOTW, especially UN peacekeeping operations, participation in naval antipiracy activities, and search and rescue operations at sea.
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Senior-Level Meetings and Visits
Overview and Context. The Chinese military views high-level meetings as an important
aspect of military diplomacy, and senior PLA leaders devote a significant amount of time to
interacting with foreign counterparts. However, senior-level meetings and visits are subject to
the constraints and unique characteristics of the PLA. Generally, all senior PLA leaders aside
from the Defense Minister and Chief of the General Staff (COGS, now the director of the CMC
Joint Staff Department) are limited to one trip abroad per year by regulation, although not every
leader takes advantage of the opportunity and exceptions sometimes occur.49 Senior PLA leaders rarely, if ever, visit the same country twice except to attend multilateral meetings or host the
same foreign military leader twice. The Defense Minister does not necessarily host or meet with
all his foreign counterparts, who are often hosted by one of the CMC vice chairmen.
The Chinese defense minister has primary responsibility for hosting foreign defense ministers and meeting with other senior foreign military leaders. Other senior PLA officers, including the CMC vice chairmen, the COGS, and the Deputy Chief of the General Staff (DCOGS,
now Deputy Chief of the CMC Joint Staff Department) with the foreign affairs and intelligence
portfolio also interact regularly with foreign military and civilian officials.50 However, the defense minister hosts more meetings and travels more than any other senior officer.
Although designated as the counterpart of foreign defense ministers, the Chinese defense
minister does not run the Chinese military and is junior to the two CMC vice chairmen. As the
military interface between the PLA and the Chinese state, the defense minister is charged with
representing military equities and liaising with the State Council in areas of overlapping concern
(including foreign policy).51 Since 2001, travel by four successive defense ministers has increased
to attend various defense ministers’ meetings, including the SCO annual defense ministers’ conferences, the China–Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Defense Ministers’ Meeting, and the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting–Plus. Chinese defense ministers typically visit
two or three other countries for bilateral talks before or after each multilateral meeting.
The CMC vice chairmen and COGS sometimes stand in for the defense minister at ministerial-level meetings such as the SCO defense ministers’ meeting. The DCOGS will also sometimes represent China at international meetings such as the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore.
The COGS or DCOGS usually represents China during strategic partnerships, dialogues, and
consultations instead of the defense minister. The COGS historically averages two trips abroad
per year and hosts several foreign military counterparts each year. Only a few of the five to six
DCOGS travel abroad and host foreign counterparts.
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Visits and meetings by other senior leaders are much more limited. CMC vice chairmen
averaged two trips abroad per year to two or three countries from 2009 to late 2012. Historically, the directors of the former General Political Department (now the CMC Political Work
Department), the former General Logistics Department (now the CMC Logistic Support Department), and the former General Armament Department (now the CMC Equipment Development Department) have either not traveled or only taken one trip abroad per year. Since
the 18th Party Congress in November 2012, the PLAN commander’s only travel has been two
trips to the United States, while the PLAAF commander has not traveled at all.52 The PLAN and
PLAAF commanders have continued to host several counterparts each year. The commander
of the PLA Second Artillery Force (now the PLA Rocket Force), who has few direct foreign
counterparts, has not traveled abroad or hosted any visits. Military Region (MR, now Theater
Command) commanders occasionally host foreign leaders and travel abroad, but on a similarly
limited scale.53
A few officers below the grade of theater command leader have opportunities to lead PLA
delegations abroad, mostly for service or functional exchanges. For example, in September
2014, the commander of Pacific Air Forces, General Hawk Carlisle, hosted Nanjing Military
Region Air Force (MRAF) commander Lieutenant General Huang Guoxian (黄国显) and a
seven-member delegation at Pacific Air Forces Headquarters in Hawaii.54
Trends in Senior-Level Meetings and Visits. For this study, we identified the names of
senior PLA leaders from 2003 to 2016 and tracked the number of meetings and visits they conducted with foreign military counterparts.55 Each time a senior PLA officer met a foreign military counterpart for a sit-down, face-to-face conversation is counted as a “meeting”; each time a
senior PLA officer made a trip abroad from China to another country is counted as a visit.56 PLA
officers can conduct multiple meetings with foreign counterparts on a single internatonal visit.
An examination of the available data yields several observations. First, senior-level meetings represent the overwhelming majority of PLA military-to-military interactions, accounting
for 2,174 of 2,799 (or 82.9 percent) total military diplomatic interactions from 1985 to 2016 for
which data were available. That percentage decreases somewhat over time as the PLA begins to
conduct more naval port calls and international military exercises, but senior-level meetings
still represent the bulk of military-to-military interactions. Figure 1 shows total military diplomatic interactions by activity for the years in which meeting data were available.
A likely explanation is the relatively low cost of senior-level meetings compared to the
planning, coordination, logistical preparation, and operational expenditure required for other
military diplomatic activities. However, one important cost of senior-level meetings is the time
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Figure 1. Total Military Diplomatic Interactions by Activity, 2003–2016
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of senior PLA leaders, who are also less able to conduct PLA business while traveling abroad.
This suggests a hierarchy of emphasis: meetings abroad have a higher opportunity cost than
meetings at home, and meetings with higher level PLA officers are costlier than meetings with
lower ranking officials. The implications are addressed in detail in the next section.
Second, the number of senior-level meetings has increased somewhat from 2003 to 2016.
The available data show an increase from 121 meetings in 2003 to a peak of 202 meetings in
2010 and a drop to 131 meetings in 2016, with the number of meetings in each year never dropping below the 2003 figure.
Two smaller trends are evident within these data. The first is a cyclical pattern that roughly
corresponds with the 5-year Chinese political cycle. Since the late 1970s, China has held party
congresses every 5 years. These produce changes in senior political and military leadership, with
older leaders retiring and younger ones being appointed. New military leaders took office in late
2002, late 2007, and late 2012 and began to travel and interact with foreign counterparts, with
the number of meetings peaking in their third full year in office (in 2005, 2010, and 2015).57
The years when party congresses are held are characterized by political maneuvering as officials
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Figure 2. Total Number of Senior-Level Meetings, 2003–2016
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attempt to secure promotions for themselves or their protégés; this produces less interest in
traveling and raises the opportunity costs of meeting with foreign counterparts. (The year 2007
is a partial exception to this cyclical pattern but represents a period where the CCP general secretary, premier, and the two CMC vice chairmen all kept their positions.)
A second smaller trend is a significant decline in overseas visits and meetings by senior
PLA leaders in 2011 and 2012 after a peak in 2010. Figure 2 documents a steady 28 percent rise
in meetings from 2008 to 2010 and a sharp 38 percent decline in meetings from 2010 to 2012.
While the increase in meetings in the years leading up to 2010 is modest, the decrease in meetings abroad from 2010 to 2012 is especially pronounced, and those figures remain noticeably
lower than the numbers from 2003 to 2010. The peak of 107 meetings abroad in 2010 fell to only
27 meetings in 2012, and the 5-year cyclical pattern then restarted from a lower base. Figure 3
shows a sharp drop in both meetings and visits abroad, and figure 4 shows that the number of
meetings per visit cratered between 2012 and 2014, possibly because most overseas trips were
shortened due to austerity and anticorruption campaigns in the PLA. Chinese officers had more
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Figure 3. Total Senior-Level Meetings and Visits Abroad, 2003–2016
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Figure 4. Number of Meetings Held per Senior-Level Visit Abroad
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meetings per trip in 2015 and 2016, suggesting some effort to cover more diplomatic ground
per trip.
Diplomatic protocol typically requires reciprocity; if one country wants to send a senior
leader to visit, it needs to be prepared to host the foreign counterpart in return. The data show
that the significant drop in PLA senior leadership travel since 2010 is partially offset by an
increase in military meetings hosted by China. This may reflect temporary factors such as the
anticorruption campaign, which put pressure on the PLA to reduce both the number and duration of overseas trips.58 It likely also reflects China’s increasing strategic weight; more foreign
countries have become willing to disregard protocol and send their senior officers and defense
officials to China without reciprocal visits by their Chinese counterparts.
Third, the number of visits hosted and visits abroad fluctuates according to the military relations planning cycle, which usually culminates at the end of the year when each side agrees to

Figure 5. Total Senior-Level Meetings Abroad and Meetings Hosted by Month,
2003–2016
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meetings and activities for the next year. Meetings abroad typically spike in May and September
and fall dramatically during October for the PRC’s National Day and during the Chinese New
Year holiday at the end of January and beginning of February. Hosted meetings spike in April
and November. Additional factors include winter weather. Very few visits or meetings occur
during January through March because of the Chinese New Year holiday.

International Military Exercises
Overview and Context. The PLA has historically been a secretive and somewhat insular
organization that was hesitant to engage with foreign counterparts, especially about operational
matters. Even when China embraced “reform and opening up” in the late 1970s, the PLA lagged
behind other parts of the Chinese government in engaging other militaries. This reticence may
have been partly due to fear of revealing military weaknesses or the PLA’s inability to meet the
standards of advanced militaries. The PLA began conducting bilateral and multilateral “combined exercises” (联合演习) with other countries in 2002. This section gives an overview of the
details of these exercises by PLA service participation.
The PLA often refers to combined exercises with other militaries as “joint exercises” (联
合演习); this study uses U.S. definitions, which refer to these as “combined exercises.”59 Joint
exercises involve the participation of multiple services; participation by multiple branches of
a single service is considered a combined arms exercise. Exercises are further categorized by
function. Combat activities capture exercises that emphasize combat skills on the high end of
the conventional spectrum of conflict, including live-fire drills and combat simulations; combat
support activities include communications, engineering, resupply, logistics, survival skills, and
fleet navigation and maneuvers; competitions are exercises where the PLA sends forces to compete with those of other nations, typically simulating combat activities; nontraditional security
activities include search and rescue, HA/DR, and medical exercises; and antiterrorism exercises
are lower intensity, smaller unit activities that resemble conventional combat on the lower end
of the spectrum of conflict.
PLA Army International Military Exercises. All the PLA services except for the Rocket
Force engage in at least some combined exercises with foreign counterparts, but the PLA Army
is the only service to participate in military exercises across all functional categories. The 2012
defense white paper states that combined army training is gradually being increased in breadth
and depth.60 Table 2 shows the distribution of combined exercises by function for all the PLA
services.
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Table 2. PLA International Military Exercises by Service and Function
Antiterrorism Combat Combat Support
Army
Navy
Air Force
Joint

28 (2)

4 (1)
14 (1)
14 (0)
9 (8)

7 (3)
50 (17)
1 (0)

Competition MOOTW
8 (8)
1 (1)
5 (5)
1 (1)

19 (8)
22 (6)
1 (1)

Note: (X) indicates the number of multilateral exercises in that category.

Army participation in multilateral exercises emphasizes noncombat activities, such as
combat support and MOOTW functions, though the PLA sends only a few personnel at a time
to these types of exercises. Notable recent examples include PLAA participation in the U.S.- and
Thailand-led multilateral Cobra Gold exercise for the first time in February 2014, in which a
total of 17 PLAA soldiers, engineers, and medical personnel, mainly from the Guangzhou MR,
participated in HA/DR drills in Thailand.61 The PLAA also sent 25 personnel from unidentified
units (most likely medical and engineering personnel) to a multilateral ASEAN HA/DR exercise that involved 13 countries in April 2014.62 In October 2014, 10 soldiers from the Australian
army, 10 officers and enlisted personnel from the Guangzhou MR, 5 from the U.S. Army, and
5 from the U.S. Marine Corps took part in Kowari 14/Kowary 2014, which focused on survival
skills in northern Australia’s harsh environment.63 An additional 100 military personnel provided support in roles including liaison and logistics.
The PLAA participates in bilateral exercises on a broader and more substantive scale. In
September 2013, a total of 210 personnel and 26 vehicles participated in the China-Mongolia
Prairie Pioneer/Grasslands Vanguard combined HA/DR training event in Tavan Tolgoi, Mongolia. The exercise, focused on rescuing trapped personnel after an earthquake, marked the first
time that organic PLA units (rather than hand-picked officers and soldiers) went to Mongolia to
take part in combined training.64 In April 2014, Pakistan hosted the 11-day bilateral combined
Peace Angel (和平天使) 2014 HA/DR exercise, with 60 PLA medical personnel participating.65
This exercise involved setting up a field hospital for 120 personnel after a flood disaster, simulated 26 types of injuries and more than 160 cases of simulated medical treatment tasks for the
sick and wounded, and mobilized more than 200 medical and hygienic devices, 10 flights of two
types of transport helicopters, and 28 emergency ambulances. China and Pakistan organized
related activities, such as academic exchanges, combined tabletop maneuvers, equipment, personnel, and technical training, and a full-personnel and full-equipment drill in preparation for
the combined exercise.
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Army forces have also begun to participate in military competitions, sometimes with
mixed results. The PLA ground forces first participated in an international military competition
in August 2014, sending several tanks from the Nanjing MR’s 1st Group Army to compete in a
four-stage competition dubbed Tank-Biathlon 2014 (坦克兩項-2014) at the Alabino Training
Range near Moscow.66 The competition included a single-tank obstacle course that called for
tanks to negotiate water, mine fields, soil ridges, and cliffs while completing various shooting
subjects on the way, along with short-distance and speed competitions, physical competitions,
and a relay race, in which the four best-performing teams from the previous three stages competed with each other. China was the only nation to use an indigenously produced tank, the
Type-96A (ZTZ-96A), while the remaining 11 countries competed in Russian T-72B tanks. The
Chinese decision proved disastrous—the Chinese tank suffered from poor mechanical reliability throughout the competition. The lead tank’s caterpillar track fell off during the final stage
and the vehicle stalled in front of the crowd, allowing a Russian T-72B to overtake it and beat it
to the finish line. The Chinese team finished third overall, behind Russia and Armenia.
PLA Navy International Military Exercises. The PLAN participates in the most international combat exercises of all the PLA services but thus far has not participated in an international military competition. Its exercise interactions are largely focused on combat, combat support, and MOOTW functional categories. According to the 2012 Defense White Paper,
combined bilateral and multilateral maritime exercises and training are being expanded.67
The PLAN’s first international exercises were relatively simple search and rescue exercises (SAREXs), but the PLAN has gradually increased the complexity of these exercises and
incorporated them as parts of larger and more demanding exercise interactions. The PLAN
now routinely includes SAREXs and HA/DR drills in its combined exercises as well as during
various port calls. For example, in September 2013, the PLAN and the U.S. Navy held a SAREX
near Hawaii, the first such exercise in 7 years.68 The exercise involved 1,000 personnel and
was carried out by the PLAN guided-missile destroyer Qingdao, guided-missile frigate Linyi,
and a helicopter. U.S. Navy participants included the guided-missile cruiser USS Lake Erie, an
auxiliary ship, and two helicopters. The exercise included the first helicopter formation flight,
first establishment of a joint damage control team, and first search of the same waters by air
forces. The SAREX, which was commanded by the two navies in turn, involved four stages
featuring nine areas. Activities included “formation flight communications and commands,
joint missile-helicopter searching for distressed ships, rescues of ships in distress, and ship
formation movements.”69
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PLAN multilateral exercises typically focus on noncombat activities, sometimes because
foreign partners are reluctant to practice combat with the Chinese navy. For instance, the
PLAN participated in the U.S.-sponsored Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) 2014 exercises, sending
the missile destroyer Haikou, missile frigate Yueyang, comprehensive supply ship Qiandaohu,
and hospital ship Peace Ark, as well as two helicopters, a commando unit, and a diving squad,
totaling 1,100 officers and soldiers.70 The PLAN also deployed an uninvited Dongdiao-class
auxiliary general intelligence ship to monitor the exercise, highlighting the utility of international military exercises for intelligence-gathering.71 China sent a similar vessel to monitor the
RIMPAC exercise in 2012. U.S. exercise organizers were careful to keep China out of combatrelated activities because the participation of Chinese navy personnel might violate the restrictions in the National Defense Authorization Act of 2000.72 China did participate in “simple”
gunnery exercises that involved shooting at a target in the sea, providing an opportunity for
U.S. Navy officers to assess the accuracy of Chinese gunnery. The PLAN also participated in
RIMPAC 2016, including in a submarine rescue tabletop exercise and a field exercise to test the
compatibility of the PLAN undersea rescue vehicle with the rescue seating surfaces on Western submarines.73 The PLAN has participated in several HA/DR events in conjunction with
port calls and other military exercises—for instance, in April 2014, the PLAN’s Changbaishan
amphibious landing ship from the South Sea Fleet joined vessels from 13 other countries in
Indonesia’s Komodo (科摩多) HA/DR combined exercise.74
The PLAN’s most complex bilateral exercises are the Maritime Cooperation (海上联合)
exercise series with the Russian navy, which includes comparatively demanding combat-related
activities.75 The 2012 iteration near Qingdao included combined air defense, maritime replenishment, combined antisubmarine warfare, combined search and rescue, and rescue of a hijacked ship, as well as sea-to-sea, sea-to-underwater, and sea-to-air live-fire practice. The 2013
exercise in the Sea of Japan involved 18 ships from both sides performing similar activities. The
PLAN deployed four destroyers, two frigates, one comprehensive replenishment ship, three helicopters, and one special operations detachment, the Chinese navy’s single largest overseas deployment for exercises with a foreign country. The 2014 version included joint verification and
identification for use in the Chinese-declared air defense identification zone in the East China
Sea and also featured free combat without a preplanned scenario, a first for any PLA service in
a combined exercise. For the first time, vessels from both sides maneuvered in mixed ChineseRussian formations against an opposition force, with the detection and communication devices
on all warships and aircraft operating simultaneously, thus reflecting a high level of trust.76
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Sino-Russian combined naval exercises are increasingly used to shape the international security environment. The 2014 exercise coincided with President Vladimir Putin’s visit to China
on May 20–21, and both Putin and Xi cited the exercise as an illustration of Sino-Russia strategic cooperation.77 In May 2015, the two navies conducted their annual naval exercise in the
Mediterranean Sea, demonstrating the ability to project power and showcasing the relevance
of Sino-Russian security cooperation for issues such as Syria.78 In September 2016, the exercise
was conducted in the northern part of the South China Sea near Hainan Island. The exercise
followed an international tribunal ruling in July 2016 that found many of China’s maritime
claims in the South China Sea to be unjustified under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea.
Though both Russian and Chinese interlocutors denied that the maneuvers were being targeted
at any third party, the timing and location of the drills were not lost on observers. Moreover, the
exercise included extensive joint antisubmarine warfare drills and a joint amphibious landing
exercise involving 90 Russian and 160 Chinese marines.79 PLA scholars have noted explicitly
that one of the main purposes of naval diplomacy is to protect national territorial integrity.80
PLA Air Force Combined Exercises. The PLAAF has also increasingly become involved in
bilateral and multilateral exercises with foreign air forces.81 According to a PLAAF spokesman,
“The PLA Air Force has adopted a more outspoken and active attitude to reach out in the past
several years to demonstrate the force’s combat prowess. It has actively participated in a host of
multinational drills, trainings, and exchange activities, thus gaining a lot of useful experience
that has been adopted to improve the combat capabilities of our commanders and pilots.”82
Exercises allow the PLAAF to demonstrate its improving capabilities to the international
community, observe and learn from foreign militaries in an operational environment, and serve
as a vehicle for building trust and solidifying security cooperation with select countries. Units
involved have included fighters, multirole, attack, bomber, and transport aircraft, as well as
airborne troops. All the deployments have been supported by Il-76 transports, and some have
involved aerial and/or ground refueling en route.
PLAAF participation in Peace Mission joint exercises has included many “firsts.” PLAAF
fighters refueled from Russian tankers for the first time in 2005, the PLAAF deployed domestically produced new weapons abroad for the first time in 2007, and it conducted a lowaltitude entry and used precision-guided missiles to attack a camouflaged ground target in
2009. The PLAAF deployed J-10s and H-6s from China with support from airborne early
warning and tanker aircraft that operated within China, were escorted by foreign aircraft after
crossing the border, and conducted a ground attack on foreign soil under informatized and
complex electromagnetic environment conditions in 2010. The 2014 Peace Mission exercise
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marked the deployment of the most weapons and equipment for any exercise, including a total
of 23 aircraft (seven different variants including fighters, attack aircraft, airborne early warning aircraft, transports, and unmanned aerial vehicles), as well as airborne, communications,
and radar troops.
The PLAAF has also begun to conduct bilateral exercises with other partners. Examples
include PLAAF Su-27s that participated in Turkey’s 2010 Anatolian Eagle (安纳托利亚之鹰)
exercise and PLAAF J-11 fighters that conducted combined training and aerial maneuvers in
Pakistan’s Shaheen-1 (雄鹰-1) exercise in March 2011.83 In September 2013, the PLAAF hosted
Pakistan for Shaheen-II and flew J-10s during the exercise,84 and the PLAAF returned to Pakistan for Shaheen-III in May 2014.85
PLAAF airborne troops began participation in bilateral exercises in 2011. PLAAF airborne
troops participated in the Cooperation (合作) 2011 urban combined antiterrorism training in
October 2011 in Venezuela. In July 2011 and November 2012, airborne troops participated in
Divine Eagle (神鹰), which has also been identified as Condor and Swift Eagle, with Belarussian airborne forces in Belarus and China, respectively.86 The airborne forces visited Indonesia
for the Sharp Knife (利刃) drills in November 2013 and hosted Indonesia’s airborne forces for
the Sharp Knife Airborne–2014 antiterrorism drill in October 2014.87 In May 2014, Russian
airborne troops visited the PLAAF’s Airborne Troop College (空军空降兵学院) in Guilin to
exchange views and become familiar with the college’s training and facilities.88 Though these
exercises are often billed as “antiterrorism” drills, the content of the exercises suggests that the
units involved are practicing skills closer to traditional combat activities, which is how they are
coded in this study’s data.
The PLAAF has also begun participating in international military competitions. One of the
most significant events occurred July 22–28, 2014, when the Russian air force hosted Aviadarts
(航空飞镖) 2014 at Voronezh, Russia, which included the PLAAF and Belarus air force.89 Two
PLAAF Su-30s and four pilots competed in six separate events aimed at showing pilot skills in
visual reconnaissance, navigation, single-plane or two-plane aerobatics, and air-to-ground attacks.90 They launched 24 rockets and fired 60 cannon rounds. Based on the total scores, Russia
took first place, China took second, and Belarus third. An Il-76 accompanied the aircraft to Russia. The PLAAF has continued to participate in subsequent Aviadarts competitions.
Joint International Military Exercises. PLA joint exercises (involving multiple services)
with foreign militaries are almost always in multilateral settings. The few bilateral exercises are
the 2013 iteration of the Peace Mission exercises conducted with Russia, the Peace and Friendship 2014 joint tabletop exercise with Malaysia, and the Joint Sea 2015 maritime exercises with
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Russia. The 2005 and 2009 iterations of the Peace Mission exercises involved only Chinese and
Russian participants but were planned and executed as multilateral events with SCO observer
nations in attendance.
Most PLA joint exercises involve combat activities, and Peace Mission joint exercises have
increased in complexity over time. Despite their “antiterrorism” billing, the Peace Mission exercises involve extensive conventional combat activities. For instance, Peace Mission 2009 involved sophisticated weapon systems, including surface-to-air missiles;91 Peace Mission 2010
included PLAAF J-10 multirole aircraft and H-6 bombers that conducted air-to-ground attacks.92 Peace Mission 2013 was especially oriented toward conventional combat operations,
involving 646 PLA personnel, tanks, armored personnel carriers, light reconnaissance vehicles,
120mm self-propelled howitzers, 152mm self-propelled guns, five JH-7A fighter-bombers, and
helicopters. The primary ground force organizations included the 190th Mechanized Brigade, a
special operations forces (陆军突击分队) brigade, and an army aviation regiment. A total of
600 Russian military personnel participated in the three-phase exercise, which included force
projection and deployment, campaign planning, and campaign implementation.93 The 2014 iteration was the largest Peace Mission exercise to date and marked the first time that China
served as the chief director of a combined military exercise. The drill simulated an SCO military
response, at the invitation of a host nation, to an extremist or separatist group from abroad
that was inciting people to join a terrorist insurgency in the SCO host nation. The PLA ground
force included Z-19 and Z-10 helicopters. The PLAAF sent 23 aircraft of seven types including
J-10, J-11, and JH-7 fighters and attack aircraft, as well as KJ-200 early warning aircraft and
several combat vehicles from the airborne forces. The exercise also included more information
technology and information-based warfare. It was the first time that the Chinese military assigned reconnaissance-strike integrated unmanned aerial vehicles to participate in a combined
exercise.94
The increased complexity of joint exercises has sometimes led to poor outcomes. One report from the Moscow Times indicated that inaccurate maps led to approximately 15 Russian
and 60 Chinese deaths during Peace Mission 2009.95 Preparation time for that combined exercise was shortened from 10 months in the previous exercises to 4 months.
Peace Mission joint exercises have increased in frequency and typically involve larger numbers of PLA personnel. Peace Mission exercises have been held in 2005, 2007, 2009, 2010, 2012,
2013, 2014, and 2016, with SCO nations acting either as active participants or as observers. Most
of these exercises involve larger numbers of PLA personnel from various PLA services—the
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smallest Peace Mission exercise in 2012 involved some 369 personnel from the PLA, while the
largest in 2005 included about 8,000 PLA personnel.96
Overall Trends in International Military Exercises. This study identifies all PLA participation in international military exercises in available media reporting and tracks the total number of exercises and the number of interactions that the PLA had with foreign militaries during
these exercises.97 An examination of the available data yields five notable findings.
First, PLA participation in international military exercises has increased dramatically
since its first exercise in 2002. Figure 6 shows both the overall increase and an especially pronounced increase from 2014 to 2016, with the number of exercises almost quadrupling from 8
in 2013 to 30 in 2014.
The increase in international military exercises highlights the PLA’s emphasis on using
military exercises as a tool to engage with foreign militaries.98 The PLA’s willingness to take
part in increasingly complex exercises also reflects its growing confidence in its own capabilities. Despite the occasional instances of equipment failure, official media reports claim that
exercises are opportunities “during which a range of advanced weapons, tactics and operational
methods were unveiled, fully demonstrating the openness and confidence of the PLA.”99 The increased participation may also reflect a greater propensity to use international military exercises
to shape China’s security environment. A Ministry of National Defense (MND) spokesman
noted that military exercises gave the Chinese military “the opportunity to demonstrate our fine
image on the international stage.”100 China and Russia have used combined naval exercises in
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Figure 7. Total PLA International Military Exercises by Type, 2002–2016
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sensitive regions such as the East China Sea, Mediterranean Sea, and South China Sea to demonstrate their strategic cooperation and to reinforce each other’s diplomatic efforts.101
Second, the PLA has increasingly favored multilateral exercises in recent years. Figure 7
shows a sharp increase in multilateral international military exercises between 2014 and 2016,
which reflects not only an emphasis on multilateral engagement but also a trend toward exercises with more nations per event. Much of the increase in multilateral exercises beginning in 2014
can be attributed to increased Chinese participation in international military competitions.
The PLA's increased emphasis on multilateral military exercises may reflect increased efforts to shape foreign perceptions. Sustained contact with one partner during a bilateral exercise
provides a better opportunity for the PLA to learn. Multilateral exercises are more complicated
to organize but have a larger audience, making them better vehicles for demonstrating peaceful
intentions by engaging in nontraditional security cooperation or for shaping China’s security
environment by displaying capabilities to a wider audience. China helps organize the Peace
Mission multilateral exercises, but much of the increase in numbers is attributable to PLA participation in multilateral exercises, especially military competitions organized by Russia.
Third, more than half of all PLA international military exercises involve combat or combat
support activities. Figure 8 shows that 22 percent of the exercises between the PLA and foreign
militaries involve combat activities, 31 percent are combat support, 8 percent occur in military
skills competitions, and 16 percent are antiterrorism exercises. Put another way, only 23 percent
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Figure 8. Total PLA International Military Exercises by Function, 2002–2016
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of the military exercise interactions are focused on MOOTW. Figure 9 illustrates increases in
numbers of military exercises in all functional categories, though MOOTW and antiterrorism
exercises appear to fall off after 2014 as the PLA has become more willing to emphasize its increasing combat capabilities.
Increases in military exercises across all categories, especially in combat and combat support activities, seem to validate Chinese claims that PLA participation in international military

Figure 9. Total PLA International Military Exercises by Function, 2002–2016
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exercises is “increasingly shifting from nontraditional security to traditional security and are
more real combat oriented.”102 This likely reflects an increased PLA ability and desire to learn
combat and combat support skills from other militaries, but it may also reflect the leadership’s
desire to use military exercises to shape China’s security environment. It also indicates that
China feels less need to discuss its increasing military capabilities only in the context of nontraditional security issues.
Fourth, the PLAA and PLAN conduct the overwhelming majority of international exercises, with the PLAAF only accounting for a small fraction of exercise participation and the Rocket
Force conspicuously absent. Figure 10 shows that army-to-army and navy-to-navy exercises
account for 83 percent of international military exercises, while air force exercises comprise
only 10 percent of the total, and the Rocket Force does not participate at all. Figure 11 illustrates
the PLAAF’s late entry into the realm of international military exercises. The PLAAF held its
first international military exercise in 2010 with Turkey, 8 years after other PLA services began
exercising with foreign militaries.
What explains the variation in service participation in international military exercises?
The late start to air force participation could reflect efforts to maintain secrecy about capabilities
or budget constraints on the maintenance and logistics funds required to fly PLAAF aircraft to
other countries. Alternatively, the air force may simply have not felt confident enough to send

Figure 10. Total PLA International Military Exercises by Service, 2002–2016
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Figure 11. Total PLA International Military Exercises by Service over Time,
2002–2016
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pilots and aircraft to participate in exercises with other countries until they reached a certain
level of proficiency. The Rocket Force’s conspicuous absence likely reflects its lack of genuine
foreign counterparts and the sensitivity of nuclear operations.
Fifth, the PLA rarely participates in truly joint military exercises with foreign militaries.
Figure 11 shows that joint military exercises in which more than one PLA service participates in
events with foreign militaries occur only intermittently. Joint exercises have gradually increased
in frequency, occurring annually since 2012 and only increasing to two events per year starting
in 2014. Prior to 2014, all of these joint military exercises were Peace Mission events held in cooperation with SCO countries. The increases from 2014 to 2016 can be attributed to non–Peace
Mission exercises, such as a joint tabletop exercise with Malaysia in 2014 code-named Peace and
Friendship 2014, participation in Russian-held International Military Games and the second
half of the Joint Sea naval maneuvers in 2015, and the ASEAN HA/DR 2016 exercises. None of
the net increases in joint military exercises from 2014–2016 involve combat activities.

Naval Port Calls
Overview and Context. From 1985 to 2008, the PLAN typically conducted only a handful
of port calls per year, most of which were “friendly visits” that did not involve much operational
interaction with the host-nation’s navy. The PLAN’s ongoing participation in counterpiracy deployments in the Gulf of Aden since late 2008 generated new requirements for port calls (for
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ships in the antipiracy ETFs to replenish supplies) and provided new opportunities for these
ships to conduct friendly visits to foreign ports. The operational requirements of deploying and
sustaining ETFs crowded out port calls by PLAN ships other than the Peace Ark hospital ship
from 2009 to 2012; other non-ETF port calls resumed in 2013. This section discusses both types
of port calls.
Port Calls and Activities of Antipiracy Escort Task Forces. PLAN ETFs conduct two types
of port calls. Replenishment visits usually last 2 to 5 days, during which the vessels receive fuel,
fresh water, vegetables, and fruits.103 Crews are usually met by the Chinese ambassador and
military attachés, but the vessels are not open for public display and the crew does not interact
with the host-country’s navy. Friendly visits generally last 2 to 4 days, with the crew usually met
by the Chinese ambassador and military attachés, as well as host-country government and naval
officials.104 Chinese expatriates and students in the country attend welcoming and departure
ceremonies. Throughout the visit, the vessels are open to the public. PLAN crewmembers also
play basketball or soccer with the host navy.
Key personnel from some antipiracy ETFs have visited foreign escort task forces, and foreign task force personnel have also visited PLAN vessels. For example, on May 4, 2013, Rear
Admiral Yuan Yubai (袁誉柏), who served concurrently as commander of ETF-14 and as a
North Sea Fleet (NSF) deputy commander, hosted the commander of Combined Task Force 151
on the Harbin destroyer.105 In June 2014, Rear Admiral Huang Xinjian (黄新建), who served
concurrently as commander of ETF-17 and as an East Sea Fleet deputy chief of staff, led a sixmember delegation to visit the Singaporean guided-missile frigate RSS Tenacious.106 ETF-17’s
command vessel Changchun also hosted the commander of the European Union’s 465 Task
Force in July 2014.107
Some ETFs participate in combined maritime exercises while deployed. For example, in
September 2012, ETF-12 conducted the first combined counterpiracy exercise with the United
States, and in August 2013 ETF-14 conducted the second exercise between the two navies.108
On March 4, 2013, Pakistan organized the Peace-13 (和平-13) multinational maritime combined military exercise that involved vessels from 14 countries and special operations forces
from 7 countries, including China’s ETF-14 and vessels from the United States, United Kingdom, and Japan.109 During May and June 2014, ETF-16 held bilateral antipiracy combined
drills in the Gulf of Guinea with Nigeria’s navy and Cameroon’s navy.110 These were the first
antipiracy drills between the navies, as well as the PLAN’s first maritime drills in the Gulf of
Guinea with a foreign navy. On March 20, 2014, ETF-16 also conducted the PLAN’s first combined antipiracy drill with a European Union combined task force, which comprised vessels
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from France, Germany, and Spain.111 Finally, during a port call in Iran in September 2014, the
ETF-17’s Changchun destroyer and Changzhou frigate conducted “unprecedented combined
naval drills in the strategic Persian Gulf.”112
Port Calls and Activities of Non–Escort Task Force Ships. Regular navy warships have
continued to conduct port calls after ETFs began regularly deploying to the Gulf of Aden after
2009, although only the hospital ship Peace Ark made overseas port calls from 2009 to 2012. In
2013, three PLAN vessels (the guided-missile destroyer Lanzhou, guided-missile frigate Liuzhou, and comprehensive supply ship Poyanghu) from the South Sea Fleet conducted the PLA’s
first passage through the Magellan Strait, making port calls in Argentina, Brazil, and Chile.113
One especially notable port call occurred in September 2014, when a Type-039 (Song-class)
conventional submarine (hull number 329) from the South Sea Fleet visited Sri Lanka along
with the NSF’s Changxinghu comprehensive supply ship.114 The submarine also deployed to the
Gulf of Aden, where it supported the 18th ETF for an undetermined period.115 The limited utility
of a submarine for antipiracy operations suggests other motivations for both the port call and
submarine deployment, including practicing subsurface warfare in distant waters and shaping
the regional security environment.
Training vessels also pay port calls to foreign countries as part of PLAN diplomatic efforts.
The PLAN’s only officer cadet training ship, the Zhenghe (郑和号训练舰), has been an especially prolific traveler since it became operational and was assigned to the Dalian Naval Ship Academy (part of the North Sea Fleet) in April 1987.116 Since its first port call to the United States
(Hawaii) in 1989, it has visited at least 25 different countries, including multiple visits to several
countries, and sailed over 300,000 nautical miles.117 The Zhenghe routinely welcomes foreign
military cadets as part of its friendly port calls: journeys in 2012, 2013, and 2014 welcomed
cadets from both various PLAN academies as well as maritime students from India, Myanmar,
Indonesia, Vietnam, and others. The Zhenghe’s 2014 voyage, conducted with the guided-missile
frigate Weifang (潍坊舰), featured exchanges at the Indonesian Naval Academy and welcomed
students from Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, Thailand, and Bangladesh.118 While visiting
Indonesia, the PLAN task force and the Indonesian navy’s Patrol Ship 813 conducted a combined exercise in the Java Sea. The exercise included task force maneuvering, communications,
and employing the Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea, a first for the PLAN in a combined
exercise.
The Peace Ark hospital ship has also been active in port calls and medical assistance missions abroad. The ship, commissioned in 2008, made a number of port calls during Harmonious
Mission overseas deployments to Africa (2010), the Caribbean (2011), Southeast Asia (2013),

35

China Strategic Perspectives, No. 11

Figure 12. Total Outbound Naval Port Calls, 1985–2016
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the South Pacific (2014), and Central America and the Caribbean (2015). The Peace Ark’s port
calls represented the only non-ETF port calls made by the PLAN from 2009 to 2012.
Overall Trends in Naval Port Calls. For this study, we identified all PLA naval port calls in
available media reporting and grouped them by function, fleet, and time. Some port calls were
conducted by task forces comprised of ships drawn from all three PLAN fleets—these were
grouped as “all,” while those port calls conducted by unknown ships from unknown fleets were
grouped as “unknown.” Some uncertainty exists as to exactly which port calls were carried out
by which ETF, as some port calls occurred when two ETFs were on station. This uncertainty is
reflected in the data labels for each ETF.
The available data reveal several notable observations. First, the aggregate number of naval port calls has increased significantly since the PLAN conducted its first port call in 1985.
Figure 12 shows that the PLAN did not conduct any port calls in 2007 and 2008 and that the
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operational requirements of deploying and sustaining ETFs crowded out port calls by PLAN
ships other than the Peace Ark from 2009 to 2012. The PLAN resumed port calls by other nonETF ships in 2013, and the number of these port calls has been higher than the historical level
from 1985 to 2008.
Second, port calls are split mostly evenly by fleet. However, voyages by training vessels account for the higher number of port calls from North Sea Fleet ships, while the East Sea Fleet
has made most of the antipiracy port calls. Approximately 43 percent of non-ETF port calls are
carried out by the North Sea Fleet, 33 percent by the East Sea Fleet, and 19 percent by the South
Sea Fleet. The distribution of antipiracy ETF port calls is also split roughly evenly; the North Sea
Fleet carried out approximately 29 percent, East Sea Fleet approximately 36 percent, and South
Sea Fleet approximately 35 percent.
Third, nearly all ETF port calls either are for replenishment or are friendly visits conducted
after the operational part of the antipiracy deployment is complete. Only 6 of 125 total ETF port
calls included naval drills along with these two functions. This may be because ETFs returning
to China need rest and refit and may not be in suitable condition to carry out combined exercises at the standard of performance demanded by PLA leadership.
Fourth, almost all non-ETF port calls are friendly visits, and a substantial portion of these
are carried out by the PLAN training ship Zhenghe and Peace Ark on HA/DR activities.119 All of
the 49 port calls made by the North Sea Fleet and the 22 made by South Sea Fleet were friendly
visits only. Of the 49 North Sea Fleet non-ETF port calls, 21 were made by the training ship
Zhenghe. Of the 38 East Sea Fleet non-ETF port calls, 27 included drills, all with the Peace Ark.
The PLAN also conducted one noncombatant evacuation operation in 2015.
The PLAN began conducting HA/DR activities through port calls as part of a concerted
effort beginning in 2010. Figure 12 shows this change in non-ETF outbound naval port calls by
function. Nearly all of these port calls were carried out as part of the Harmonious Mission series
of deployments by the Peace Ark from the East Sea Fleet as mentioned above.
The Harmonious Mission deployments represent an effort to practice seafaring skills in a
nonthreatening manner. The PLAN has gained valuable operational experience from participation in antipiracy ETFs while also supporting broader Chinese diplomacy by providing public
goods. However, as piracy in the Gulf of Aden decreases, the PLAN may find reduced opportunities for military diplomacy. An expansion in HA/DR missions may provide an opportunity
for the PLAN to reap the operational and diplomatic benefits of routine, extended deployments
in the context of a less threatening nontraditional security operation.
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Educational and Functional Exchanges
Overview and Context. PLA education and academic exchanges (院校交流) can be categorized into academic institution leader visits, cadet and professional military education student
delegation visits, training foreign military personnel at PLA military educational institutions,
and individual PLA officers studying abroad.120 The PLA also conducts functional exchanges
with foreign militaries on specific subjects, including operations, logistics, management, and
military medicine. Functional exchanges usually involve visiting expert delegations, and often
are conducted by individual PLA services under the direction of the MND/Foreign Affairs Office (now the CMC Office of International Military Cooperation).121
Although the PLA has published some aggregate data in its 2000, 2006, and 2008 defense
white papers, finding specifics on educational and functional exchanges is difficult. The white
papers indicate a steady increase in Chinese military personnel studying abroad, from “more
than 200 Chinese military personnel” in Russia, Germany, France, Great Britain, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Thailand, and Kuwait in 1999–2000 to “over 900 military students” studying in more
than 30 countries in 2007–2008. The 2008 defense white paper also notes that “twenty military
educational institutions in China have established and maintained inter-collegiate exchange relations with their counterparts in over 20 countries, including the United States, Russia, Japan,
and Pakistan. Meanwhile, some 4,000 military personnel from more than 130 countries have
come to China to study at Chinese military educational institutions.” The lack of comparable
data makes it difficult to observe any change in trends since the 18th Party Congress. That said,
it is clear the PLA has a robust military education and academic exchange program.122 Some
examples are discussed below.
General Staff Department and CMC Academic Institution Exchanges. The PLA’s National Defense University (国防大学), which was created in 1985 and is directly subordinate to the
CMC, has a robust exchange program with multiple countries.123 NDU has formal relations
with at least seven countries, including the United States, Australia, and South Korea. Each year,
NDU hosts about 100 foreign groups and organizes visits abroad to attend international conferences and enhance PLA educational programs. For example, NDU usually hosts a delegation
of new flag officers from the U.S. NDU’s Capstone Course and sends PLA major generals in its
strategic course for a 7- to 10-day trip to one or more foreign countries.
NDU’s College of Defense Studies (CDS) is the PLA’s primary institution for graduate-level military education for foreign students. Its course offerings include a year-long Defense and
Strategic Studies Course, a 5-month Advanced Command Course (in Russian and Spanish),
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and a 20-day International Symposium Course.124 In September 2014, CDS awarded its first
master’s in military science degrees to 61 foreign military students who completed the 2-year
program.125 CDS is located on a separate campus at Changping and is both geographically and
organizationally separate from the regular courses NDU offers to PLA officers. As of 2010, CDS
had reportedly trained more than 4,000 officers from more than 150 countries.126
Two specialized PLA universities, the PLA University of Science and Technology (PLAUST)
in Nanjing and the PLA National University of Defense Technology (NUDT) in Changsha, also
engage in a range of cooperation with foreign partners, including sponsoring conferences, competitions, and training sessions for foreign experts, military officers, and cadets. For example,
PLAUST has held a biennial international cadets’ week training program since 2005, with 20
foreign army cadets from 10 countries (Argentina, Brazil, Japan, Mexico, the Netherlands, Thailand, Turkey, United Kingdom, United States, and Uruguay) participating in the 2013 edition
along with 16 PLA cadets from PLAUST and the PLA NUDT.127
Service Functional and Academic Exchanges. The PLA services each have their own command colleges, technical schools, and military academies to conduct specialized training. (The
PLA military education system is expected to undergo a major restructuring and consolidation
in 2017.) Many of these institutions conduct a variety of functional and academic exchanges
with foreign counterparts. For example, the PLAAF reported in November 2014 that more than
50 foreign air force commanders and chiefs of staff had visited China in the past few years and
that it had sent more than 600 senior science and technology officers from units and academic
institutions to visit and study abroad.128 The PLAAF reportedly hosts more than 90 foreign delegations (1,500 personnel) per year.
Although it is difficult to track PLAAF functional exchanges with different countries, the
following examples provide snapshots of exchanges with various countries. In December 2014,
PLAAF commander General Ma Xiaotian hosted the Portuguese air force chief of staff, where
they stated that the two air forces have carried out several pragmatic cooperation activities in
personnel training, logistics, and other areas, with great potential for cooperation in other areas.129 Another example involves PLAAF Command College visits to the United States. In May
2014, Commandant Major General Ma Jian led a 29-member delegation of faculty and students
from the college to the United States, where they met with experts at the Center for Naval
Analyses and RAND and visited Air University in Montgomery, Alabama, where they met with
the university commander and president, Lieutenant General David Fadok, and toured several
organizations, including Air War College and the Air Force Research Institute. Like NDU, the
PLAAF Command College has established a 2-year master’s degree program available in five
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specialties and three languages (English, French, and Russian). It awarded its first degrees to 20
2-year students from 16 unidentified countries in July 2014.130 The college has also offered an
annual 4-month command course for foreign officers since 2000.
PLA Army and Navy educational institutions offer a similar range of educational programs
open to foreign military students, such as a 2013 seminar on information warfare offered by the
PLA’s Army Command College (南京陆军指挥学院) in Nanjing to army officers from Australia, Canada, Malaysia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and the United States.131 PLA staff colleges offer
training to foreign officers in a range of subjects, including flight training, engineering, radar,
sonar, telecommunications, artillery, armor, military medicine, foreign languages, and demining.132 The Rocket Force operates its own command college in Wuhan but is not believed to offer
training or have regular interactions with foreign militaries.
In addition to learning from foreign militaries and providing training on technical and
military subjects, PLA functional and educational exchanges provide a means of shaping foreign perceptions of China and advancing PRC policy positions in a variety of settings.
Academy of Military Science. The AMS, which is directly subordinate to the CMC, is the
PLA’s doctrine center and does not appear to train foreign military officers. However, AMS officers interact regularly with foreign military delegations, both in China and in meetings abroad.
The AMS president is also president of the China Association for Military Science, which cosponsors the annual Xiangshan Forum international dialogue.

Nontraditional Security Operations
Overview and Context. China has made a concerted effort to expand military diplomatic
activities in the realm of nontraditional security operations, also known as military operations
other than war. Such operations support broader Chinese diplomatic and foreign policy goals
and provide public goods to the international security environment. Recent examples include
Chinese participation in UN peacekeeping operations and international antipiracy escort task
forces, the deployment of China’s Peace Ark hospital ship on overseas humanitarian missions,
the deployment of an escort force for Syrian chemical weapons, and the use of PLA assets to
search for lost Malaysian Airlines Flight 370 in 2014. In the absence of comparable quantitative data, the qualitative changes and trends in PLA MOOTW activities in recent years are
described below.
UN Peacekeeping Operations. The PLA first became involved in United Nations peacekeeping operations (UNPKO) in 1990, when it sent five military observers to the UN Truce
Supervision Organization.133 By the end of September 2014, China had deployed more than
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27,000 military personnel around the globe to 23 UN peacekeeping missions.134 Eighteen PLA
soldiers have been killed performing peacekeeping duties. China is the biggest troop and police
contributor among the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, and it dispatches
the most engineering, transportation, medical support, and security guard troops. China now
pays the second largest share of UN peacekeeping costs.135
As of January 2017, a total of 2,594 PLA personnel were implementing peacekeeping tasks
in nine UN mission areas.136 The largest Chinese contributions were to the UN Organization
Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the African Union/United Nations Hybrid Operation in Darfur, the UN Mission in Liberia, the UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali, the UN Interim Force in Lebanon, and the UN Mission
in the Republic of South Sudan, where more than 1,000 PLA soldiers are deployed. Most PLA
peacekeeping troops are military observers, engineers, transportation soldiers, and medical officers, but in June 2013 the PLA sent its first security forces as part of its contribution to the
mission in Mali.137 China deployed its first UNPKO infantry battalion abroad to South Sudan in
December 2014. The 700-member battalion included 121 officers and 579 enlisted personnel.
The battalion was equipped with drones, armored infantry carriers, antitank missiles, mortars,
light self-defense weapons, and bulletproof uniforms and helmets, among other weapons that
were “completely for self-defense purposes.”138
The PLA has also continued its active involvement in various peacekeeping training events
abroad, training foreign personnel in China, and conducting programs designed to help select qualified personnel from within the Chinese armed forces. For example, in August 2012,
China sent observers to Mongolia to observe the 10th Khaan Quest multinational peacekeeping
exercise, which involved more than 1,000 soldiers from 10 countries.139 In June 2014, the PLA
hosted a 12-day peacekeeping training session for 33 trainees from 18 countries, including India, Pakistan, Malaysia, South Korea, and other Asian countries.140 The training took place at the
MND’s Peacekeeping Training Center, which was created near Beijing in 2009.141 In September
2014, the center hosted a 3-week course for 40 instructors from 15 countries that included 27
courses and 18 drill subjects.142 In August 2013, the PLA Institute of International Relations
held an examination for 1,670 Chinese field officers seeking positions as UN military observers.143 They were tested on five subjects, including English and driving. As of 2013, the institute
had held 32 training classes for prospective Chinese UN military observers and trained more
than 1,300 qualified personnel.
China derives considerable prestige from its contributions of troops, money, and training
expertise to UN peacekeeping operations, which comport with its preferred UN-centric model
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for global governance and support its claim that a stronger PLA is a force for peace. In 2015,
President Xi Jinping pledged to commit 8,000 Chinese troops to the UN peacekeeping standby
force, making up one-fifth of the 40,000 total troops.144 UN peacekeeping officials attending
the October 2016 Xiangshan Forum in Beijing were given a tour of the Peacekeeping Training Center.145 China is reportedly seeking to leverage its contributions to UN peacekeeping in
order to get a PRC national appointed as Under Secretary General for the UN’s Department of
Peacekeeping Operations.146
Peacekeeping Medical Detachments. Since 2004, the General Logistics Department’s
health department has overseen the training and dispatching of PLA peacekeeping medical
detachments (PMD) from PLA hospitals in the Beijing, Chengdu, Lanzhou, and Nanjing MRs
to four African countries—Liberia, Lebanon, Sudan, and Democratic Republic of Congo—on
8-month deployments.147 Each PMD is assigned to a PLA UNPKO mission and consists of
about 50 to 60 male and female doctors and nurses, who are organized into two groups and often overlap with each other in country. While in country, PMDs work in a PLA class-II hospital.
In September 2014, the Beijing MR’s 302 Hospital, the PLA’s only infectious disease hospital,
dispatched a PMD to Sierra Leone to deal with the Ebola outbreak. The PMD in Liberia also
helped to fight the Ebola outbreak. Of note, in November 2014, China used nine civilian aircraft
from China Eastern Airlines and China Cargo Airlines, rather than PLAAF transports, to transport 282 medical staff and 767 tons of medical materials to Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone in
support of Ebola rescue efforts.148
Antipiracy Escort Task Forces. China’s participation in international antipiracy escort task
forces is one of the PLA’s most visible nontraditional security activities.149 It began taking part in
December 2008, when the PLAN deployed the first of its ETFs to the Gulf of Aden, and it had
escorted over 6,000 ships as of November 2016.150 As of March 2017, the PLAN has deployed 25
ETFs to the Gulf of Aden, each consisting of two destroyers and/or frigates and a comprehensive supply ship, along with associated helicopters, medical personnel, and PLAN special forces
personnel.151
Peace Ark Hospital Ship Deployments. China has also deployed the Peace Ark on a number
of overseas voyages to provide medical care and make port calls to various nations. The Peace
Ark, commissioned in 2008 and assigned to the East Sea Fleet, has been sent on Harmonious
Mission/Peace Mission (和谐使命) HA/DR missions in 2010, 2011, and 2013–2015, as well as
other voyages, and has covered more than 70,000 nautical miles.152 In 2009, the Peace Ark traveled down China’s coastline providing medical services to local populations and PLA troops
stationed on offshore islands. In 2010, in its first overseas deployment, it went to Djibouti, Kenya,
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Tanzania, Seychelles, and Bangladesh to provide medical treatment to residents. In late 2011,
Peace Ark traveled through the Caribbean, visiting Cuba, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and
Costa Rica. In April 2012, it participated in Maritime Cooperation–2012 (海上联合-2012) with
Russia, which included a visit to Vladivostok and an HA/DR exercise in Peter the Great Bay in
the Sea of Japan. Other recent deployments include Medical Mission–2013 (卫勤使命-2013) to
provide post-typhoon Haiyan humanitarian medical aid to the Philippines; Harmonious/Peace
Mission–2013, which included a combined disaster relief and military medical science exercise
in Brunei under the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Plus mechanism; and deployments to RIMPAC
2014 and Harmonious Mission 2014.153 The 2015 voyage Harmonious Mission 2015 included
stops in seven countries, including Australia, Barbados, French Polynesia, Grenada, Mexico,
Peru, and the United States.154
Syrian Chemical Weapons Escort Task Force. In accordance with the decision of the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons on the removal of Syrian chemical weapons
and UN Security Council Resolution 2181 in September 2013, vessels from China, Denmark,
Norway, and Russia helped escort the transportation of chemical weapons between December
31, 2013, and June 23, 2014, from Syria to an American vessel for destruction.155
During this period, the Yancheng guided-missile frigate separated from ETF-16 on December 31, 2013, and headed to the Mediterranean Sea to escort the chemical weapons. On
March 8, 2014, the Huangshan guided-missile frigate, which had departed by itself from Zhanjiang, Guangdong Province, on February 17, 2014, relieved the Yancheng, which returned to its
EFT duties. Altogether, the two vessels escorted 20 missions over a 174-day period.
Malaysian Airlines Flight MH370. Immediately following the disappearance of Malaysian
Airlines Flight MH370 on March 8, 2014, with 227 passengers onboard, most of whom were
Chinese, China began conducting space, airborne, and maritime searches for the aircraft.156 A
total of 26 different countries contributed to the unsuccessful search efforts. Altogether, the
PLA assigned 2,273 people and mobilized nine naval vessels, six ship-borne helicopters, and
five PLAAF aircraft (including Il-76 and Y-8 transports from the Guangzhou MRAF’s 13th Air
Division) from March 8 to May 1 to search for the missing plane. Search efforts took place in
the Gulf of Thailand, southwest of Sumatra, the South Indian Ocean, and other sea areas, with
the PLA conducting air and surface searches, using sonar to search underwater, and employing
satellite surveillance.
The aircraft initially operated out of Hainan Island’s Sanya Phoenix International Airport before deploying to Malaysia, where they flew out of the Royal Malaysian Air Force base
in Subang. They later deployed to Australia, where they flew out of the Royal Australian Air
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Force’s Pearce Base. The aerial search was called off on April 28. PLAN vessels involved included
guided-missile destroyers and frigates, amphibious landing vessels, and comprehensive supply
ships, including the three vessels from ETF-17, which participated in search efforts while en
route to the Gulf of Aden.

Summary
The trends noted above suggest that the PLA has been steadily increasing the overall
amount of military diplomatic activities it carries out with foreign counterparts, with a noticeable increase coinciding roughly with Xi Jinping’s ascent to power. This is consistent with Xi’s
increased emphasis on military diplomacy.157 Senior-level meetings have fallen since 2010 but
continue to make up the overwhelming majority of PLA interactions with foreign militaries.
Military exercises, naval port calls, and nontraditional security operations have increased in
both visibility and quantity over the past 15 years, while the PLA’s functional exchanges with
foreign militaries have also likely expanded.

PLA Military Diplomatic Partners
This section examines priorities in Chinese military diplomacy from the country and regional perspective. Which countries does the PLA interact with most? Which countries are the
PLA’s preferred partners for different types of activities? What priorities does China attach to
different regions?
This section addresses these questions using data from various Chinese- and Englishlanguage media sources. The PLA Navy conducted its first port call in 1985, and the PLA first
began conducting international military exercises in 2002.158 The data come with two caveats.
First, not all senior-level meetings and visits are represented in the dataset due to incomplete
information about meetings and visits before 2003. Some meetings and visits certainly occurred
before then, but incomplete data make it difficult to assess trends in meetings and visits to
specific countries during this period. Second, there is little consistently available quantifiable
information that could reveal trends in partners for functional exchanges or military operations
other than war. These two categories are therefore not addressed in this quantitatively focused
analysis.
The available data reveal three main conclusions. First, PLA military diplomacy focuses
heavily on the United States and Russia and on Asian countries on China’s periphery. Second,
the PLA conducts different types of military activities with different countries. The PLA stresses
senior-level contact with Asia and Europe, participates in military exercises with Russia and
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SCO nations, and conducts most of its port calls in the Middle East and Asia. Third, the volume
of military diplomatic activities with individual countries largely conforms to the priorities implicit in China’s chosen labels for relationships with specific countries.

Geographic Focus of PLA Military Diplomacy
PLA military diplomacy appears to place heavy emphasis on great powers, consistent with
several strains of Chinese thought on foreign policy and military diplomacy. The United States
and Russia are the PLA’s two most frequent military diplomatic partners. Both nations participate in a full range of military diplomatic activities with the PLA, including military operations other than war and functional exchanges that are not captured in the quantitative data.
Although a senior PLA officer cited interactions with major European militaries as a priority in
a 2014 interview, no European country ranks among the PLA’s top 10 partners (see table 3).159
Beyond the United States and Russia, the pattern of the PLA’s military diplomatic interactions over the last 13 years exhibits a clear geographic focus on nations in Asia or near China.
Three of the PLA’s top 5 partners and 8 of the top 10 are in Asia. Table 4 shows that 41.3 percent
of the PLA’s military diplomatic interactions from 2003 to 2016 were conducted with countries
in Asia, nearly twice as many as Europe, the next most common region.160
Figure 13 shows that PLA interactions with Asia and with U.S. treaty allies in Asia have
increased significantly since Xi Jinping took power in November 2012. However, increases in

Table 3. The PLA’s Top 10 Most Frequent Military Diplomatic Partners, 2003–2016
Overall
Rank

Countries Geographic Military Naval
Senior-Level
Region
Exercises Port Calls Meetings

Grand
Total

1

United
States
Russia
Pakistan
Thailand
Australia
Vietnam
New
Zealand
Singapore
Indonesia
India

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

North
America
Russia
Asia
Asia
Asia
Asia
Asia

25

9

101

135

38
29
21
16
2
6

4
12
9
8
4
7

81
67
54
59
54
43

123
108
84
83
60
56

Asia
Asia
Asia

10
16
18

9
6
6

37
33
30

56
55
54
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Table 4. PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions by Geographic Region, 2003–2016
Geographic
Region

Military
Exercises

Naval Port
Calls

Senior-Level
Meetings

Grand
Total

% of Total
Interactions

Asia
Europe
Africa
South America
Middle East
North America
Russia

204
51
13
8
10
27
38

105
33
22
12
76
13
4

842
543
259
201
113
130
81

1151
627
294
221
199
170
123

41.3
22.5
10.6
7.9
7.2
6.1
4.4

overall military diplomatic interactions rose at an even faster pace than interactions with Asian
nations, and interactions with Asian nations rose faster than interactions with U.S. allies in Asia.
Figure 14 illustrates PLA military relations with U.S. treaty allies in Asia in more detail, showing an increase in these activities beginning in 2012 led by more interactions with Australia and

Figure 13. PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions, 2003–2016
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Figure 14. PLA Diplomatic Interactions with U.S. Allies in Asia, 2003–2016
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Thailand. Of note, PLA military interactions with U.S. allies Japan and the Philippines declined
significantly beginning in 2012 as confrontations with China over maritime territorial disputes
(in the East China Sea and South China Sea, respectively) intensified. The Chinese government
sought to increase diplomatic pressure on both governments, and the PLA played its part by
curtailing interactions with the Japanese and Philippine militaries. A similar reduction in PLA
contacts with the South Korean military occurred in 2016 and 2017 as China sought to pressure
the government in Seoul not to deploy the Terminal High-Altitude Area Defense (THAAD)
missile defense system.161
Increased PLA military diplomatic activity in Asia may be a response to the U.S. rebalance
to Asia, which was announced in fall 2011 and emphasized an increased U.S. focus on Southeast
Asia, or it may reflect guidance from Xi Jinping to increase military diplomacy more generally.
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Most of the PLA’s military diplomatic activity in Asia involves South and Southeast Asian
countries. According to table 5, approximately 54 percent of the PLA’s military diplomatic interactions with Asian countries are with 18 countries in Southeast Asia, and interactions with
6 South Asian countries account for some 21 percent of the total activity with Asia.162 Taken
together, these two subregions account for more than 75 percent of the PLA’s military interactions with countries in Asia. Figure 15 documents the PLA’s military relations in Asia over time,
demonstrating that the rate of increase was sharpest for Southeast Asia from 2013 to 2016.

Table 5. PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions in Asia, 2003–2016

Southeast Asia
South Asia
Central Asia
Northeast Asia

Military Naval Port Senior-Level Grand
Exercises Calls
Meetings
Total

% of Interactions
in Asia

91
58
39
16

54.30
21.81
12.25
11.64

68
33
0
4

466
160
102
114

625
251
141
134

Figure 15. Aggregate PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions in Asia, 2003–2016
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PLA Military Diplomatic Preferences in Detail
The PLA interacts with different foreign partners in different ways. Patterns in these interactions suggest differing levels of cooperation, trust, expediency, and effort between the PLA
and specific foreign military diplomatic partners.
The PLA appears to place a strong emphasis on senior-level contact with Europe and countries in Asia, especially in the subregions of Southeast and South Asia. Contacts with militaries
in Asia were detailed in the previous section. PLA officers also visit Europe frequently. Nearly
27 percent of total senior-level meetings held abroad take place in Europe, and 24 percent of the
attendees at meetings hosted in China are from European countries. Belarus leads European
countries in hosting meetings with visiting Chinese officers, followed by Italy, Germany, Romania, and the United Kingdom. Figures 16 and 17 highlight the PLA’s emphasis on senior-level
engagement with Asia-Pacific and European countries.

Figure 16. Senior-Level Visits Abroad by Geographic Region, 2003–2016
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Figure 17. Senior-Level Meetings Abroad and Hosted in China by Region, 2003–2016
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Figure 18 shows the most frequent destinations for PLA senior-level visits abroad from
2003 to 2016; during this period, the PLA dispatched the most delegations to Russia, the United
States, and Cuba.
The differential between senior-level visits sent and those hosted by the PLA can indicate
which country is departing from the diplomatic protocol of reciprocity and trying harder to
build the bilateral relationship. Countries meeting with the PLA in China more frequently than
the PLA visits their respective countries are putting more effort into their military diplomatic
engagement with China and have large positive differentials in senior-level meetings.163 Figure
19 shows that the United States, Pakistan, and Australia have visited the PLA in China more
often than PLA officers have visited their respective countries. Conversely, the PLA places more

Figure 19. Largest Differentials Between Meetings Hosted in China and Abroad
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emphasis on senior-level engagement with Cuba, Mexico, Argentina, and Russia than those
militaries place on China. As already noted, there has been a drop in the volume of PLA senior
visits overseas since 2012, and more countries have become willing to send senior military and
defense officials to visit China without reciprocal visits from their Chinese counterparts.
Although the PLA stresses senior-level contact with Europe and Asia, broadly speaking,
the PLA’s most frequent international partners for military exercises are Russia and SCO nations. Russia, Pakistan, and the United States have the most military exercise interactions with
the PLA, while Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and India have the largest proportion of military exercise interactions. The PLA’s most frequent partners for combat drills, the most complex and
sensitive types of military exercises, are Russia, Pakistan, and Kyrgyzstan. Table 6 shows the
PLA’s most frequent partners for military exercises and for combat exercises.

Table 6. Top PLA Partners for Military Exercises, 2003–2016
Number of Military Exercise
Interactions
(Number of Combat Exercises)
Russia
Pakistan
United States
Thailand
India
Kazakhstan
Indonesia
Australia
France
Tajikistan

38 (19)
29 (7)
25 (0)
21 (5)
18 (0)
16 (6)
16 (3)
16 (0)
13 (0)
11 (6)

Military Exercise Interactions as % of
Total Military Diplomatic Interactions
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
India
Armenia
Tajikistan
Russia
France
Indonesia
Nigeria
Venezuela

38.1
34.5
33.0
33.0
32.4
30.9
30.2
29.1
28.6
27.3

The demanding characteristics of military exercises suggest a higher degree of coordination and interoperability between the PLA and its most prolific partners for military exercises
and likely reflect the PLA’s effort to learn tactics, techniques, and procedures from Russia and
SCO partners. Military exercises are the most complex and sensitive military diplomatic activities the PLA can conduct with foreign partners, and combat exercises require high levels of
confidence, coordination, and planning to execute. Some countries such as the United States,
India, France, and Australia regularly exercise with the PLA but are reluctant to conduct combat
exercises due to political constraints on military relations with China and reluctance to help the
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PLA build its combat capabilities. The only truly “joint” international military exercise the PLA
participates in is the Peace Mission series of drills with Russia and other SCO partners.
While patterns in its international military exercises suggest that the PLA is learning from
the drills, its most frequent destinations for naval port calls are either driven by operational
demands or are part of a carefully tailored effort to reassure China’s immediate neighbors about
the benign nature of its naval buildup and its intentions writ large. The overwhelming proportion of the port calls made by China’s antipiracy escort task forces occur in Middle Eastern
nations as replenishment visits for ETF ships, while the most frequent non-ETF port call destinations are nations in the Asia-Pacific region. Table 7 shows the PLAN’s most frequent port call
destinations. The PLA’s establishment of a logistics support facility in Djibouti in 2016 is likely
to reduce the volume of ETF replenishment visits to other foreign ports in the future.
The PLA’s non-ETF port calls are mostly in the Asia-Pacific region and reflect a gradual
expansion of the PLA’s naval reach. The most frequent destinations for non-ETF port calls were
New Zealand, the United States, Australia, and the South Asian countries of Pakistan and India.
All of the non-ETF visits in the top 10 PLAN port call destinations were friendly port calls or
HA/DR missions from the Peace Ark designed to generate favorable publicity for the PLAN. The
use of friendly visits (and the absence of naval drills) likely reflects an effort by China to reassure
its neighbors about the benign nature of its naval buildup, even as PLAN ships begin to venture
farther into the South Pacific, Western Pacific, and Indian oceans.
The PLA carries out different military diplomatic activities with different partners. The
data from 2003 to 2016 indicate that the PLA strongly emphasizes senior-level meetings with

Table 7. Most Frequent PLAN Port Call Destinations, 2003–2016
Overall Port Calls
Oman
Djibouti
Pakistan
Yemen
Sri Lanka
Singapore
Thailand
United States
Australia
Saudi Arabia

25
23
12
11
9
9
9
9
8
7

ETF Port Calls
Oman
Djibouti
Yemen
Saudi Arabia
Sri Lanka
Pakistan
Singapore
Thailand
Malaysia
Greece

25
22
10
7
7
7
6
4
3
3

Non-ETF Port Calls
New Zealand
United States
Australia
Pakistan
India
Thailand
Bangladesh
Indonesia
Philippines
Russia

7
7
6
5
5
5
5
4
4
3
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counterparts in Asia, Europe, the United States, and Russia; participates in the most military exercises with Russia and SCO countries; and conducts the most port calls in the Middle East and
the Asia-Pacific region. These trends suggest that the PLA seeks to improve military relations
with European and Asian nations, while the United States, Pakistan, and Australia are working
to improve relations with the PLA. The PLA appears most comfortable participating in complex
military exercises with Russia and SCO nations, suggesting a higher level of trust and cooperation between the PLA and these militaries. Most PLA port calls in the Middle East are intended
to meet operational requirements of PLAN counterpiracy missions, while PLA port calls in the
Asia-Pacific are mostly friendly port calls rather than exercises.

The Broader Strategic Context of PLA Military Diplomacy
PLA military diplomatic activities are ostensibly subordinate to the broader contours of
Chinese diplomacy and foreign affairs directives, and trends in PLA military diplomacy should
therefore reflect China’s overall strategic orientation.164 How well do PLA military relations conform to the broader strategic priorities that China assigns to various nations around the world?
China began establishing strategic partnerships (战略伙伴关系) with various countries
in the early to mid-1990s under Jiang Zemin, and the number and types of partnerships increased under Hu Jintao. Although several partner countries have worked out unique names for
their bilateral relationships with China, the Chinese foreign ministry generally employs specific
terms to distinguish between higher and lower priority relationships. The first distinction is
between countries that are partners (伙伴) and those with which China only has relationships
(关系) or no specific relationship label. The second distinction is between partnerships that
are strategic (战略) and those that are merely friendly (友好). The third distinction is between
comprehensive (全面) and cooperative (合作) relationships, with comprehensive describing a
broader range of cooperation. Within this hierarchy, a comprehensive strategic partnership (全
面战略伙伴关系) is toward the top of the scale, while a friendly cooperative relationship (友好
合作关系) denotes a less important relationship.165 The United States and Japan are important
exceptions to this pattern. China sought a strategic partnership with the United States but ultimately settled for calling the bilateral relationship a “new type of major country relationship.”
Nevertheless, Chinese diplomats consider the U.S.-China relationship as equivalent to a strategic partnership. Japan is a second anomaly, since historical animosities made China reluctant
to accord Japan “strategic” status or endorse a full partnership. Accordingly, the two countries
are called “mutually cooperative partners,” even though Japan receives much more diplomatic
attention from China than that term suggests.
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While Chinese scholars emphasize that China’s strategic partnerships are broader relationships and not military alliances, there are at least two reasons that military diplomacy might
be correlated to the relationship labels that Beijing uses.166 First, because military diplomacy is
subordinate to higher level foreign policy guidance, the volume and types of military diplomatic
activities should correspond to those countries with higher overall strategic priority. Second,
the comparatively greater amount of effort required to carry out foreign military relations and
the higher sensitivity of military relations suggest that those ties would be easier to maintain
with countries that China prioritizes. Given the strong top-down nature and complexity of Chinese military diplomacy, observers would expect that higher strategic priority should translate
into more military diplomatic interactions.
Preliminary empirical evidence indicates that this intuitive observation is broadly true.
Despite a wide variety of labels, certain terms appear to be correlated with higher levels of PLA
military diplomatic interaction. To determine if certain terms were likely to lead to higher levels
of PLA military diplomatic activity, we used multivariate regression analysis with the amount
of military diplomatic interaction as the dependent variable, and the eight terms used with
multiple countries as independent variables: strategic, comprehensive/all-round/all-weather, cooperative, friendly, relationship, partnership/partner, new type, and no specific relationship. These
independent variables were coded as dummy variables—that is, if a country’s relationship label
contained a given term, it was assigned a value of one; otherwise, they were coded with zeros.
Comprehensive, all-round, and all-weather were coded together as one variable because these
terms were believed to mean the same thing; partnership and partner were similarly coded together. The United States was coded as a strategic partner because Chinese diplomats consider
the U.S.-China relationship equivalent to a strategic partnership, even though strategic is not
included in the label.
The regression analysis in table 8 shows that strategic was associated with the biggest increase in military diplomatic activity, followed by comprehensive/all-round/all-weather and cooperative. The increases in military diplomatic interactions caused by these three variables are
represented by positive coefficients and were statistically significant, with p-values below 0.05.
The term new type also caused a statistically significant increase in military diplomatic activity,
but the increase is skewed upward because the moniker applies only to the United States and
Finland. Other variables were associated with both increases and decreases in military diplomatic activity, but these results were not statistically significant enough (at the 0.05 level) to
rule out change attributable to random chance. China uses many of these terms liberally and
interchangeably among different countries.
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Table 8. Regression Analysis on Key Terms Used in PRC Strategic Partnerships and
Relationships
Regression Statistics
Multiple R
R Square
Adjusted R Square
Standard Error
Observations

0.612684742
0.375382593
0.340438962
18.1142473
152

ANOVA
Regression
Residual
Total

Intercept
Strategic
Comprehensive/
All-Round/AllWeather
Cooperative
Friendly
Relationship
Partnership/
Partner
New Type
No Specific
Relationship

Df

SS

MS

F

Significance F

8
143
151

28199.19235 3524.899 10.74252
46922.0116 328.126
75121.20395

9.1342E-12

Coefficients

Std.
Error

t Stat

P-value

Lower
95%

8.5000
31.9997
14.3316

12.8087
7.0851
4.2033

0.6636
4.5165
3.4096

0.508008 -16.8189
1.31E-05 17.9946
0.000846 6.0229

33.8189
46.0048
22.6403

13.5965
9.8876
-21.4982
-24.3482

5.4097
7.0703
16.6754
15.1674

2.5134
1.3985
-1.2892
-1.6053

0.013068
0.164136
0.199404
0.110634

24.2899
23.8634
11.4639
5.6331

73.6251
0.2368

13.9041
13.1415

5.2952
0.0180

4.39E-07 46.1409
0.985646 -25.7398

2.9032
-4.0882
-54.4603
-54.3296

Upper
95%

101.1093
26.2135

While the regression analysis suggests that strategic, comprehensive, and cooperative are associated with the greatest increases in military diplomatic activity, the results should not be overinterpreted. The analysis only tested for the independent impact of single terms on the amount of
military diplomatic activity; it did not test for the interaction between these terms—that is, what
the impact would have been if strategic and comprehensive occurred simultaneously. Additionally, the R-Square value of 0.375 suggests that the regression line may not be the best fit for the data.
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In some cases, the data do not reflect the known historical evolution of the terms. For
instance, while partnership is associated with a decrease in military diplomatic activity, this
change is not statistically significant, likely due to the increasing and widespread use of partnership over time, which dilutes the hierarchical importance of the term. Past analysis has indicated that partnership was mostly reserved for major powers in the 1990s, was broadened to
include major regional powers in the 2000s, and was subsequently applied as a catch-all term
to any country with a good relationship with China.167 Several countries were “upgraded” from
relationship to partnership as relations with China developed, suggesting that the Chinese emphasize partnerships over relationships.168 The regression does not account for this upgrading
and the hierarchical priority that the Chinese ascribe to partnerships.
The hierarchy of strategic partnerships and the empirical analysis also do not account for
China’s caution in military diplomacy with countries that are under UN sanctions or where close
strategic ties might cause serious tensions with the United States. For instance, North Korea is
China’s one treaty ally and depends heavily on China for economic aid and political support. Yet
the countries do not have a strategic partnership and have only limited military diplomatic contacts: North Korea ranks 45th in overall PLA interactions, with no military exercise interactions,
1 naval port call, and 21 senior-level meetings since Hu Jintao took power in 2003. Similarly,
China’s arms sales and security ties with Iran have long been a source of tension in Sino-U.S. relations due to U.S. concerns about Iran’s support for terrorism and pursuit of nuclear weapons.
China did not establish a strategic partnership with Iran until UN sanctions were removed after
Iran signed an agreement restricting its nuclear program.169 PLA interactions with the Iranian
military were also limited, with Iran ranking 56th in overall PLA interactions, hosting only 1
naval port call and 11 senior meetings from 2003 to 2016. Once sanctions were lifted and China
established a strategic partnership with Iran, Chinese and Iranian military forces participated in
four separate military competitions (exercises) in August 2016.
The overall volume of PLA military diplomatic activities with different partners indicates
that the PLA’s military relations generally correspond with the broader strategic priorities laid
out by China’s higher level leadership. In particular, the PLA’s military relations appear to reflect
the priorities expressed in China’s convoluted partnership classification system.

Conclusion and Implications
The analysis in this study reveals a concerted PLA effort to use military relations to achieve a
variety of objectives, with a particular emphasis on supporting overall Chinese diplomacy, learning new skills and benchmarking the PLA against foreign militaries, and shaping the security
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environment. Other military diplomatic objectives such as intelligence gathering and building
partner capacity appear to be lower priority objectives.
Almost all military diplomatic activities support China’s overall diplomatic efforts in some
fashion. The country and regional priorities in China’s military diplomatic interactions appear
to correspond closely with the priorities in China’s wider foreign policy. This includes a broad
focus on building good strategic relations with major powers such as the United States and
Russia and the priority placed on countries in Asia and along China’s periphery. Moreover, the
volume of military relations also appears to correspond with the naming taxonomy used to
indicate priorities in China’s relations with various foreign countries.
The PLA’s growing participation in nontraditional security operations, military exercises,
and functional exchanges highlights PLA efforts to learn new skills and benchmark the capabilities of its forces against those of other nations. PLA participation in military competitions is an
explicit form of benchmarking and reflects greater confidence that PLA units will not embarrass
themselves. The PLA’s expanded program of exercises and functional exchanges also provides
opportunities to learn from foreign militaries.
Analysis of the PLA’s military relations from 2003 to 2016 confirms that the PLA is using military diplomacy to shape China’s security environment. For instance, the majority of
non-ETF port calls are friendly port visits that occur in Asia, highlighting Chinese attempts
to assuage neighbors concerned about its new naval might. The Peace Ark routinely stops at
multiple Asian ports in order to cultivate China’s image as a benign power that can make positive contributions to regional security. Since 2010, however, shaping efforts have increasingly
displayed military capabilities rather than downplaying them. Military exercises in particular
have become more combat-oriented and sometimes appear designed to deter or discourage
potential opponents using specific capabilities. For example, China partnered with Russia to
carry out a missile defense exercise in May 2016, shortly after a row over U.S. deployment of
the THAAD missile defense system in South Korea.170 The two countries also highlighted their
missile defense cooperation and opposition to U.S. missile defense deployments in a joint press
conference at the Xiangshan Forum in October 2016.
While the PLA’s foreign military relations have placed strong emphasis on supporting China’s overall diplomatic posture, learning new skills and benchmarking, and shaping the security
environment, the PLA has apparently placed less emphasis on active intelligence-gathering and
building partner capacity. Almost all PLA military diplomatic interactions present opportunities to collect intelligence, and the PLA takes full advantage of those opportunities. However,
few military diplomatic activities appear to have intelligence collection as their primary focus.
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Every contact with a foreign military is an opportunity to gain knowledge, but activities involving deeper operational contacts are likely to have more intelligence value. For instance, PLAN
exercises with the Russian navy provide hands-on opportunities to learn from Russia and to
accurately assess the technical capabilities of Russian weapons systems and the operational proficiency of Russian crews.
Unlike the United States, building partner military capacity does not appear to be an especially important goal of PLA military diplomacy. Although some military diplomatic interactions help build partner capacity, the PLA’s foreign military relations do not emphasize this
objective. Military diplomatic activities are typically framed as efforts to improve ties with foreign militaries.171 Building the capacity of foreign military partners appears to be a means of
strengthening relations rather than an end in itself. China does conduct activities intended to
improve the military and domestic security capabilities of some foreign partners, but these do
not necessarily fall within the scope of military diplomacy. For instance, Chinese arms sales
are conducted by state-owned arms manufacturers, internal security assistance falls under the
purview of the Ministry of State Security and the Ministry of Public Security, and advice on
censorship or control of the Internet would be the province of the Cyberspace Administration
of China and other organizations.172
The PLA is using its program of foreign military relations to pursue a range of objectives,
but the increased volume of military diplomatic activities documented in this study does not
necessarily translate into success. The PLA’s foreign military relations are subject to a number
of international and domestic constraints. First and foremost, PLA military diplomacy is constrained by what activities foreign counterparts are willing and able to do with the PLA. China’s
increasingly assertive behavior on the international stage could reduce the efficacy of its military diplomatic efforts and reduce its neighbors’ willingness to interact with the PLA; China will
find it harder to reassure its neighbors if it is also bullying them. Resource limitations, including
the small staff of the CMC Office of International Military Cooperation and the demands placed
on senior PLA officers by ongoing military reforms, are likely to reduce the number of PLA
military engagements in 2017 and perhaps for the next several years.
Other constraints stem from the nature of the Chinese system and the desire of the CCP
to exert tight control over the military. Chinese culture emphasizes form over substance, and
China’s strategic culture makes it averse to binding security agreements. PLA officers are subject
to top-down directives, tight control of political messaging, and the need to protect information about PLA capabilities, which inhibits candid conversations with foreign counterparts.173
Most PLA interlocutors are not empowered to negotiate or share their real views, which makes
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it difficult to build strong personal or institutional ties with foreign counterparts.174 As a result,
much of China’s military diplomatic activity consists of formal exchanges of scripted talking
points during senior-level meetings, occasional naval port calls, and simple scripted military
exercises focused on nontraditional security issues. These activities support existing relationships but are unlikely to build much strategic trust or support deeper military cooperation.
The PLA’s program of military diplomacy is best understood as a product of these constraints. Many of the trends observed in this paper are reflections of long-standing, higher level
Chinese diplomatic strategy, consistent with military diplomacy’s hierarchical position in China’s top-down system of governance. Some of the trends noted here will not be surprising to
close observers of the PLA; for instance, closer Sino-Russian defense ties and China’s cultivation
of influence on Australia and Thailand have been years in the making. The PLA’s role in these
military diplomatic trends appears to be a slower-moving manifestation of broader Chinese
strategy.
This does not mean the PLA’s military diplomacy is insignificant or does not warrant analytic and policy attention. The PLA’s growing involvement in a web of bilateral and multilateral
foreign military relationships produces pressure for greater transparency and for adherence
to international rules and norms. For example, after blocking agreement on the Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea (CUES) in the Western Pacific Naval Symposium for several years,
the PLAN eventually accepted the agreement while hosting the symposium in Qingdao in 2014
and has subsequently employed CUES in interactions with foreign navies. Military-to-military
relationships have also been useful for establishing military hotlines and rules governing air
and maritime encounters that can reduce the risk of crisis or conflict.175 However, PLA scholars believe military diplomacy can also be used to escalate crises when beneficial to national
interests (for example, by cutting off planned military exercises or exchanges), making military
diplomatic activities a bargaining chip that Beijing can wield.176 The PLA can be expected to
use military diplomacy to try to win support for China’s diplomatic objectives, such as China’s
cooperation with Russia to oppose U.S. missile defense deployments and to promote an international code of conduct for space weapons.177 In some cases, these efforts may erode or modify
existing international norms in ways that work against U.S. interests.
U.S. policymakers should also focus on the PLA’s ability to use military diplomacy to improve its operational capabilities or build strategic relationships that give it access to strategic
airfields and ports. U.S. allies and partners with advanced military capabilities should be discouraged from helping the PLA learn to conduct advanced combat operations or sharing details
about U.S. military capabilities and tactics. At the same time, U.S. allies and partners will want
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to interact with the PLA as part of their efforts to manage their relations with China, and U.S.
policymakers should not try to stop them. PLA military diplomatic activities might also advance Chinese national interests at the expense of U.S. interests. For example, Chinese transfers
of advanced military capabilities to potential U.S. adversaries such as Iran and North Korea or
countries providing PLA significant access to bases, airfields, or ports in strategically important
areas should be of concern to U.S. policymakers. Military diplomatic interactions with any of
these characteristics would likely be the result of national-level strategic decisionmaking, not
lower level PLA decisions.
While these developments should concern U.S. policymakers, not all potentially alarming
trends in PLA military diplomacy are as easily noticed. Functional and academic exchanges that
improve the PLA’s warfighting capability are difficult to measure or detect until well after they
have occurred. The most worrisome developments may be ones we cannot observe or measure
quantitatively.
The patterns observed in the PLA’s military relations from 2003 to 2016 indicate that although PLA military diplomatic activity has increased in volume and expanded in scope, this
increased activity has not necessarily translated into increased Chinese influence. In many
cases, the volume and type of activity may be an indicator of the quality of China’s diplomatic
relations and security cooperation with a particular country rather than an effective means of
expanding Chinese influence. The data in this study indicate that the PLA has continued to
expand its foreign military relations program in accordance with directives from the highest
levels of China’s leadership. This means that shifts in functional and regional emphasis in the
PLA’s foreign military relations likely reflect China’s broader national priorities as well as shifts
in PLA capabilities and interests.
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Appendix. PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions, 2003–2016

62

Country

Military
Exercises

Naval Port
Calls

Senior-Level
Meetings

Grand Total

United States
Russia
Pakistan
Thailand
Australia
Vietnam
New Zealand
Singapore
Indonesia
India
Malaysia
South Korea
Belarus
France
Germany
Kazakhstan
Italy
United Kingdom
Bangladesh
Myanmar
Japan
Egypt
Chile
Romania
Brazil
Cuba
Laos
Tajikistan
Cambodia
South Africa
Djibouti
Sri Lanka

25
38
29
21
16
2
6
10
16
18
10
4
9
13
4
16
2
7
4
1
6
3

9
4
12
9
8
4
7
9
6
6
6
3

101
81
67
54
59
54
43
37
33
30
35
42
40
26
35
26
36
31
29
34
33
32
36
34
29
33
34
23
28
25
8
18

135
123
108
84
83
60
56
56
55
54
51
49
49
43
42
42
41
40
39
39
39
38
37
37
35
35
35
34
33
32
31
30

2
3
1
11
2
2
3

4
3
3
2
6
4
3
1
1
3
2

3
5
23
9
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Appendix. PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions, 2003–2016, cont.
Country

Military
Exercises

Naval Port
Calls

Senior-Level
Meetings

Grand Total

Greece
Finland
Oman
Poland
Kyrgyzstan
Philippines
Tanzania
Turkey
Bulgaria
Hungary
Mongolia
Argentina
North Korea
Switzerland
Nepal
Brunei
Mexico
Serbia
Sweden
Canada
Uzbekistan
Namibia
Iran
Saudi Arabia
Sudan
Afghanistan
Zambia
Zimbabwe
Yemen
Ecuador
Ukraine
Mozambique

2

4
1
25
1

24
28
3
28
19
20
24
20
25
24
18
21
21
21
15
14
16
16
16
13
14
14
11
7
14
15
14
12
3
12
11
12

30
29
29
29
29
28
27
26
26
25
24
22
22
21
19
18
18
17
17
17
16
16
16
16
15
15
14
14
14
14
13
13

1
10
3
1
3

5
2
3
1

1
6
1
1
4
3

1
2

1
2
2
1
4
2

1
2
1
1
7
1

2
11
2
2
1
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Appendix. PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions, 2003–2016, cont.
Country
Portugal
Peru
Angola
Jordan
Kenya
Bolivia
Israel
Venezuela
Denmark
Croatia
Tunisia
Slovakia
Uruguay
Colombia
Spain
Norway
Czech Republic
Netherlands
Algeria
Maldives
Uganda
Syria
Ethiopia
Macedonia
Nigeria
Austria
Gabon
Morocco
United Arab
Emirates
Togo
Lebanon
Cameroon

64

Military
Exercises

Naval Port
Calls

Senior-Level
Meetings

Grand Total

2

3
2
1
1
2

1
2

10
11
10
11
10
12
10
8
8
10
9
10
10
8
10
9
7
7
6
7
8
8
8
8
4
7
6
6
4

13
13
13
12
12
12
11
11
11
11
10
10
10
10
10
9
8
8
8
8
8
8
8
8
7
7
7
7
6

1

6
6
4

6
6
6

1
3
2

1
1
1

2

1
1
2
1

2

1

1

1
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Appendix. PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions, 2003–2016, cont.
Country
Seychelles
Belgium
Ghana
Congo
Papua New
Guinea
Armenia
Qatar
Turkmenistan
Fiji
Guyana
DR Congo
Trinidad and
Tobago
Suriname
Botswana
Mali
Cyprus
Tonga
BosniaHerzegovina
Kuwait
Rwanda
Malta
Liberia
Senegal
Azerbaijan
East Timor
Vanuatu
Bahrain
Malawi
Latvia
Jamaica

Military
Exercises

Naval Port
Calls

Senior-Level
Meetings

Grand Total

3

3
6
5
6
5

6
6
6
6
6

4
5
5
3
5
5
4

6
6
5
5
5
5
5

5
4
4
4
3
4

5
4
4
4
4
4

3
3
2
3
2
3
2
2
2
3
3
2

4
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

1
1
2
1
2

1

1

1
1
1
1
1
1

1
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Appendix. PLA Military Diplomatic Interactions, 2003–2016, cont.
Country

Military
Exercises

Ivory Coast
Barbados
Lesotho
Grenada
Niger
Mauritania
Guinea
Comoros
Moldova
Central African
Republic
Guinea-Bissau
Lithuania
Montenegro
Burundi
Benin
Costa Rica
Eritrea
Cape Verde
Sierra Leone
Chad
Slovenia
Antigua and
Barbuda
Madagascar
Mauritius
Albania
Estonia

Grand Total

66

Naval Port
Calls

Senior-Level
Meetings

Grand Total

1
1

2
2
3
1
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

2
2
2
2
2
1
2
2
2
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1

1
1
1

1
1
1
1

2,162

2,785

1

1

1

349

274
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