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PART I11

China’s Naval Development
and Concerns Regarding
Energy Access Denial

Gabriel B. Collins, Andrew S. Erickson,
and Lyle J. Goldstein

Chinese Naval Analysts Consider the
Energy Question

AS CHINA RISES ON THE WORLD STAGE, one of countless interesting
uncertainties concerns a possible intersection between China’s develop-
ing energy strategy, on the one hand, and emergent Chinese naval strategy
on the other. Beijing’s extremely brisk economic development has vaulted
China into the upper ranks of the world’s oil importers.! China’s seaborne
oil imports continue to comprise more than 8o percent of total oil imports.
While China obtains nearly one-third of its oil imports from Africa and
has reduced its Middle Eastern oil import share by roughly 20 percent in
recent years, it still faces serious maritime energy security concerns. In 2006,
76 percent of Chinese oil imports came from the Middle East and Africa.
Whether this oil comes from Saudi Arabia, Angola, or Sudan, it must cross
the long Indian Ocean sea lanes and pass through the Strait of Malacca.
Against this strategic backdrop, it is not surprising that some Chinese
naval analysts believe that China needs the military capacity to protect its
long and increasingly vital maritime energy supply lines.> In recent years,
particularly since the mid-1990s, the pace of Chinese naval moderniza-
tion has accelerated. Interestingly, this growth is not limited to diesel sub-
marines, as one might expect of a Taiwan-centric Chinese military strategy,
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but also includes impressive surface combatants. These simultaneous trends
have prompted some to suggest that there may be a strong linkage between
Chinas energy and maritime strategies. Indeed, the U.S. Department of
Defense’s 2007 annual report to Congress, Military Power of the People’s
Republic of China, states that “China has . . . offered economic assistance
and military cooperation with countries located astride key maritime tran-
sit routes. Concern over these routes has also prompted China to pursue
maritime capabilities that would help it ensure the safe passage of resources
through international waterways.”

On 27 December 2006 in a speech to People’s Liberation Army Navy
(PLAN) officers attending a Communist Party meeting, Chinese president
Hu Jintao declared, “we should strive to build a powerful navy that adapts
to the needs of our military’s historical mission in this new century and at
this new stage” and is prepared “at any time” for military struggle. “In the
process of protecting the nation’s authority and security and maintaining
our maritime rights” Hu emphasized, “the navy’s role is very important.
Hu added that China’s “navy force should be strengthened and modernized™
and should continue moving toward blue water capabilities.” China’s 2006
defense white paper offers further detail in support of Hu’s assertions, stating
that Chinas “Navy aims at gradual extension of the strategic depth for off-
shore defensive operations and enhancing its capabilities in integrated mari-
time operations and nuclear counterattacks”® There is a disparity between
China’s defense white paper, which hardly mentions energy, and the U.S.
Department of Defense’s report, which discusses energy as a major factor
in China’s military development. It is therefore necessary to further examine
the extent to which China possesses, and will seek to develop, military capa-
bilities to secure its substantial, rapidly growing seaborne energy imports.

The maritime dimensions of Chinas emerging energy strategy have
received considerable attention from scholars and analysts, both inside
and outside the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Wu Lei, a leading China
energy security expert at Yunnan University, explains: “The fact that Chi-
na’s future energy supply is overly dependent on the sea lanes and the fear
that the U.S. might cut them off . . . drives much of Beijing’s modernization
of its navy” In a comprehensive survey of Chinas energy security by the
National Bureau of Asian Research, Kenneth Lieberthal and Mikkal Herberg
also point out that “China’s increasing dependency on [sea-borne] oil flows
... is potentially accelerating China’s development of the naval capabilities
necessary to protect those lanes”*°
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Yet despite significant discussion of why China might not be willing to
simply continue free riding on U.S. naval protection of its oil imports, few
researchers have attempted to comprehensively analyze energy related writ-
ings in Chinese naval and maritime publications. In fact, Chinese maritime
writings have become extremely prolific in recent years. There are at least five
serious PRC professional publications concerned with naval warfare.” In addi-
tion, a variety of new books have appeared that discuss the direction of Chi-
nese naval development; in fact, entire publishing houses appear to have been
formed around this emerging theme.” This chapter will survey the maritime
energy security discussions conducted by Chinese naval and energy analysts.

In Chinese naval and energy security source materials, maritime energy
security discussions are not pervasive. There are two key reasons for this.
First, with the exception of three short periods, the PRC has lacked a central
energy ministry with real authority over other energy sector players.” Sec-
ond, analysts are apparently forbidden to publish on certain sensitive topics.
For example, a well-informed Chinese scholar recently told one of the authors
that “although China is not pursuing a ‘String of Pearls’ strategy [in the Indian
Ocean], we are nonetheless forbidden to publish on that topic** The dearth
of specific Chinese sources on maritime energy security makes it vital to con-
sult a wide range of Chinese naval and energy security writings in order to
glean insights into the maritime dimension of China’s energy strategy.

A simple survey of Chinas official naval journal, *4fXi#% (Modern
Navy), from 2003-6 reveals only a small number of articles devoted to mari-
time energy issues. Nevertheless, these articles express major concern with
respect to Chinas energy vulnerability. Moreover, China’s naval weakness is
highlighted as a major contributing factor to this vulnerability. The tenor of
these concerns suggests a strong disinclination by Chinese naval strategists to
accept U.S. or Western control over Beijing’s “oil lifeline” (“f1#/E fiv2k™).s
There is no question that this unease helps to fuel China’s naval buildup.
However, one interesting finding of this study is that Chinese naval ana-
lysts are attuned to the complicated reality of China’s energy challenge, and
express a clear readiness to engage in cooperation with other oil-consuming
great powers, including the United States, to secure oil and gas supply stabil-
ity. In the end, it seems that Beijing is opting for an energy “hedging” strategy
that includes diplomatic, commercial, and military aspects, among which the
naval component features relatively prominently.

This analysis of energy discussions among Chinese naval analysts will
proceed in six steps. First, a context for the naval strategy discussion will be
established by briefly examining the broader trends in both energy and naval
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strategy. Second, the chapter will investigate the distinct maritime ideology
that has emerged in China over the last decade and its focus on developing and
protecting off-shore resources for China’s national development. The third sec-
tion of the chapter will describe the geostrategic challenges China faces in pro-
tecting a supply chain that stretches deep into the Middle East and Africa. The
fourth will assess the calculations of China’s naval analysts concerning possi-
ble threats to this critical energy sea line of communication (SLOC). Bearing
these threat assessments in mind, the fifth section will evaluate the recom-
mendations of these analysts regarding the future trajectory of China’s fleet
development. A final section describes the (somewhat surprisingly) ample
cooperative aspects of these naval writings on Chinese energy strategy.

The Context for Naval and Energy Strategy Development

Naval and energy policy vectors are developing within the context of
Chinas peaceful development strategy, and more broadly in a global stra-
tegic environment at least partly conditioned by China’s “new diplomacy
Beijing’s newly agile foreign policy fully develops soft power principles in fea-
turing highly skilled diplomats, a plethora of commercial initiatives, a flex-
ible approach to a variety of previously intractable problems, and dramatic
new willingness to shoulder responsibilities for upholding international order
(e.g., peacekeeping). There is no question that China’s primary focus is on its
internal development—it is reassuring, for example, that Beijing’s upgrading
of road and rail infrastructure seems to have higher priority than the devel-
opment of many weapons systems. This priority is fully consistent with the
emergence of China’s fourth generation leadership, which is noteworthy for
its lack of experience in military affairs.

Nevertheless, China’s military has made dramatic improvements in the
last decade, no doubt largely due to the vastly improved economic situation.
A major achievement of Chinese foreign policy during this period is that
Beijing’s continental flanks are now almost entirely secure. This has enabled
Chinese military development to focus on improving aerospace and mari-
time capabilities. The Taiwan contingency has served as a precursor for the
creation of the world’s most capable conventional, tactical ballistic missile
force. China has imported several hundred advanced fighter aircraft from
Russia and has now begun serial production of its own indigenous fourth
generation fighter aircraft in parallel. Improvements are also evident in the
crucial arena of intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities.
China’s naval development has clearly accelerated. A priority on undersea
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warfare is evident: China has been building four classes of submarines simul-
taneously. The “Song incident” near Okinawa on 26 October 2006, when
a Chinese diesel submarine reportedly penetrated the protective screen of
the U.S. Navy’s Kitty Hawk carrier battle group in the vicinity of Okinawa,
might suggest a new era of skill and confidence among China’s submarine
skippers.” Clear improvements in antiship missiles, high-speed attack ves-
sels, amphibious warfare, and—above all—air defense, when coupled with
the improvements described earlier in the aerospace realm, explain why Bei-
jing apparently has increasing confidence that it “controls” the Taiwan issue.™
Whereas strategic debates have focused on Taiwan contingencies over the
last decade, the new strategic questions concern China’s wider regional, and
potentially global, ambitions.

To answer such questions, it will be critical to understand the state of
China’s current debate over energy strategy. Chinese energy security writings
have become prolific in recent years, reflecting a vigorous national debate
among civilian experts and scholars. “Economic liberals” like Zha Daojiong
of People’s University in Beijing argue that China’s path to energy security
lies in greater integration with the existing global energy market.® Doing
so is cheaper and aligns Beijing more closely with the oil-consuming pow-
ers that share many of its core interests in this sphere. The liberal approach
enables China to benefit from a “mutual fund” effect, in which China’s energy
risks are lowered because its interests become tightly interwoven with those
of other major “investors” in a world oil system that benefits all major con-
sumers and that none wish to disturb.

By contrast, “neomercantilists” such as Zhang Wenmu of Beijing Uni-
versity of Aeronautics & Astronautics take a darker view based on the zero-
sum premise that oil supplies are running out and that each consumer must
fight for an exclusive piece of the pie.*® A neomercantilist approach to energy
security is driven by distrust of the global oil market and entails paying what-
ever it takes to secure access to reserves, emphasizing bilateral state-to-state
deals, and building up a military force that can secure one’s energy supply
lines. World Security Institute researchers emphasize Chinese concerns that
the United States has shown a “proclivity to embrace oil sanctions and block-
ades in exercising coercive diplomacy” and that “denial and coercion have
been the hallmarks of U.S. oil strategy toward adversaries™

China’s petroleum security strategy is evolving as the National Devel-
opment and Reform Commission and other Chinese energy policy-making
bodies realize that equity oil (i.e., direct ownership of oil reserves) does not
guarantee oil security. Instead of the previous exclusive focus on securing
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overseas oil production, the new aim may be to control the transport of oil
back to China.” For further details concerning China’s apparent development
of a national tanker fleet for this purpose, see the chapter by Gabriel Collins
and Andrew Erickson in this volume.

China’s increased emphasis on the mid- and downstream segments of its
oil and gas supply chain has direct military implications. Protecting upstream
assets (oil fields) is very difficult and requires that substantial ground forces
enter a sovereign country and secure the area. Defending midstream assets
(e.g., tankers at sea) is more feasible but requires robust naval and aviation
capabilities.” At present, it seems plausible that China’s rapid naval and aero-
space force modernization might be driven in part by the perception that
China requires the capability to protect its resource supply lines in a crisis.

The Role of Energy in China’s New Maritime Ideology

China’s new maritime ideology is composed of a number of elements.
There is a historical fascination with the exceptional Zheng He episode of
the Ming Dynasty. There is an evident determination to grasp an ever-larger
share of the world shipbuilding industry, as well as container transport and
port operations. But there is also a natural resource/energy component to this
emerging ideology that is somewhat Malthusian in character. The logic is that
extensive foreign resources are required to sustain China’s current growth
trajectory and, moreover, that some of the most critical of these required
(energy) resources are located along China’s maritime periphery. Finally, U.S.
military activism in the greater Middle East over the last five years has condi-
tioned the views of Chinese security analysts toward energy questions.

Despite its largely insular and continental history, China appears to be
decisively turning to the sea as its trade relationships blossom and resource
demand grows. In 2006 maritime industries accounted for $270 billion in
economic output (nearly 10 percent of GDP).>* While the Ming dynasty
admiral-navigator Zheng He has become an iconic figure for contemporary
China, it is also recognized that he is an exceptional figure in modern Chi-
nese history. As early as the 1980s Chinese intellectuals criticized “the mental-
ity of a servile, static, and defensive people who always meekly hug to mother
earth to eke out a miserable living, rather than boldly venturing forth on the
dangerous deep blue sea in search of a freer, more exalted existence.”” This
movement, which was quite consistent with the “reform and opening up’
(BT ethic of the Deng Xiaoping era, asked “How can the ‘yellow’
culture of the earth be transformed into the ‘blue’ culture of the ocean?™
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China’s new maritime ideology should not be underestimated and does
appear to serve as a fundamental basis for developing Chinese naval strat-
egy. What is interesting for the purposes of this study, however, is that energy
resources appear to have a distinctly important role within this ideology.

A series of naval strategy books published in the PRC during 2003
under the overarching theme of “The Chinese Nation and the Ocean” estab-
lishes a relatively firm link between naval strategy and resource concerns in
China. The introduction to one of these books, #5 {4 /7% (The Blue Strat-
egy), explains that “in today’s world, the population is growing as land-based
resources are depleted. Conflict and competition over maritime rights and
interests are intensifying with each passing day.’” Another book in the series,
582 (A Mighty Force to Protect the Sea), suggests that “whether or not
the serious resource question is resolved will strongly impact how China’s
development strategy is realized, and whether China can accomplish its
rise and rejuvenation.” China’s ability to resolve “the serious resource ques-
tion” in a manner that supports its development strategy will require new
“resource space” (%% i ¥ [fl]) that can only be found in maritime domains.**
A third book in the series, i [E1/1 (Defend the Sea with a Solid Bound-
ary), observes that “turning to ocean resources and also to foreign resources
has become a crucial strategic step for sustaining national economic devel-
opment.” In anxious tones, the authors relate, “The world has begun to enter
a new era of competition and carving up of the ocean.

Demonstrating that a link between naval and economic power is now
well accepted in China, Alfred Thayer Mahans dictum that commerce is
vital to maritime power, and that the best way to threaten and defend it is by
engaging the naval forces in decisive battle is pervasive and cited in particu-
lar in a recent book by two Chinese naval officers, i | Jj & 55t A [ % 1)
i K (Sea Power and the Chinese Nation’s Mighty Resurgence).*® Pub-
lished by the PLA National Defense University in Beijing, it emphasizes the
critical role of controlling sea lanes for the purposes of developing sea power,
as well as developing the nation’s economy. Its authors contend that sea pow-
ers have generally enjoyed great geostrategic advantages over land powers—
an argument with major implications for China’s future development. Once
again stressing the link between economic and naval power, the two naval
officers note, “from an economic power standpoint, maritime civilizations . . .
are far superior to continental civilizations.”* ,

Particularly relevant to this discussion of energy security, the authors
observe that continental powers have frequently been surrounded and
blockaded with considerable strategic effect. Taking a broad look at China’s
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strategic environment, they suggest that “the continental threat to China
has dramatically decreased, while maritime threats are increasing on a daily
basis”* One of the critical reasons for the deterioration of the security situ-
ation on China’s maritime flank is said to be that its “natural resources are
being plundered . . . [for example] in the South China Sea”®

Recent American actions have greatly influenced the views of Chinese
analysts with respect to energy security. According to a 2004 article on energy
security in China’s foremost naval journal, *4fXi % (Modern Navy), “The
9.11 events gave the United States an opportunity to assert greater control
over the oil-rich Middle East. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq ensured that
Middle Eastern oil and gas was ‘in the bag’ for the United States** Looking
beyond the Middle East to the U.S.-Russian pipeline diplomacy in the Cau-
casus of the 1990s, this PLAN analyst takes an important lesson: “The com-
petition was not market- or economic-type competition, but rather was a
competition to control oil” There is little doubt that the situation in the con-
temporary Middle East has made an impression. The author of this analysis
relates: “The great powers compete for oil [because whichever state] controls
the oil can also control the lifeblood of other countries’ economic develop-
ment, [but whichever state] controls the Middle East can control that of the
[entire] world economy.” Such perceptions are important. If Chinese poli-
cymakers see the oil market as U.S. controlled and unreliable and come to
doubt Washington’s willingness to impartially keep critical oil SLOC open,
they might push hard to create a blue water navy. Such actions could mark a
strategic tipping point in the Sino-American relationship and could set off
a cascade effect of more assertive SLOC security policies by Japan and other
major oil importers.

China’s New “Grand Canal”

Over a millennium ago the Grand Canal connecting Hangzhou in cen-
tral China with Beijing in the north became a critical artery for the dynamic
growth of Chinese civilization. Over the last decade, the SLOC connecting
China to the Middle East and Africa has assumed a similarly vital role as a
major “center of gravity” for China’s future economic development. A recent
article by a PLAN senior captain in the renowned journal H'[E % F£}%
(China Military Science) illustrates China’s growing global maritime interests,
stating that today “[China’s] open ocean transport routes pass through every
continent and every ocean [and] through each important international strait
[to] over six hundred ports in over 150 nations and [administrative] regions”
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and projects that “by 2020, China’s maritime commerce will exceed U.S. $1
trillion. It may be[come] necessary to import three-quarters of [Chinas] oil
from overseas Chinese defense intellectuals have clearly seized on energy
SLOC security as a major issue, as evidenced by an edited volume published
by the China Institute of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR),
which states, “because oil is the most essential commodity of international
trade, [SLOC] are also oil channels on the sea”*® In addition, the PLA’s first
English-language volume on strategy, The Science of Military Strategy, empha-
sizes that to “ensure the security of [the] channel[s] of [our] strategic energy
supply is . . . of great significance to our development in the long run”>

China’s modern strategists envision their nation as having four strate-
gic sea lanes: east, south, west, and north. The “Western SLOC” (FG4T#11£%),
running from the Indian Ocean, through the Malacca Strait, to the South
China Sea, and finally to the Chinese mainland has particular strategic value
for China. Carrying 8o percent of Chinese oil imports, it is “China’s ‘lifeline’
of economic development”*® Chinese analysts believe that “without SLOC
security, one cannot have energy security” and are concerned that more than
75 percent of China’s seaborne oil imports flow through a few key maritime
arteries. This seemingly disproportionate concentration stems from the fact
that even in the modern era, geography, prevailing winds, ocean currents,
and weather patterns determine the safest and most efficient maritime ship-
ping routes.* Shippers would likely only consider alternate routes if custom-
ers were willing to bear the additional transport costs, an unlikely prospect in
an era of razor-thin profit margins for a large proportion of consumer goods.

Many Chinese analysts have worked to identify ways to bypass these
established routes, but thus far few of their plans appear likely to substan-
tially alter established global oil shipping lanes. According to a map that
appeared in the October 2006 issue of ILACALMT (Modern Ships) (see map 1),
such alternative routes could in the future include an oil pipeline from Sibe-
ria, a pipeline from Pakistan, one running into China from the Burmese port
of Sittwe, and finally the just-completed Kazakhstan pipeline that carries oil
into western China. The accompanying analysis, however, is skeptical that
these pipelines could solve China’s “Malacca Problem.” Regarding Russia, for
example, it is suggested that Moscow’s evident distrust of China means that
the Kremlin “will not accept putting its lifeline under the control of another
great power.” Conversely, CICIR scholar Zhang Xuegang maintains that a
proposed canal across Thailand’s Kra Isthmus “could . . . provide a strategic
seaway to the Chinese navy” through which “fleets could . . . more easily pro-
tect the nearby sea-lanes and gain access to the Indian Ocean”*



Map 1. Conceptual Map of Key Current and Potential Future Chinese Oil Transport Routes

Pipeline-ta Nakhodka

TN

S5

na Pipelin

ol n:Ch i

-Atlaptic O

i
|
-

\

South America

Pacific Ocean-

i
3

z |
ow @ Ts-'

SOUiﬁ America

Source: Xiandai Jianchuan [Modern Ship], October 2006.

CHINESE NAVAL ANALYSTS CONSIDER THE ENERGY QUESTION 309

In general, it is held that land-based oil pipelines will help diversify Chi-
nas oil import channels to some extent but that they cannot replace mari-
time oil transport. Available overland supplies from Russia and Kazakhstan
and other areas are insufficient to offset China’s rapidly growing seaborne oil
imports. Also, offloading seaborne crude in Burma or Pakistan to avoid Mal-
acca makes little economic sense because relatively small volumes of crude
will have to be pumped at very high cost to interior parts of China, far from
the booming East Coast demand centers, and then redistributed once again
from the pipeline termini to main consuming areas.

Moreover, regarding the various pipeline projects, it is suggested that
“land-based oil pipelines are China’s necessary choice for oil import diversi-
fication, and will no doubt advance China’s oil security, but land-based pipe-
lines cannot replace the role of sea-borne oil transport, [so] it is not possible
to cast off the maritime transport [problem].#* Moreover, regarding the vari-
ous pipeline projects, it is suggested that “actually, the greatest threat to Chi-
nese oil transport through the Malacca Strait is neither piracy, nor terrorism,
but rather the massive sea power of the United States. The China-Pakistan
and China-Burma pipelines will not diminish the hidden threat to China’s
oil transport from the United States, Japan and India”** Another article in
LA AR (Naval & Merchant Ships) states more succinctly, “SLOC security
is much more important than pipeline transport lines*

It is therefore reasonable to assume that China will continue to rely on
the Indian Ocean sea lanes, the Malacca and Hormuz Straits, and the South
and East China Seas as its primary oil import channels.

Chinese writers have dubbed the Strait of Hormuz the “Oil Strait”
(47 ih#F%) because China obtains approximately 40 percent to 45 percent
of its oil imports from the Middle East, the vast majority of which must flow
through Hormuz.# Chinese analysts recognize the Middle East’s instability,
noting that since 1951, ten of sixteen major global oil supply disruptions have
originated in the region.* Nevertheless, they realize that despite a concerted
campaign to diversify away from the Middle East, China will remain heav-
ily reliant on the region for much of its oil supplies. Indeed, a recent PRC
analysis notes that over the next ten to fifteen years, oil imports to East Asia
through the straits of Hormuz and Malacca will increase, and by 2020 China
could be importing nearly 4 million barrels per day of oil from the Middle
East (over twice the current average level of 1.5 million barrels per day).”
Chinese analysts pointedly note that “all [the] oil that China imports from
the Middle East and Africa has to go through the Straits of Hormuz and
Malacca, but [they] are beyond the reach of the PLAN’s power.’#
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Chinese analysts worry about the Hormuz Strait’s vulnerability but are
even more concerned about Malacca, which they call East Asia’s “maritime
lifeline” (#F b4 fiv£%).» Eighty percent of Chinese oil imports flow through
Malacca, including virtually all of China’s imports from the Middle East and
Africa (the latter of which represents 26 percent of China’s total).>* For this
reason, states one Chinese source, “the Malacca Strait is China’s maritime oil
lifeline, for China’s economic security it is akin to breathing itself™

Chinese naval analysts fear that Malacca, which “has become the strate-
gic throat of China’s energy and economic security;’* “is extremely narrow,
easy to blockade” (73,4, 5 T-344).» “Whoever controls the Strait of
Malacca,” therefore, “effectively grips China’s strategic energy passage, and
can threaten China’s energy security at any time. Moreover, China must
enter the world; the PLAN must enter the ocean, and has to pass through
the Strait of Malacca”* These factors produce substantial Chinese concern:
“Currently, 95% of China’s oil imports are transported by sea; of these, 80%
transit the Malacca Strait. This strait is easy to blockade . . . but [this mis-
sion] is beyond the power of China’s Navy, so that if this occurs, then China’s
resource security will be gravely compromised.”s

Chinese naval writings mention piracy and terrorism as threats to the oil
flow through Malacca, noting that “in 2001 alone, there were over 600 piracy
incidents.”® The foremost concern, however, is clearly the strong U.S. pres-
ence in the region, which has increased with the ongoing global war on terror.
China is uneasy with growing U.S.-Singapore security cooperation and the
notion that the United States appears to be cementing its regional strategic
position under the guise of “combating terrorism.” Chinese analysts reserve
special scrutiny for what they regard as an American chokepoint control strat-
egy. As quoted in an article in IARARMT (Modern Ships), “former National
Security Advisor Brzezinski stated revealingly: the Malacca Strait is a key sea
area, the control of which [could] check the rise of a great power in the Asia-
Pacific Region”” Another analyst adds, “Everyone knows that the Malacca
Strait is tightly linked to the South China Sea—a so-called second Persian
Gulf—and grips the throat of both the Pacific and the Indian Oceans.™*

The South China Sea is one of China’s critical oil transport zones because
China-bound oil flowing through Malacca must also transit on its way to
southern and eastern China. As one book states, “it is China’s portal to the
Indian Ocean, a major maritime communications thoroughfare to the West.
It also the critical economic portal of many nations to the Middle East,
Europe, and Africa, especially with the rapid development of oil extraction
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and commerce in the Middle East and Southeast Asian regions. The strategic
position of shipping in the South China Sea is also extremely important.™

Moreover, the South China Sea is a vital transport corridor for liquefied
natural gas (LNG), carrying two-thirds of the world’s current LNG trade.®
At present, Japan and South Korea are the region’s primary LNG users, but
the LNG transport security question is of increasing interest to China, which
by 2020 may be importing more than 30 million tons per year.” For addi-
tional information concerning the maritime implications of Chinese LNG
development, see the chapter by Mikkal Herberg in this volume.

China is also keenly interested in producing oil and gas from the South
China Sea, which has been called a “second Persian Gulf” (55 — i #¥%) by
many Chinese observers.®* As two analysts state, “oil and gas reserves could
reach 3.5 billion tons [or more than 25 billion barrels of oil equivalent]. . . .
It is one of China’s huge resource treasure houses, [and is] extremely impor-
tant for Chinas economic development”® A PLA publication also claims
that the South China Sea possesses “rich oil reserves equivalent to that of
Middle East.*

While Chinese analysts’ reserve estimates are perhaps excessively opti-
mistic, their statements are worth considering insofar as they reveal that
Beijing may attach a high value to the region’ oil and gas production poten-
tial. This could become particularly important if China increases explora-
tion and production activities in the South China Sea as a way to reduce
oil and gas import dependency, and thereby reduce vulnerability to SLOC
disruption. Some naval analysts have advocated this as one component of a
strategy to reduce China’s vulnerability to a U.S. energy blockade.* In col-
laboration with China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC), Hong
Kong-based Husky Resources recently made a world-class gas find 250 km
south of Hong Kong.*® If China discovers more fields of this magnitude, it
could further increase Beijing’s interest in the area.

Chinese observers recognize that major outside powers, particularly
Japan and the United States, are determined to maintain freedom of navi-
gation through the South China Sea.”” As one PRC naval analyst notes, “the
U.S. clearly indicates that it has important interests in the South China Sea
region. Through the ‘American Overseas Interests Act’ the U.S. Congress has
stated that freedom of navigation in the South China Sea is ‘vital’ to U.S.
national security”®®

Like the South China Sea, the East China Sea has attracted the interest
of Chinese analysts because of its energy resources, the value of which they
likewise seem to exaggerate. “The East China Sea’s continental shelf could
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be one of the world’s richest oil fields,” declares one book on Chinese naval
strategy. “The waters near the [disputed] Diaoyu [Senkaku] Islands could
become the ‘Second Middle East.™* However, the East China Sea is typically
mentioned in the context of energy and territorial disputes with Japan, as
opposed to SLOC security per se. Nevertheless, this region contains some
of China’s most important ports, and, unlike the Malacca Strait and Indian
Ocean energy lanes, lies near Chinese air and naval bases.

Pervasive in the Chinese naval analyses cited above is the notion that
China is currently hemmed in by the natural features of its surroundings,
which generally concentrate its maritime energy supply chains in areas where
powerful potential adversaries might easily interdict them. One analyst
states,

Looking from the standpoint of strategic geography, the outer fringe of Chi-
na’s sea areas is completely surrounded by island chains. . . . Power to control
the SLOC approaching [Chinas] offshore sea areas is basically in the hands
of the U.S. and Japan. These two countries will always attempt to blockade
China within offshore waters, [by] installing surveillance networks under-
sea, on the surface, and in the air [so that] China’s naval vessels coming in
and out of the island chains will receive tight scrutiny. In wartime, it is pos-
sible that PLAN vessels might suffer enclosure, pursuit, blocking, and inter-
ception by the enemy.”

The next section will explore which threats Chinese naval analysts fear
most, and under which scenarios they might arise.

The Perceived Threats to China’s Major Energy SLOC

It is often said that U.S. naval supremacy is an excellent guarantor of the
global commons and that Beijing actually benefits substantially from the sta-
bilizing role that American naval hegemony plays, perhaps especially with
respect to energy markets and the related question of sea lane security.”
Unfortunately, the writings surveyed here do not suggest that such views are
common among Chinese naval and security analysts. Instead, they generally
perceive a very substantial naval threat to Chinas long energy supply line.
One analyst notes that oil and gas supply routes often become important mil-
itary targets in wartime. Taking the Pacific war as an example, he points out
that “Japanese tankers became Allied targets and in 1944, Japanese oil imports
were halved. By early 1945, Japanese oil imports had basically been stopped.””
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In analyzing the threats to Chinas major energy SLOC, Chinese naval
analysts contend that this threat does not emanate solely from Washington.

Despite the breakthrough bilateral naval exercises with India in 2005
and Hu Jintao’s successful November 2006 visit to India, Chinese analysts
are acutely aware and anxious that India commands a dominant position
astride Chinas most important energy SLOC. Chinese naval publications
keenly follow Indian naval development.” Chinese analysts are impressed by
India’s naval development, perhaps especially in the realm of naval aviation,
and fear that such capabilities could allow New Delhi to “effectively prevent
any outside great power’s Navy from entering the Indian Ocean.”* Moreover,
Chinese observers also note Indias enhanced capability to project power to
the East. Indeed, a 2004 article in FARALAF (Modern Ships) reviews New
Delhf’s establishment over the past decade of a Far Eastern Fleet (I <L A),
increased operational presence in both the Andaman Sea and in the vicinity
of the Malacca Strait, and increased joint exercises with the U.S. Navy.” Per-
ceiving an ensuing threat to vital SLOC, one Chinese analyst observes, “the
Indian Navy’s attention extends from the Arabian Sea to the South China
Sea. Tankers carrying Chinas oil imports pass through Indian Navy-con-
trolled seas every day.”°

According to another Chinese analyst, it is the U.S. Navy presence in the
Arabian Sea and the Persian Gulf, together with “the cruising of Indian naval
task forces in the Indian Ocean and the Malacca Strait’s western entrance, [in
addition to] Japan’s sending troops overseas and great deployment of Japan
Maritime Self-Defense [Force] destroyers [that] invariably constitute over-
whelming pressure on China's oil supply””” Indeed, other naval analysts have
been critical of Japan’s deployment to Iraq, arguing that this initiative has
more to do with the politics of energy than with any humanitarian motives.”®
In appraising Japan’s newly evolving defense posture, Chinese analysts are
concerned that “Japans defense scope has extended to the Taiwan Strait
and could include the Malacca Strait. [Also,] Japan has used Singapore’s air
bases”” There was additional concern with respect to an emphasis on the
Malacca Strait in the 2005 Japanese defense white paper.*> Perhaps not sur-
prisingly, PRC naval analysts also closely monitor the military activities of
other regional powers near this critical SLOC (e.g., Indonesia).”

Nevertheless, as a recent maritime oil security analysis in JUACHEMT
(Modern Ships) states, “For the forseeable future, the U.S., Japan, and India
are the three countries that have the capability to cut China’s oil supply lines.
However, cutting China’s oil supply lines essentially means starting a war with
China. . .. Only the U.S. has the power and the nerve to blockade Chinass ol
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transport routes.”® The same Chinese naval analysis suggests two possible
scenarios wherein the United States might seek to embargo China’s energy
supplies. The first would be a Taiwan contingency “if the mainland’s military
power proved insufficient to deter the United States from intervening”* The
second is somewhat more vague: “If Chinas rise is not of a peaceful charac-
ter, or if the speed of the rise is too rapid, and thus poses an extremely large,
extremely rapid and fundamental challenge to American hegemony and the
international system, the U.S. could blockade China’s maritime oil transport
lines, thereby cutting short China’s rise.”**

It is argued that, in addition to the Malacca Strait, American forces could
block Chinas energy sea lanes at multiple points. This is interpreted as a
source of considerable leverage for the U.S. Navy vis-a-vis China.® Another
analysis arrives at similarly stark conclusions: in 1993, there was

an incident in which the U.S. Navy intercepted the merchant ship ‘Yinhe’ in
the Indian Ocean; ten years later there has been no fundamental improve-
ment in the situation. The U.S. can carry out a ‘Yin He'-like interception at
any time, and can speed toward and intercept Chinas tankers in the Indian
Ocean. Under these particular circumstances, [China] cannot eliminate the
possibility of a similar situation happening again. For example, if war erupts
in the Taiwan Strait, once the U.S. intervenes, it could absolutely consider
this same strategy, and using its preponderance of sea power in this place far
removed from mainland China, cut off China’s oil supply.*

A similarly pessimistic naval strategy assessment concludes: “At a critical
moment of America’s choosing, the U.S. military could completely control
sea-borne oil transport routes from the Persian Gulf oil-producing countries
through the Indian Ocean to our South China Sea by stopping and inspect-
ing transiting ships. In a Taiwan crisis, an American embargo of seaborne oil
transport and SLOC cannot be ruled out”

Chinese naval analysts are particularly sensitive to the growth of US.
influence in and around the Strait of Malacca. One PRC analysis concludes
that “whoever controls the Malacca Strait can at any moment threaten
Chinas energy security”® Its authors ask whether the Malacca Strait will
become yet another American forward military position in the Asia-Pacific
(see map 2).* Another analysis asserts that there is a “grave, hidden threat”
to China’s energy security: “Which state can control the Malacca Strait? The
United States, of course.”® PRC naval analysts have noted that during the 1990s
the Seventh Fleet logistics command was moved from Subic Bay in the Philip-
pines to Singapore’s Changi Naval Base.” Referring to the problem of sea lane

Map 2: American Military Basing Near Key SLOC
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security, it is suggested that “the U.S. establishment of a military base in Sin-
gapore indicates that the area can be placed under the control of U.S. military
power.®* Moreover, “it is apparent that the United States has employed the
war on terror in order to take control of the Malacca Strait.”

One of the most interesting naval strategy discussions regarding the
threat to China’s energy SLOC concerns a possible link to Taiwan. Most PRC
analyses of the Taiwan question tend not to stray very far from the official
line that Taiwan is a sovereignty issue pure and simple. By contrast, the book
M#EE12 (Defend the Sea with a Solid Boundary) focuses on the strategic
value of the island for China. Its authors assert that the Taiwan issue is a mat-
ter of survival for China because it will enable mainland China to “project
upon the Pacific Oceanss critical strategic sea lanes”**

The authors suggest that unfavorable geography, especially the ene-
my’s position on Taiwan, has enabled the adversary to blockade China in
the recent past. According to this analysis, Taiwan is critically positioned
along the “oil route” from the Middle East to East Asia. It is suggested, more-
over, that “if Taiwan fell under the control of a power hostile to China, not
only would this mean that this great gate was closed but also that the Taiwan
Strait Channel could be blocked. The north coast of China’s most convenient
channel, the Gonggu Strait, which is just 145 km across, could be blockaded
relatively easily by a modern navy.””

Chinese naval analysts are well aware that the U.S., Indian, and especially
Japanese economies are also highly dependent on seaborne trade in oil and
gas. It has even been suggested that, at least in the near term, China’s only
viable naval response to the embargo scenarios mentioned above would be
a strategy of retaliation—an effort to answer an embargo against China with
“an eye for an eye.”*

On this note, and given the paucity of available PLA analyses relevant to
SLOC security missions, it is useful to examine here one of the very few that
directly addresses the subject. 1§ 1% (The Science of Campaigns), an oper-
ationally and tactically focused doctrinal textbook that seems to focus on a
Taiwan contingency, was published by China’s National Defense University
in 2000. While its level of authority is unclear, it represents views of pre-
eminent military thinkers in Beijing. Chapter 12, “Naval Campaigns,” con-
tains detailed discussions of how the PLA might counter blockades to which
it might be subject, all of which have obvious applicability to a Taiwan sce-
nario.” The authors seem to subscribe to generic “Mahanian” theories of sea
power. “It is decisively significant to find and assault the enemy first,” the
authors state, “We should try to make the first attack a success”*
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The chapter repeatedly stresses the primacy of offensive initiative to
secure command of the sea. The importance of offense is recognized even in
situations of Chinese weakness.

“SLOC attack campaigns are not always conducted in situations in which
we have superiority. When our naval strength is in an inferior position, and
we want to conduct systematic sabotage against enemy SLOCs, the campaign
will probably last longer. . . ” The need for China’s navy to attack a variety of
enemy targets is also emphasized:

The SLOC attack campaign not only needs inshore SLOC attack, but also
needs SLOC attack in the deep sea in order to achieve good campaign effect.
Under normal situations, we should attack enemy transportation ships. Nev-
ertheless, in order to accomplish this goal smoothly, we often need to attack
enemy escort warships first, even the enemy campaign covering escort.
Sometimes, we even need to attack the enemy loading and unloading ports,
docks, and airports.**°

The authors definitely appreciate the value of offensive, not just defen-
sive, mining.** For instance, in a section entitled “Attacking and Blocking
Enemy Loading and Unloading Ports,” the authors state, “we will concen-
trate the main force on attacking enemy ports, loading and unloading equip-
ment, and transportation ships. When attacking enemy ports, a portion of
air force bombers as well as submarines are used to deploy sea mine barriers
in the water channels outside of enemy ports to blockade them

“Active defense” concepts allow for offensive actions even in a Chinese
“SLOC Protection Campaign.” Thus, “active . . . local offensive operations are
an effective measure to reduce and limit enemy capabilities for transporta-
tion sabotage combat in a transportation defense campaign.* Specifically,
“In order to weaken and limit enemy capabilities for SLOC attack, we some-
times need to attack and blockade enemy bases and airports”°* The authors
argue that China’s level of offensive measures in a SLOC defense campaign
should vary with both relative capabilities and with the operational situa-
tion: “When one has a stronger operational force, launch an active offen-
sive to attack the enemy’s SLOC attack force. . . . When one does not have
the ability to conduct an active attack and the enemy does not attack us, we
start to launch transport activities under concealment. . . . When the enemy
has started blockade and attack activities, we start the campaign with various
anti-blockade and counterattack combat activities.”* "

Despite emphasizing offensive fleet action throughout the chapter, how-
ever, the authors acknowledge that the dispersed nature of combat and fleet
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operations today makes obtaining a single decisive battle difficult.*® The
authors’ preference for offensive strategy appears difficult to reconcile with
a strategy for the protection of friendly shipping—a difficult, asset intensive,
defensive mission. The authors acknowledge that protection of shipping is a
defensive mission and that a scarcity of assets will likely limit a navy’s ability
to protect all shipping,'” but when it comes to presenting a solution for this
dilemma, they fall back on the primacy of offense. This is highlighted by the
authors’ caveat that “generally speaking, the SLOC protection campaign is a
defensive campaign. Nevertheless, active . . . local offensive operations are an
effective measure to reduce and limit enemy capabilities.*® The rest of the
paragraph advocates seizing opportunities to attack first whenever they pre-
sent themselves, even when performing a “defensive” mission.

The authors repeatedly discuss the need for air superiority, and pro-
vide recommended guidance for the employment of fighter aircraft in each
section. This would be relevant for a Taiwan scenario; but, since the PLAN
currently lacks carrier-based aircraft, not for others beyond the range of
land-based air. The authors are either discussing Taiwan or implicitly lob-
bying for PLAN aircraft carrier capability (or both). The section on “Orga-
nization and Covering Transport Ships to Load and Unload and Leave Port”
seems to discuss a naval expeditionary task force assembling to sail to one
common objective as opposed to an ordinary convoy of merchant/cargo
ships sailing along the coast.” While these statements need to be compared
with those in other PLAN doctrinal writings as they become available out-
side China, it seems reasonable to conclude that Beijing was already carefully
evaluating the consequences of a maritime energy blockade seven years ago
and was engaged in developing serious countermeasures.

The next section of this chapter addresses the implications of the above
threat analyses for the future development of the PLAN—as discussed by
Chinese naval strategists.

Naval Implications

Outside observers tend to focus on Chinese development of sea denial
capabilities that could be used to repel U.S. intervention in a cross-Strait
conflict. Yet China might also be pursuing the ability to project naval power
farther than would be necessary in a Taiwan contingency. Moreover, many
naval capabilities are highly fungible and could thus be applied both to a Tai-
wan context and to missions farther afield.
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One explanation for China’s possible movement toward a blue water
navy that might transcend the Taiwan issue could be found in its growing
dependency on imported oil and other key economic inputs. In addition to
naval discussions of these issues, which have been described in detail earlier,
there is a lively debate among Chinese policy intellectuals. Figure 1 shows

the key representatives of Chinas “economic liberal” and “neomercantilist”
schools of thought.

Figure 1. China’s Energy Security Spectrum
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Many PRC energy security analysts from the neomercantilist school per-
ceive the global oil system to be controlled by the United States. They there-
fore advocate acquiring the naval wherewithal to defend China’s growing
dependence on secure seaborne oil imports. Beijing University of Aeronau-
tics & Astronautics scholar Zhang Wenmu explains this school of thought:
“China is facing fierce competition overseas in obtaining its share of crude
oil. . .. [It is therefore necessary to] build up our navy as quickly as possi-
ble* Indeed, “China should not only strengthen its naval power and defense
to protect imported oil, but also expand its navy to achieve its influence over
the offshore resources in the Asia Pacific region” A second source states
that “protecting China’s sea lines of communication has become an impor-
tant aspect of maritime security. This is an important new mission for the
PLAN"* Another analyst adds: “In order to . . . effectively capture sea con-
trol in a specific area, [the PLAN] must possess the ability to control passage
in and out of important strategic passages in times of crisis” As noted ear- :
lier, Chinese security analysts specifically emphasize the importance of the
PLAN being able to freely transit the Malacca Strait."+

The PLAN’s present inability to secure China’s long-distance oil trans-
port SLOC or to militarily deter a U.S. blockade greatly concerns Chinese
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naval analysts.” They are painfully aware of the U.S. Navy’s superiority over
the PLAN." There is a clear sense of urgency: “[China] must . . . strengthen
the PLAN and PLAAF so that they possess the capability to defend China’s
maritime resource and energy supplies, and smash [any] maritime blockades
of China’s economy or energy supply and defend [Chinas] own tanker trans-
port passages. . . . Regarding the problems . . . of sea embargo or oil lanes
being cut off . . . China must . . . ‘repair the house before it rains.””

To rectify the current weakness of the PLAN relative to such potential
naval competitors as the United States, Japan, and India, Beijing is energeti-
cally modernizing naval platforms as well as training and operational doc-
trine. While “China already has a relatively strong navy; it is striving to
increase its comprehensive sea power (45 & 1 &)

In1997,a PLAN flotilla made a historic global circumnavigation. The stra-
tegic significance of this event expresses “China’s hope to establish its position
on the world’s oceans, particularly to guarantee its maritime energy chan-
nels. Yet because the PLAN’s power, technology, and scope lag those of other
nations,” contends one analyst, “Chinas future maritime development will
emanate from commerce, not military bases” Indeed, a high profile new
government-inspired study titled KEWEAZ (“The Rise of Great Powers”)
suggests that while national power can be furthered by a strong navy, it actu-
ally stems primarily from economic development, fueled by foreign trade.

Despite these efforts to both channel China’s maritime development in
a peaceful direction and to portray it as such to the rest of the world, his-
tory suggests that any major military modernization program is likely to
unnerve other powers. A move by Beijing from a “near sea” to a blue water
naval strategy, even if conducted under the auspices of “commercial protec-
tion,” may be no different. A recent article in ' [E . H £} (China Military
Science) states that: “[China’s] navy must . . . unceasingly move toward [the
posture of] a ‘blue-water navy’ [and] expand the scope of maritime strate-
gic defense Chinese analysts have clearly stated the need to acquire power
projection instruments to support such increasing naval ambitions. These
include long-range area air defense destroyers, helicopter carriers, diesel sub-
marines with air-independent propulsion and cruise missiles, nuclear sub-
marines capable of attacking enemy harbors and land targets, and advanced
naval aircraft such as the SU-30 Flanker.*

Another PRC naval analysis of maritime rights and resource security
explains that China’s navy is not sufficiently strong to undertake the energy
SLOC security mission because of Beijing’s longtime policy of “emphasiz-
ing land power at the cost of sea power” (FE[ifi#f§). Hinting at a possible
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redirection of PLAN strategy, as well as rivalry among PLAN warfare com-
munities, this analysis continues:

[in order] to build a Navy with a relatively strong, distant ocean-going fight-
ing capacity . . . the [Chinese] Navy cannot only emphasize submarines,
[because] a formidable submarine force is only an aspect of [the] “active
defense” [FA#K B/ 1] [strategy]. A modern navy must be comprehensive in
nature, thus putting joint warfare at the center of sea power, and [thereby]
make aircraft carriers the centerpiece of a multi-functional and multi-use,
distant-ocean type of sea power. In order to protect sea lane security and
guarantee [China’s] maritime interests, we must maintain a certain naval
presence, especially in the South [China] Sea, and such vital military and
economic regions in strategic locations.'*

One Chinese analyst recognizes the strategic value of the South China
Sea’s bathymetry and its pivotal position as both a critical SLOC in its own
right and as the entrance to the Strait of Malacca: “If a nuclear submarine
were concealed in deep water near the Spratlys, it could counteract the
greater portion of the strength of a U.S. 7th Fleet deployment in the Phil-
ippines. . . . [Because] this region’s water depths can easily be used to hide a
submarine . . . it is impossible to use counterattack operations

As was demonstrated earlier, the need to control the Strait of Malacca,
or at least prevent other powers from denying China access to it, is foremost
in the minds of Chinese strategists. It is therefore hardly surprising that the
PLA appears already to be deploying assets in a pattern that would further
this goal.

According to a recent analysis by Jane’s, China’s South Sea Fleet is receiv-
ing increasing numbers of military assets. Already, it boasts slightly more
destroyers and frigates than either the East Sea Fleet or the North Sea Fleet.
Reportedly, a new PLAN or PLAAF air base may be under construction
on Hainan Island.”® Submarines, however, are shifting most dramatically
toward Hainan. China might base both Type 093 SSNs and Type 094 SSBNs
at a new submarine base proximate to Hainan’s Yulin Naval Base (near Sanya
City).”” Already, Internet photos indicate that Song- and Kilo-class diesel
submarines, as well as at least one Type 091 Han-class SSN, have been based
at least temporarily in Hainan. It may be relevant that China’s marine corps
is thought to have based all of its units with the South Sea Fleet.”®

A sustained movement of assets to the South China Sea could imply a
PLAN mission beyond Taiwan in pursuit of genuine, if limited, SLOC protec-
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tion capability. Indeed, a student at Beijing’s powerful Central Party School
suggests that Beijing’s policy intellectuals are supporting a naval buildup:

Because of the maritime power of the U.S., Japan, etc., we have been overly
cautious, and restricted our activities to . . . the inshore and territorial waters
.. . [thereby] forfeiting the strategic initiative. . . . We ought instead to be
accelerating transformation from an offshore defense navy to an open ocean
navy, in the not too distant future possessing absolute sea control within 500
NM, and with deterrence power on the SLOCs through the Malacca Strait to
the southern part of the Indian Ocean, not only able to ensure SLOC secu-
rity, but also able to break the First Island Chain blockade,* and in the vicin-
ity of the Second Island Chain (approaching beyond 1,000 NM) intercepting
or attacking enemy targets, thereby safeguarding the security of the south-
east littoral region.»°

In this vision, the PLAN might indeed have an offensive mission, even
if justified ideologically in the context of “active defense”: “In the event of
maritime conflict, an important aspect of the two sides being at war would
be carrying out SLOC blockades and counterblockades. The PLAN will be
charged with the heavy responsibility of ensuring that SLOC are unimpeded,
and at the same time breaking the enemy’s transport lines and weakening its
war potential™* This proactive approach to SLOC security is portrayed not
as an option but as an imperative: “The strategic passages in the sea areas of
Chinas East (Sea Fleet) and South (Sea Fleet)—e.g., the Korean Strait, the
channels of the Ryukyu archipelago, the Bashi Strait, the Malacca Strait, the
Lombok Strait, [and] the Sunda Strait—are either places where the PLAN
must penetrate the island chains to carry out strategic defense missions, or
strategic points where the U.S. and Japan will carry out offensive operations
to make surprise attacks on targets on the Chinese mainland and coast.”*

Increased PLAN presence in SLOC and surrounding areas also has a
valuable “shaping” function, as it can “strengthen [China’s] power of influ-
ence in key sea areas and straits” in peacetime and thereby decrease the
chance of its interests being threatened in war. 3

One of the most ambitious discussions of PLAN development in rela-
tion to energy SLOC security is found in a 2006 article from ff % 2%
(Shipborne Weapons). This article proposes that in the twenty-first century,
as China broadens its naval presence on the world’s oceans, Beijing’s North
Sea, East Sea, and South Sea fleets should transform into a Northern Fleet, a
Pacific Fleet, and an Indian Ocean Fleet (E[} EEAEAREA). The potential scope
and mission of such Northern and Pacific fleets are perhaps beyond the
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parameters of the present study, but the idea of a Chinese Indian Ocean Fleet
could represent a radical shift in the PLAN’s response to the SLOC security
issue. According to this Chinese analysis, the core mission of the proposed
Indian Ocean Fleet would be “to protect [Beijing’s] interests in the South
China Sea, while at the same time guarding the Indian Ocean navigation
route and escorting Chinese oil tankers transiting the Malacca Strait, thus
preserving a matter of life and death for China: security of the ‘the energy
lifeline’ and the ‘oil straits.””

The analysis emphasizes the crucial role that aircraft carriers would play
in such a PLAN Indian Ocean fleet, in particular if they could coordinate
effectively with China’s new air defense destroyers. “In order to escort mer-
chant vessels along the entire Indian Ocean route and resolve related crises,’
the author explains, “China’s future Indian Ocean Fleet must have a power-
ful, open-ocean, escort, combat capability”” Additionally, a major mission of
Beijing’s Indian Ocean Fleet would be “guarding against the Singapore-based
U.S. Navy.s

China is already making moves that could bolster its strategic position
along Indian Ocean oil transport lanes. Writing in China’s most prestigious
military journal, China Military Science, a PLAN senior captain relates:
“During the 1990s, China constructed harbor wharves in the eastern Indian
Ocean in Burma [and] cleared the Mekong waterways, in order to gain
access to the sea in [China’s] southwest. . . . China invested $U.S. 1 billion
to construct a deep water port [at Gwadar], in order to establish a trade and
transport hub for Central Asian nations, and simultaneously expand Chinas
geo-strategic influence

India and other naval powers will likely react unfavorably to an overt
Chinese naval presence in the Indian Ocean region. India already has a for-
midable naval force, including the aircraft carrier Viraat and TU-142 long-
range maritime patrol aircraft, which have been used to track Russian made
warships transiting the Indian Ocean on their way to China.”” To sustain a
serious naval presence in the Indian Ocean, the PLAN would need to sub-
stantially expand its at-sea replenishment capacity and also secure basing
rights in Pakistan, Burma, and perhaps Sri Lanka or Bangladesh. India and
the United States might put major pressure on these countries not to accept
Chinese forces. Indeed, it is noteworthy that the U.S. Marine Corps and Sri
Lankan navy held major exercises in October 2006 near the Sri Lankan port
of Hambantota, where China is looking to build oil storage and bunkering
(ship refueling) facilities.** Finally, even if China did somehow overcome the
aforementioned obstacles and obtain basing rights, it would be violating a
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key precept of its foreign policy to date, which emphasizes that China will
not base military forces abroad.

A Responsible Stakeholder?

It is perhaps not surprising that Chinese naval analysts are looking to
so-called blue water missions, beyond the strict confines of Taiwan contin-
gencies. It is certainly in their bureaucratic interest to do so. Indeed, such
bureaucratic interests have fueled naval rivalries in the past. A more surpris-
ing finding is the considerable group of Chinese naval analysts that recognize
the imperative for China to cooperate with the other oil-consuming powers,
particularly the United States.

A major study of China’s SLOC security problem, for instance, calls for
emphasizing cooperation in international organizations and conventions,
laws, and regulations concerning oil transport.® A 2004 survey in ML
iR (Naval & Merchant Ships) reveals many nationalist themes on energy but
also concludes that China is “more and more dependent on stability in the
Middle East”* Of course, this kind of phrasing sounds utterly familiar to
Western ears. An analysis from JLACHLAT (Modern Ships) concludes, “The
energy crisis and maritime SLOC security are not problems that are just con-
fronting China alone . . . but [rather] impact on international sea lane secu-
rity and stability”#* A more recent and very detailed analysis from the same
journal observes that Persian Gulf instability could significantly harm Chi-
na’s interests and emphasizes that China must cooperate closely with India,
Korea, and even Japan in the energy sphere—or else they might join with the
United States against China in any conflict.** But the overarching require-
ment is actually to maintain good relations with the United States. There is
really no choice in the matter, according to this source, because “the United
States could blockade energy shipments to China at any time# This analy-
sis characterizes the 2005 failure of CNOOC to acquire the American UNO-
CAL Corporation as a serious foreign energy policy setback and elaborates
on the causes of this embarrassment for China. It is suggested, moreover,
that present U.S.-China relations have, despite the UNOCAL incident and
other irritants, stabilized to a large degree. It is also recognized that Wash-
ington is unlikely to act against the status quo. Indeed, “If stability can be
maintained in U.S.-China relations, then China’s maritime oil transport will
be basically secure

A rather remarkable article on the energy issue in Chinas foremost naval
journal, *4f%#; % (Modern Navy), actually links China’s naval buildup with
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the SLOC mission to the principle of “peaceful development.” The analysis
asserts that Chinas “fleets patrolling the vast oceans, protecting commerce
from terrorist elements and pirate attacks, will receive praise from the world”
All oil trading nations benefit from a stable supply chain, it is said, and “a
big and powerful [Chinese] fleet will support a stable supply chain. Thus, in
the era of globalization, a formidable navy is not only in our own country’s
security interest, but is actually a requirement of global security as well”
Cooperation with other world navies, and especially those of the developed
world, in activities such as counterterrorism, it is said, will effectively dispel
the “China threat theory” This analysis concludes that “There is no contra-
diction between our building of a large fleet and China’s peaceful rise.s As
long as China’s navy continuously engages with the outside world, develop-
ing opportunities to partner with other countries, then the world will come
to accept, and even welcome, a strong Chinese Navy.'

Conclusion

This study has found that the energy content within the voluminous out-
put of naval literature in contemporary China is not overly large. Certainly,
it could not be described as pervasive—in the manner that discussions of
undersea warfare (e.g., air independent propulsion technology) are. Never-
theless, it should be said that there does exist a pointed interest in energy
issues among PLAN strategists, and indeed there is a rather distinct general
viewpoint. The most critical theme that underlies this perspective is China’s
perceived current vulnerability to an energy embargo. As one might expect,
Chinese naval analysts are extremely reluctant to place their country’s oil
security in the hands of other great powers, especially the United States. If it
does not already serve this role (which it very well might), then the energy
issue will likely offer a potent rationale for continuing or even further accel-
erating China’s naval modernization, especially as Beijing’s military planners
begin to grapple seriously with scenarios beyond Taiwan. Somewhat more
unexpected in this study are the findings that Chinese naval strategists can-
didly admit that their capabilities for protecting China’s long energy SLOC
are minimal at present. Also, it is somewhat surprising that these analysts,
while sounding many nationalist themes, seem guardedly open to multilat-
eral cooperation on energy issues, and appear to understand the importance
of trying to preserve good relations with Washington.

Among the many Chinese naval analyses surveyed for this study, perhaps
the most sophisticated was the lengthy treatment of the energy question in
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the October 2006 issue of BLACHLMT (Modern Ships). At the conclusion of
this analysis, the author articulates a three point strategy, which may inci-
sively summarize the approach taken by the Chinese naval community to the
energy question: “[China] must view things from the perspective of keep-
ing the U.S. from cutting its oil supply lines. Concretely speaking, this entails
making the U.S. not willing to cut China’s oil supply lines, not daring to do so,
and not able to do so.”#® Without exaggerating the importance of this particu-
lar source, it might be noted that the internal coherence of this statement may
actually suggest that it is drawn from official internal policy. It is further sug-
gested that a web of self-interest would keep the United States from wanting
to embargo China, and that oil pipelines and agile diplomacy could hinder
any attempt by Washington to use this leverage. Most surprising, perhaps, is
that this formulation’s prescription also calls not just for strengthening naval
forces, but nuclear strategic forces as well.*® This last point may truly illustrate
the depth of Beijing’s insecurity with respect to the energy issue.
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