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Advance Evaluations

“During a six-year effort, China’s navy overcame limited basing
options and logistical nightmares to implement a successful anti-
piracy campaign in the Gulf of Aden. The authors prove that China
has the ability to conduct long-range naval operations far from home
and explain how these operations now have far reaching strategic
implications.”

—Wendell Minnick, Asia Bureau Chief, Defense News

“A lucid analysis of China’s six years’ experience in anti-piracy
activities in the Gulf of Aden, detailing the breakthroughs it has
achieved in out-of-area operations, logistics and international
cooperation. Erickson and Strange place these activities in the
context of the PRC’s Far Seas naval diplomacy and the solidification
of the PRC’s emergence as a maritime power.”

—Prof. June Teufel Dreyer, Dept. of Political Science, University
of Miami

“The longest enduring ‘Far Seas’ mission China’s Navy has ever
conducted is its continuing six-year participation in the
multinational Gulf of Aden anti-piracy operations. The implications
of what the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) and Beijing are
learning from this experience to be applied in the future are central
issues in China’s defense and foreign policies. Building on their
earlier monograph No Substitute for Experience joined with
meticulous exploitation of Chinese sources and interviews with
PLAN officers, Erickson and Strange have prepared detailed
descriptions of PLAN antipiracy operations over the years since 2008
and the ensuing deliberations inside China. Their assessments are
therefore indispensable reading to understand what issues Beijing
confronts as it weighs the future employment of what is an emerging



global Navy in support of China’s rapidly expanding national
interests.”

—Paul H.B. Godwin, Professor, National War College (ret.)

“Throughout history, great powers have been interested in piracy as
much for the advantages suppression can give them in the game of
nations as in the more journeyman task of protecting trade. Erickson
and Strange bring out clearly that modern China is no exception.
The story of the Chinese Navy’s deployment to counter the activities
of pirates off Somalia demonstrated in the most visible terms that
while it may not yet be a globally deployed fleet it is a globally
capable one. The authors have drawn on a wealth of Chinese-
language documents to show how over nearly twenty deployments to
the region China’s long-standing ambition to be able to operate
across the world’s oceans has been advanced by building an
experiential platform from which to challenge its Asian neighbors
and eventually the U.S. Navy. This book needs to be read by anyone
interested in the part China played in quelling Somali piracy and in
its seminal role in the rise of a new naval competitor.”

—Martin N. Murphy, author of Somalia, the New Barbary? Piracy
and Islam off the Horn of Africa and Small Boats, Weak States and
Dirty Money: Piracy and Maritime Terrorism in the Modern World

“PLA Navy watchers owe a debt of gratitude to Andrew Erickson
and Austin Strange. Their monograph, Six Years at Sea...and
Counting: Gulf of Aden Anti-Piracy and China’s maritime Commons
Presence, gathers under one cover the best single appreciation of how
important anti-piracy operations have been to both China’s
reputation is a global responsible stakeholder a well as to the
development of the PLA Navy to a more ‘balanced’ navy. After six
years of ‘far seas’ operations it would be a mistake to pigeon-hole
China’s Navy as strictly a regional force. Anti-piracy operations in
the Arabian Sea have permitted the PLA Navy to make huge strides



in its ability to conduct ‘far seas” operations. These operations started
in December 2008, which will be remembered as a key historic
milestone in the evolution of the PLA Navy. It marked the beginning
of the evolution of the PLAN from a coastal defense force to one that
can join the great navies of the world in being able to conduct
sustained operations in areas half way around the world from its
home waters.”

“The antipiracy patrols permit the PLAN to learn how to sustain
warships on a distant station for months at a time. They have learned
what works and what doesn’t; what capabilities ships should be fitted
with to be combat credible when on extended operations; what
pieces of equipment and combat systems are reliable and what ones
are not; and how to logistically sustain surface combatants,
amphibious ships as well as support ships for months at a time—
over nine months in some cases. China has learned the value of naval
diplomacy which the PLAN has practiced relentlessly along the
entire Indian Ocean littoral and into the Mediterranean and Black
Seas.

“In short, the PLAN learning curve has been impressive; it has
absorbed lessons quickly because the anti-piracy patrols are a real
world ‘battle-laboratory’ for the PLAN, providing it an opportunity
to observe the day-to-day operations of most of the world’s leading
navies and absorb best practices for its own use. This monograph is
an important addition to our understanding of the evolution of the
PLAN.

—RADM Michael McDevitt, USN (ret.), Senior Fellow, Center for
Naval Analyses

“Andrew Erickson, the indefatigable and brilliant observer of China’s
Navy, has scored another important success. Working with Austin
Strange, Erickson has written a landmark study on China’s six years
of counter-piracy operations in the ‘far seas’ of the Gulf of Aden.



Erickson assesses the benefits to China’s new naval power of its
experiences on the high seas, benefits that signifies the emergence of
the PLA Navy as a global force to be reckoned with.”

—Bernard Cole, associate dean of faculty and academic programs
and professor of international history, National War College,
Washington, DC. He retired from the U.S. Navy in 1995 after
thirty years of service.



Six Years at Sea... and Counting:
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! The ideas expressed herein are solely those of the authors, who welcome comments
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several anonymous reviewers for helpful inputs.
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I. Executive Summary

Well over six years of Chinese anti-piracy operations off the Horn of
Africa in the Gulf of Aden have directly supported People’s
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) modernization goals and provided
invaluable experience operating in distant waters. Lessons learned
have spawned PLAN innovations in doctrine, operations and
international coordination. Many of the insights gleaned during
deployments are applicable to security objectives closer to home;
some officers enjoy promotion to important positions after
returning. Anti-piracy operations have been a springboard for China
to expand its maritime security operations, from evacuating its
citizens from Libya and Yemen to escorting Syrian chemical
weapons to their destruction and participating in the search for
Malaysia Airlines Flight 370. The broad operational and diplomatic
benefits of Beijing’s sustained Gulf of Aden presence suggest that,
when operations eventually wind down, it will need to develop new
ways to address its burgeoning overseas interests.

Beyond their broader significance, the more specific meaning of
China’s multiyear naval anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden
depends largely on one’s perspective. For virtually all observers,
China’s official response since 2008 to rampant Somali piracy, like
that of other sovereign states, was a logical and measured response to
threats to national and global economic, political and security
interests. Such threats were particularly severe for China, which
increasingly possesses economic and human interests sprawling
beyond its national borders, and which relies on stable maritime
commerce for prosperity. While China and others agree that the
genesis and eradication of piracy are strongly rooted in domestic
factors, long-term naval deployments have been a collaborative,
“least-worst” approach sans more optimal alternatives.
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For the Chinese people, at least to a limited extent, extended anti-
piracy operations provide reassurance that their government is
cognizant and capable with regard to protecting Chinese human and
economic interests outside the Middle Kingdom. More broadly,
continued domestic emphasis on the success of the PLAN in fighting
pirates has contributed to a longer-term objective of reassuring the
Chinese public that the country is protected by a powerful navy.

For the Chinese government, the mission has been a useful exercise
in planning, implementation and coordination for state leaders
within and outside the navy. Military and civilian officials alike were
challenged by auxiliary but crucial elements of the deployments,
such as logistics and budgeting, and had to consider how their
strategic choices would impact domestic and international
perceptions of Chinese foreign policy. Moreover, institutionalized
coordination, ship-to-ship exchanges, joint exercises and port visits
around Asia, Africa, Europe and the Middle East have added an
important diplomatic layer to Chinese anti-piracy operations. Not
unlike many other states, China has demonstrated a preference for
operating under the aegis of a robust international legal framework
such as that provided by the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) when contributing to global commons security. Finally,
distant sea anti-piracy operations have spurred internal and external
discussions on the potential for more institutionalized overseas
access points to better protect Beijing’s interests abroad.

For the PLAN itself, well over 2,000 days of anti-piracy operations
have directly supported naval modernization goals and provided an
opportunity for PLAN warships, submarines and personnel to gain
experience operating in distant waters. While PLAN anti-piracy task
forces have largely exercised caution, increases in blue water
competence as a result of the mission have spawned innovation in
naval operations, doctrine and coordination. Many of the insights
gleaned en route to, during and on the way home from deployments
are applicable to security objectives closer to home. The importance
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of the mission is modestly reflected in the rapid advancement that
some officers enjoy after returning from the Gulf of Aden. Anti-
piracy operations have been a springboard for China to progressively
engage in a broader range of maritime security operations. The
eventual conclusion of international Gulf of Aden anti-piracy
operations will stimulate Chinese plans to bolster China’s global
maritime presence.

For those outside of China, Beijing’s persistence presence in the Gulf
of Aden has showcased China’s growing naval competence. The
PLAN continues to earn the respect of other navies also invested in
fighting piracy. Moreover, besides protecting Beijing’s overseas
interests, anti-piracy operations have presented an opportunity for
China to provide more public goods abroad as a responsible
stakeholder. In this sense, the operations have been a useful reply to
frequent claims that China contributes well below its capacity in
international security affairs. More broadly, the breadth and
consistency of China’s anti-piracy efforts signal Beijing’s willingness
to cooperate proactively to achieve mutually desirable security
outcomes under certain circumstances.

In addition to the several hundred Chinese-language open sources
examined (the most relevant of which are quoted and cited), this
study draws on the authors’ several years of extensive academic
interactions, discussions and interviews with Chinese interlocutors.
These include, particularly, PLAN leaders—from PLAN
Commander Admiral Wu Shengli on down—and working-level
PLAN officers. Where possible, the key takeaways from these
officials’ remarks and responses are indicated in the text. It is a
welcome testament to shared Sino-American and global interests in
anti-piracy cooperation in the Gulf of Aden and other international
waters that such revealing interaction has been possible. The authors
are grateful for this opportunity to increase understanding, and hope
to bring to a broader audience a sense of the PLAN’s commitment to
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contributing to international security and increasing openness to
discussing its efforts and aspirations in this regard.

With these perspectives in mind, this study explores the genesis,
results and consequences of China’s anti-piracy operations in the
Gulf of Aden over the past six-plus years.
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II. Key Judgments

At its height, Somali piracy consistently affected Chinese
trade and the safety of Chinese nationals at a distance and at
levels unprecedented in contemporary times.

As with other nations, China’s decision to have the People’s
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) commence anti-piracy
operations was a “least-worst” response in the absence of
viable and desirable alternatives.

Deployments off Somalia have supported naval
modernization goals and provided an opportunity for the
PLAN to gain experience operating in distant waters, some
of which is applicable to security objectives closer to home.

Chinese strategists were challenged by and responded to
auxiliary but crucial elements of the deployments, such as
logistics and budgeting.

Beijing’s rules of engagement (ROE) vis-a-vis suspected
Somali pirates have been relatively cautious, although its
operations have become streamlined and wider in scope
over time.

Greater Chinese competence in blue waters has led to
growing operational creativity over twenty-plus escort task
forces, as well as efficient coordination between civil and
military entities in support of the anti-piracy mission.

The PLAN has managed to utilize significant proportions of
elite warships and even submarines, personnel and
communications technology in continuous anti-piracy
escort deployments, and has actively employed all three of
its naval fleets.
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o As aresult, China’s Navy has cultivated thousands of naval
professionals with “Far Seas” experience, including high-
ranking naval officials who might have important
responsibilities in future “Near Seas” operations more
central to “core” Chinese national interests.”

o China’s increasingly long blue water résumé will influence
overall PLAN growth for the next several years under
China’s new civil and military leadership.

« Through a smorgasbord of regular coordination, ship-to-
ship exchanges, “joint” (or, as they would be termed
internationally, combined)’ exercises and port visits around
Asia, Africa, Europe and the Middle East, Beijing has greatly
expanded its naval diplomacy in the name of anti-piracy.

o Aside from directly protecting Beijing’s overseas interests,
anti-piracy operations have presented an opportunity for

2 Drawing on the thinking of Admiral Liu Huaqing, who modernized China’s Navy
as its Commander from 1982-88, Chinese military strategists refer Sinocentrically to
the Yellow, East China and South China Seas as the “Near Seas” (¥TF), areas
between those seas and an arc drawn through Guam as the “Middle Seas” ()
and areas beyond as the “Far Seas” (). X|#£J& [Liu Huaqing], X% 12 5%
[The Memoirs of Liu Huaging] (Beijing: People’s Liberation Army, 2004), p. 437.

3 The PLA uses “joint” for bilateral and multilateral exercises, but the international
community uses “combined.” Kenneth Allen, “PLA Foreign Relations under Xi
Jinping: Continuity and/or Change?” paper presented at the Chinese Council on
Advanced Policy Studies (CAPS)-RAND-National Defense University 26 Annual
PLA Conference, Arlington, VA, November 21-22, 2014.



Erickson and Strange 7

China to provide more public goods abroad as a responsible
stakeholder.

Like many other navies, the PLAN’s entrance into and
presence in the fight against piracy demonstrates Beijing’s
preference to operate under the aegis of a robust
international legal framework such as that provided by the
United Nations Security Council.

The drivers behind China’s six-plus years of anti-piracy
operations suggest it will work to further institutionalize its
future role in global maritime security.

Anti-piracy operations have been a springboard for Beijing
to progressively engage in a broader range of maritime
security operations. The eventual conclusion of international
Gulf of Aden anti-piracy operations will stimulate thinking
on how to maintain or bolster China’s global maritime
presence.

Finally, Far Seas anti-piracy operations have spurred internal
and external discussions on the potential for more
institutionalized overseas access points to better protect
Beijing’s interests abroad.
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II1. Introduction

Five years into its first distant seas mission, the PLAN already had
ample reason to celebrate. On January 3, 2014, it held a thousand-
person “Showcase Banquet” in which ten sailors received awards.
PLAN Commander Wu Shengli delivered a speech lauding the
PLAN’s first five years in the Gulf of Aden as strong testament to
China’s success in pushing forward the construction of a modern

navy.*

Wu’s remarks have not been published, but other official sources
capture what was likely on his mind. In December 2013 Navy Today,
the magazine of China’s Navy, published a 40-page special issue
titled “The Five-Year Anniversary of Chinese Naval Escorts.” In the
periodical’s preface, author Ren Haiping lauded the five-year
anniversary of China’s anti-piracy escorts: “This is an historical
moment in the People’s Navy’s history worth remembering.” Ren
continued:

4 Attendees included PLAN Political Commissar Liu Xiaojiang; Vice Commanders
Ding Yiping, Xu Hongmeng, Tian Zhong and Ding Yi; Vice Political Commissars
Wang Sentai and Ma Faxiang; and Chief of General Staff Du Jingchen. - #fiji
[Wang Lingshuo] and %£/N5% [Mo Xiaoliang], “BUAT YE T V5% 5 B g3 AT %%
K7 K 4%17” [Showcase Banquet Held for Carrying Out Gulf of Aden and
Somalia Waters Escort Duties], fi#/i{ 42 # [Liberation Army Daily], January 3, 2014,
http://military.workercn.cn/265/201401/05/140105083541889.shtml.

S {T:§°F [Ren Haiping], “ X B ZE 1) AL 4H 4 — S 76N g 47 i dm A 4iE .
JH4E 2 FR” [A Great Power Navy’s Assumption of Responsibility—Writing on the
Five-Year Anniversary of the People’s Navy’s Escort Fleet Expedition], #' i 5 £E4F
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The history of the rise and fall of great powers tells
us that the navy and overseas trade are two large
pillars of national power and prosperity. In order to
ensure the safety of strategic sea lanes of
communication, and to uphold the peace of
international navigation lanes, the People’s Navy’s
ambition is to move towards the deep blue and
towards an unknown battlefield. [The mission
represents] China’s first time using
[institutionalized] military force overseas to protect
national strategic interests, the first time organizing
maritime combat forces to discharge international
humanitarian duties overseas, [and] the first time
executing responsibilities to protect the safety of
important lines of transportation in the Far Seas:
[these] “three firsts” [ =/~ {X] are visible proof of
the People’s Navy’s historical leap, [reflecting] the
honorable dreams of the Chinese people. This
dream actually originated a century ago and has
constantly lingered in [our] hearts. Thinking back to
over 600 years ago, Zheng He led a vast and mighty
fleet of Chinese ships to the Western Ocean seven
times, but once glorious-China ultimately proved
unable to carry on Zheng He’s naval tradition,
lowering its flags and sails amid futility. Following a

5 ZE % [Five Year Escort Special Column], *4/{#3 % [Navy Today], No. 12
(December 2013), p. 3.
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relentless trajectory outward [in the form of an]
expansion of interests, following the navigation lines
that Zheng He’s fleet sailed in those times, the
Chinese people’s dream to go towards the deep blue
and conquer the ocean has not ceased for even a
moment.®

Thus, China’s ongoing anti-piracy efforts and new accomplishments
therein are rooted in a larger dream of national naval power.

As of December 26, 2014 (coincidentally the 121* birthday of
People’s Republic of China (PRC) founder Mao Zedong) China’s
Navy had maintained a six-year, uninterrupted security presence in
the Gulf of Aden, situated between Somalia and Oman.” This is an
unprecedented milestone for China’s military development and,
more broadly, Chinese foreign policy in the 21* century. Ju
Chengzhi, Head of the Ministry of Transportation (MOT)’s
Department of International Cooperation, encapsulated the
operations’ impact at their outset: “This instance of China’s
dispatching warships to escort Chinese commercial ships has
brought us a new concept: As [the Chinese] government, in order to
ensure that Chinese commercial ships are able to perform regular
seaborne transportation overseas, [it is necessary for us] to face some
suddenly erupting situations, appropriately adhere to international

6 Ibid., p. 3.

7 While Western sources refer alternately to the Horn of Africa, this study will use
“Gulf of Aden”—the English version of the most commonly used Chinese regional
descriptor.
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common practices and to adopt more effective measures. This is a
transformation in thinking.”® The Gulf of Aden mission has indeed
catalyzed new thinking, both for China as a whole and its navy in
particular. The effects will be felt for years in far-reaching, complex,
sometimes subtle ways.

China’s naval anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden now stand
at six years...and counting. Since December 26, 2008, PLAN task
forces had escorted 5,465 Chinese and foreign commercial ships by
the end of 2013,” a rate of over 1,000 ships per year.' The PLAN also
thwarted over 32 potential pirate attacks, rescued 42 commercial
ships and escorted 11 vessels previously taken by pirates." As of
April 2015, twenty PLAN task forces had escorted nearly 6,000
Chinese and foreign ships in well over 800 groups.'> While the vast

SARHEHE [Xu Jingjing], “BATA 2 B - 17 22108 oo [ B 151 =) m) R
4”7 [Why We Want to Escort: Interview with Ju Chengzhi, Head of the Ministry
of Transportation’s International Cooperation Department], — B4 % & T1]
[Sanlian Life Weekly], No. 3, January 19, 2009, pp. 92-95,
www.zsnews.cn/News/2009/01/16/1018431.shtml.

® “China Continues Fighting Pirates off Africa,” Xinhua, December 27, 2013,
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/834489.shtml.

10 UG ZENE T VS B WiAE i JE 4% 707 [Naval Aden Escorts Special Exhibit Hosted], A
[ H 4R [People’s Daily], December 26, 2013,
http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrb/html/2013-
12/26/nw.D110000renmrb_20131226_4-04.htm.

" Peng Yining, “Navy Lauded for Foiling Pirates,” China Daily, December 26, 2013,
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90786/8495596.html.

12 Admiral Wu Shengli, discussion with one of the authors and small group of
Harvard administrators, faculty and students at Wadsworth House, Harvard
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majority of vessels escorted have been large commercial ships,
smaller Chinese-flagged boats have benefitted as well. On May 12,
2015, destroyer Ji’nan of the 20™ task force logged the PLAN’s 839™
escort trip by shepherding eight oceangoing fishing vessels across
Gulf of Aden waters from east to west.!> As Exhibit 3 indicates,
PLAN anti-piracy task forces have made over 120 calls on over 50
ports in 45 countries (as well as Hong Kong). About half of all
Chinese anti-piracy port calls have officially been for ship and
personnel replenishment, while the other half have been declared as
friendly visits." In reality the PLAN is likely able to engage in both
types of activities during most port calls. The first 17 task forces
served an overlapping total of 3,149 days, for an average duration of
just over 185 days, typically making nearly 7 port calls each. The very
fact that such information is actively recorded and publicized

University, September 20, 2014. [Hereafter, “Admiral Wu Shengli, discussion with
one of the authors.”]; “H7 ¥ Z 3 it 4n BA AT 2 700 HE3 4L 25" [Chinese
Naval Escort Task force Carries out 700™ Escort Mission], 7 [E 3 [ % [China
News Web], April 5, 2014, http://www.chinanews.com/mil/2014/04-
05/6034225.shtml.

13 “Chinese Warship Escorts 8 Domestic Fishing-Boats,” China Military Online,
May 15, 2015, http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/2015-
05/15/content_6492917 htm.

" Austin M. Strange and Andrew S. Erickson, “China’s Global Maritime Presence:
Hard and Soft Dimensions of PLAN Antipiracy Operations,” Jamestown China
BriefVol. 15, No. 9 (May 1, 2015),
http://www.jamestown.org/programs/chinabrief/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D
=43868&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=25&cHash=8a087cf151074eed214dfe5bba0le
dbf#.VVJPDfIVhHw.
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demonstrates the state’s desire to derive maximum domestic and
international publicity benefits from the mission.

More than 15,000 select PLAN personnel have sharpened their skills,
improved coordination mechanisms and tested new technologies
and platforms in the Gulf of Aden.” China has deployed over 30
unique naval vessels 60 times in an average of three task forces per
year. The majority of platforms deployed belong to the most
advanced classes of naval vessels: guided missile frigates, missile
destroyers and amphibious landing ships. Through 20 escort task
forces, nearly half of all PLAN warships deployed off Somalia since
2008 have served multiple tours there. More specifically, 16 out of 34
(47%) unique naval ships deployed by the PLAN have served on at
least two escort task forces. At the time of the first deployment,
selected task force destroyers Haikou and Wuhan were China’s most
advanced destroyers.'®

Meanwhile, the People’s Republic of China (PRC)’s State Council
released a defense white paper titled The Diversified Employment of
China’s Armed Forces in April 2013. It provided an official summary
of Beijing’s anti-piracy activities:

To fulfill China’s international obligations, the
Chinese Navy carries out regular escort missions in

15 Peng Yining, “Navy Lauded for Foiling Pirates,” China Daily, December 26, 2013,
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90786/8495596.html.

16 224 [Li Jie], “7E WM v 37 ELFE1%” [A New Milestone in Going to the Ocean],
Five Year Escort Special Column, Navy Today, No. 12 (December 2013), p. 19.
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the Gulf of Aden and waters off Somalia. It conducts
exchanges and cooperation with other escort forces
to jointly safeguard the security of the international
sea lines of communication (SLOCs). As of
December 2012, Chinese Navy task groups have
provided protection for four World Food
Programme (WFP) ships and 2,455 foreign ships,
accounting for 49 percent of the total of escorted
ships. They helped four foreign ships, recovered four
ships released from captivity and saved 20 foreign
ships from pursuit by pirates.

Chinese Navy escort task forces have maintained
smooth communication with other navies in the
areas of joint escort, information sharing,
coordination and liaison. They have conducted joint
escorts with their Russian counterparts, carried out
joint anti-piracy drills with naval ships of the
Republic of Korea (ROK), Pakistan and the United
States, and coordinated with the European Union
(EU) to protect World Food Programme (WEFP)
ships. It has exchanged boarding visits of
commanders with task forces from the EU, North
Atlantic  Treaty Organization (NATO), the
Combined Maritime Forces (CMF), the ROK, Japan
and Singapore. It has exchanged officers for
onboard observations with the navy of the
Netherlands. China takes an active part in the
conferences of the Contact Group on Piracy off the
Coast of Somalia (CGPCS) and “Shared Awareness
and Deconfliction” (SHADE) meetings on
international merchant shipping protection.

Since January 2012, independent deployers such as
China, India and Japan have strengthened their
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convoy coordination. They have adjusted their
escort schedules on a quarterly basis, optimized
available assets and thereby enhanced escort
efficiency. China, as the reference country for the
first round of convoy coordination, submitted its
escort timetable for the first quarter of 2012 in good
time. India and Japan’s escort task forces adjusted
their convoy arrangements accordingly, thereby
formulating a well-scheduled escort timetable. The
ROK joined these efforts in the fourth quarter of
2012.7

It is clear that Chinese elites deeply understand the comprehensive
weight of these operations. On the fifth anniversary of China’s
deployment, National People’s Congress (NPC) deputy Du Benyin'®
stated, “It is imperative for us to go abroad in order to safeguard
China’s national interests. Our military development also requires us
to go abroad. ‘Going abroad does make a difference,” that is what
many officers and men strongly felt.”' But what specifically

7 o [ % 7 ) 2 44012 ] [The Diversified Employment of China’s Armed
Forces] (Beijing: H74 A\ [ A1 [E [E 25 B %7 15 /7 4 = [Information Office of the
State Council, The People’s Republic of China]), April 16, 2013.

18 According to China Daily, in 2013 Du was “NPC deputy and a political
commissar of a navy submarine base.”

“Military Deputies Vow to Build Strong Army,” Xinhua, March 13, 2013,
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013-03/15/content_16312745.htm.

! Luo Zheng and Yang Zurong, “PLA Deputy to NPC: Going Global Really Makes
Difference,” Liberation Army Daily, March 11, 2013,
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90786/8163323.html.
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prompted China to respond the way it did, and how did Beijing go
about designing and implementing its first protracted Far Seas naval
mission? What has China actually achieved in the Gulf of Aden, and
what do these accomplishments mean for broader PLAN growth?
With the PLAN about to mark the sixth anniversary of its first
protracted contribution to international security, how has anti-
piracy impacted its global naval activities, and what does it suggest
about the future of Beijing’s presence in the maritime commons?

Nontraditional security challenges outside of China, such as natural
disasters, terrorist attacks and, in this case, piracy, pose growing
threats to China’s developing national interests. Initial Chinese
efforts to safeguard overseas interests have included enhanced
diplomacy and mediation (most prominently vis-a-vis Sudan and
South Sudan), international and local institution and capacity
building; crisis prevention and management; research and
dissemination of best practices (e.g., regarding shipping security
measures); enhancing diplomatic support for and education of
nationals overseas; and “strengthen[ing] the risk assessment, crisis
response, corporate social responsibility and political insurance
capacities” of China’s national oil companies.*

Yet incremental and stopgap measures had limited effect, forcing
China to pursue more forceful approaches over time. Accordingly,
Beijing is compiling an increasing track record of “innovative

20 Mathieu Duchétel, Oliver Briauner and Zhou Hang, Protecting China’s Overseas
Interests: The Slow Shift away from Non-interference, SIPRI Policy Paper, No. 41
(June 2014), pp. vi-vii, http://books.sipri.org/product_info?c_product_id=479.
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interventions,” including new types of overseas operations. These
include noncombatant evacuation operations (NEOs), peacekeeping
operations (PKOs), anti-piracy/SLOC protection patrols, hospital
ship activities, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/DR)
and Mekong River patrols. Examples to date include: twenty-plus
PLAN anti-piracy task forces in the Gulf of Aden since December
2008, safeguarding Syrian chemical weapons in the Mediterranean
on their way to destruction, security patrols in the Mekong River, a
35,000-citizen NEO from Libya in March 2011 to which China’s air
force and navy both rendered modest support, a March-April 2015
NEO from Yemen involving not only Chinese citizens but also
foreigners from 10 nations as well as increasingly active UN
contributions.”" As of August 2013, the PLA had contributed over
20,000 personnel to UN peacekeeping missions over 23 years, and
had roughly 2,400 personnel deployed in mid-2015, the most of any
permanent UNSC member.”” While the majority of these have been
low profile, technocratic contributions mostly involving engineering,
logistics and medical specialists, the PLA has invested significantly in
training centers in Beijing and Nanjing. Deploying 400 combat
troops to Mali, leading peacekeeping efforts in Cyprus and deploying
multiple batches of hundreds of Chinese personnel to South Sudan

2! Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, “PLA Navy Used for the First Time in Naval
Evacuation from Yemen Conflict,” Jamestown China Brief Vol. 15, 7 (April 2015),
http://www.jamestown.org/programs/chinabrief/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D
=43751&cHash=2e6bdb7831a10bd56dd0104fca73acb6#.VTgHNWTBZzRY.

22 “United Nations Peacekeeping Troop and Police Contributors,” United Nations,

accessed April 22, 2015,
http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/contributors.shtml.
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in recent years likely presage greater intensity and diversity of
contributions. Of these efforts, China’s anti-piracy mission in the
Gulf of Aden stands out as its first operational military deployment
beyond its immediate geographic periphery.

China’s contemporary anti-piracy activities demonstrate Beijing’s
commitment to addressing a wide range of such threats. The ocean is
at the center of China’s policy of “going out” to pursue overseas
resources and economic opportunities. China relies on seaborne
shipping for the vast majority of its trade, and the PLAN is emerging
as its most prominent military service abroad. Both Beijing’s
calculated, rapid response to Somali pirate attacks on Chinese
citizens and its steadfast commitment to protecting Chinese and
foreign ships over the last six-plus years signal China’s staunch
commitment to ensuring safe conditions for Chinese overseas. The
population of the latter is also rapidly expanding: In 2014 alone over
100 million Chinese traveled abroad while several million others
were working or studying abroad.”

The mission has become so routine that it is easy to forget its
unprecedented nature. Precipitating events in 2008 included threats
of and successful pirating of Chinese ships and crews, rising
insurance rates and the failure of stopgap protections. In 2007-08,
the Gulf of Aden region suffered ~100 pirate attacks annually, of

2 Li Xiaomin, “H1[H 2 [ 4P % 2 R4 #) 57 [Report on Protecting the Safety of
Overseas Chinese Citizens], in Yu Xiaofeng, ed., # [E3E% 41 & AW 7 & (2012-
2013) [Research Report on Chinese Nontraditional Security 2012-13] (Beijing:
Social Sciences Documentation Press, 2013), pp. 231-32.
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which 50-60 “hijackings” (piratings) were successful.”* Rerouting to
avoid threats risked delivery date slippage and hence loss of Chinese
shipping firms’ market share and razor-thin profit margins.
Circumnavigating Africa was costing Chinese vessels an additional
six days, making the total voyage time from China to the
Mediterranean  twenty-four days instead of eighteen. *
Compensation to at-risk commercial crews negotiated by the Hong
Kong Seaman’s Union became increasingly unaffordable.”® China’s
shipping industry and the civilian bureaucrats responsible for it had

exhausted low-cost alternatives.

Simultaneously, Somali piracy was becoming a major industry.
According to Senior Captain Ma Luping, the PLAN in 2008
considered Somali pirates to be dangerous and professional:
“According to the information we have come by, there are about 25
to 30 pirate organizations, totaling approximately 1,000 pirates, in
the Gulf of Aden/Somali waters at present. Four of the larger
organizations, including the Yi Te Lan [as transliterated] Guards and
the Luo Ma Ni [as transliterated] Group, are relatively well equipped
and have considerable organizational capacity with higher success
rates. The way they [pirate] vessels is, in most cases, for large vessels

#* Admiral Wu Shengli, discussion with one of the authors.

» Xu Jingjing, “Why We Want to Escort: Interview with Ju Chengzhi, Head of the
Ministry of Transportation’s International Cooperation Department,” Sanlian Life
Weekly, No. 3, January 19, 2009, pp. 92-95,
www.zsnews.cn/News/2009/01/16/1018431.shtml.

% See Hong Kong Seamen’s Union website,
http://www.hksu1946.hk/main/index.php.
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to take skiffs to distant waters before releasing them so the pirates
can board the target vessels and [pirate] them. The waters they
operate in were previously confined to approximately 200 nautical
miles [370 kilometers/km] off the coast of Somalia. They have now
gradually expanded outward.””” As former U.S. Ambassador to
Ethiopia David Shinn remarked in 2009, “The Somalis are

entrepreneurial, flexible and adaptive.””®

These factors, as well as growing pressure from shipping companies
and netizens as well as several high-profile Somali pirate attacks on
Chinese seafarers, left no more room for muddling through. In
particular, attacks such as the Dexinhai incident on October 19, 2008,
in which Somali pirates successfully obtained multi-million dollar
ransom payments from China, damaged Beijing’s credibility and
further encouraged piratical extortion by demonstrating that it could
pay handsomely.” Top-level leadership decision-making enabled

pursuit of an escort mission that the PLAN had apparently discussed
and proposed earlier. In an unusually rapid and effective interagency

7 [ B AL TS R BUAEE S AU OL5F” [Ministry of National
Defense Briefing on Navy’s Deployment to Gulf of Aden/Somali Waters to Provide
Convoy Cover and Other Information], December 23, 2008,
http://www.gov.cn/xwfb/2008-12/23/content_1185458.htm.

28 “The Intensity, Spread and Economics of Somali Piracy,” lecture by David H.
Shinn, Harvard Kennedy School, December 10-12, 2009,
http://zh.scribd.com/doc/24055830/Controlling-Maritime-Piracy.

» “Somali Pirates: $4 Million Ransom Paid for Coal Ship,” Reuters, December 27,
2009, www.reuters.com/article/2009/12/27/us-somalia -piracy-china-
idUSTRE5BQ0K420091227.
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approach, the PLAN, MOT and other relevant organizations
coordinated necessary arrangements for the mission’s December 26,
2008 launch.

China has sustained naval anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden
for over six years. This long-term presence off Somalia has allowed
China’s Navy to achieve breakthroughs in terms of institutional
underpinnings; out-of-area  operations and logistics; and
international cooperation. In addition, China’s 21*-century Gulf of
Aden experience has solidified its resurgence as an international
maritime power. Since 2008, Chinese anti-piracy escorts have
provided a foothold for incrementally expanding Beijing’s global
maritime presence by facilitating international anti-piracy
cooperation, enhancing China’s naval diplomacy, increasing
Beijing’s capacity for protecting its evolving overseas interests and
contributing to global security as well as spurring debates on
pursuing overseas access points for China’s military. More broadly,
the pragmatism and flexibility with which China has pursued these
ends contrasts with more rigid policies in Asia-Pacific waters, and
provides insight into China’s future presence and role in the
maritime commons.

The remainder of this study is arranged as follows. The next section
provides background information on various factors that collectively
explain why China entered the Gulf of Aden and has maintained its
anti-piracy effort there. Next, the institutional and bureaucratic
procedures prerequisite for the PLAN’s Gulf of Aden mission are
discussed. We then survey the nature and scope of China’s Gulf of
Aden anti-piracy activities from 2008-15, placing them in the larger
backdrop of PLAN modernization under Xi Jinping. The subsequent
section examines how Beijing has utilized the anti-piracy mission to
enhance its blue water presence. This discussion is followed by
exploring debates on overseas basing and force projection that arise
from China’s growing maturity beyond the Near Seas. Finally, we
explore the ways in which the PLAN’s protracted presence off
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Somalia has altered Chinese perceptions of Beijing’s presence and
role in maritime commons security. The study concludes by
summarizing its results and linking China’s anti-piracy operations to
the broader themes of Far Seas development and maritime commons
security.
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IV. Why China’s Navy Has Entered and
Remained in the Gulf of Aden

The Gulf of Aden, a crucial global maritime commercial artery
pulsating with European, Africa and Asian trade, is located,
depending on one’s starting and ending points, approximately 5,400
nautical miles [10,000 km] from China’s booming coastline. Beijing’s
initial entrance and protracted stay there is a major economic,
political and military endeavor. China’s decision to undertake it was
likely motivated by a range of factors related to both the impact of
piracy on Chinese interests and the operation’s potential to
contribute to long-term military and political goals:

«  First, piracy directly affected Chinese trade and the safety of
Chinese nationals.

o Second, the PLAN operation was a “least-worst” response
compared with limited, and increasingly failed, alternatives.

o Third, anti-piracy operations are an opportunity for China
to improve its international image by providing a global
public good.

 Finally, the operations have supported naval modernization
goals and provided an opportunity to gain experience
operating in distant waters.
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PLA National Defense University (NDU) professor Tang Yongsheng
views the mission’s significance as four-fold: (1) to protect China’s
overseas interests; (2) to build China’s national image as a
responsible power; (3) to conduct military diplomacy; and (4) to
enhance China’s military capabilities.” Tang’s comprehensive four-
point assessment is broadly representative of the diverse motivations
for the mission, and merits brief explication:

First, many Chinese scholars view the protection of China’s overseas
interests as one of the most important motivations for the operation.
The Gulf of Aden, as Tang suggests, is a crucial sea lane for China’s
commerce with Europe and North Africa, and for its petroleum
imports from the Middle East. Tang further claims that the escort
operation creates a forward presence that enables China to respond
rapidly to contingencies, citing the role of the escort task force in the
2011 Libya evacuation. As unrest in North Africa and the Middle
East continues, Tang’s claim may well be tested in the future.

Meanwhile, Chinese experts continue to debate the effectiveness of
escort operations in protecting commerce interests on the sea lanes.
Some authors suggest that piracy in the Gulf of Aden is caused by
government failure in Somalia, and escorts alone cannot solve the
problem in the long run.’' Others worry that without the legal

30 JH 7k ¥k [Tang Yongsheng], “r'[E 2 50 T ¥ [ ifg #5470 5 K [€ 517 [China’s
Anti-piracy Operation at the Gulf of Aden and Responsibilities of Big Power], [Efr
BB A [International Politics Quarterly], No. 2 (2013), pp. 6-9.

3 F 2% [Wang Xuejun], “JEIH 78 10 5 [E b 6 45 & 1F” [Piracy in Africa
and International Anti-Piracy Cooperation], Bl B 5% R [Contemporary
International Relations], No. 12 (2012), pp. 28-33.
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support enjoyed by foreign navies it is impossible to punish pirates
effectively.”

Second, the escort operation is viewed as an “important practice”
that builds China’s image as a responsible power.* China’s
cooperation with foreign countries in the Gulf of Aden and its help
to foreign ships will counter “China Threat” perceptions, and will
improve China’s national image. This view is echoed by Professor
Wang Yizhou, Deputy Dean of Peking University’s School of
International Studies, who emphasizes the importance of China’s
provision of public goods for maritime security. Wang suggests that
as China builds its naval hardware, supplying public goods such as
anti-piracy will be essential for China to win moral support.*

Third, China has been using escort operations to conduct military
diplomacy. Its navy coordinates with foreign forces to improve
escort efficiency. Chinese task forces actively visit foreign ports and
conduct joint military exercises. These actions, Liu Jingjin and Qiu
Caizhen maintain, are not only important for building up China’s

2 FAfi [Wang Meng], “Z& 5 BLifg 5 o] 5 [ Btk £ () R4 [Piracy in Somalia
and the Response of the International Community], Contemporary International
Relations, No. 8 (2010), pp. 17-23.

* Andrew S. Erickson and Austin M. Strange, “China’s Blue Soft Power: Antipiracy,
Engagement, and Image Enhancement,” Naval War College Review, Vol. 68, No. 1
(Winter 2015), pp. 71-91.

HWEIRSH [Wang Yizhou], “H SN KIHHLIE BBl —— AAEFE T3 0 T i £ 1)
RRLEE” [New Opportunities and New Challenges for China’s Foreign Policy:
Speaking from Issues Faced in the Ocean Direction], # [ [E 1% & 7J [China
National Conditions and Strength], No. 6 (2013), pp. 7-9.
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national image, but also provide China’s Navy a chance to learn from
experienced foreign counterparts.”

Last but not least, the anti-piracy mission affords China’s Navy
opportunities to practice basic blue water operations and gain
irreplaceable experience in responding, unscripted, to realistic
conditions in real time. The fact that some of the most advanced
ships from all three fleets of China’s Navy have long participated
underscore efforts to gain real experience. While the anti-piracy
tasks have different requirements from traditional military
operations, they catalyze useful improvements in logistics and
maintenance.

These assessments based on aggregation of Chinese sources track
closely with the observations of the U.S. Office of Naval Intelligence
(ONI): “The PLA(N)’s sustained counterpiracy operations in the
Gulf of Aden demonstrate Beijing’s intention to protect important
SLOCs. China’s participation serves several purposes: first, it is in
line with the PLA(N)’s mission requirements to protect the PRC’s
strategic maritime interests; second, it provides the PLA(N) with the
opportunity to develop and refine the operational capabilities it
needs for ‘far seas’ operations; and third, it enhances China’s image

as a responsible member of the global community.”*

% Liu Jingjin and Qiu Caizhen, “¥'ii: i EEFHIPL M EEF & [Escort Task:
An Important Stage for Navy Military Diplomacy], # % T F2 K224 [Journal of
Naval University of Engineering] Vol. 8, No. 4 (2011), pp. 71-74.

% The PLA Navy: New Capabilities and Missions for the 21" Century (Suitland, MD:
Office of Naval Intelligence, 2015), p. 9.



Erickson and Strange 27

Direct Impact on China
Economic Factors

China and other states faced considerable economic incentives,
linked to national security, to respond directly to piracy. China’s
growing reliance on SLOC stability in the 21* century is arguably its
largest source of external economic vulnerability in the post-reform
era. Ninety percent of the world’s trade in goods transits SLOCs,
meaning that, even during times of peace in the traditional sense, no
maritime trading state or its trading partners is immune to
disruptions caused by piracy or other nontraditional security threats.
These “lifelines” continue to transport massive amounts of energy
and commodity supplies into China. While Beijing is seeking to
balance its external supplies through extensive development of
continental pipelines, reliance on SLOCs for critical materials will
only increase in the coming decades.

This is due to several trends, including a growing emphasis in China
on developing a world-class “ocean economy,” as well as Beijing’s
need to deal with both environmental degradation and energy
security threats by diversifying energy supply through seaborne oil
and gas imports.” For example, China’s tenth, eleventh and twelfth
five-year guidelines (for the years 2001-05, 2006-10 and 2011-15,

7 Ji%2 R [Wan Jianmin], “M V5 7 [H] G2 [Moving from “Coastal Seas” to
“Far Seas”], £&%F Hi [Economic Daily], August 19, 2011,
http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64093/82429/83083/15456542.html; “Key Targets of
China’s 12th Five-Year Plan,” Xinhua, March 5, 2011,
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english2010/china/2011-03/05/c_13762230.htm.
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respectively) have all urgently stressed the need for China to
confront the interrelated problems of environmental degradation
and energy security through diversification. They have also called on
China to produce, import and consume more natural gas, including
liquefied natural gas (LNG), as well as identify and pursue sources of
oil to reduce China’s use of highly polluting coal. Any significant
shift away from coal will demand a major increase in both oil and
gas imports, which will heighten Beijing’s already considerable
reliance on international SLOCs. Additionally, virtually all of China’s
public and private transportation infrastructure depends on oil, for
which there is often no readily available substitute that could
persistently offset a shock to crude supplies. Moreover, while China
continues to enlarge its national strategic petroleum reserve, its
backup supply remains limited—even if 2020 targets are reached,
China’s national crude reserve will still be approximately two-thirds
lower than America’s current strategic petroleum reserve.” In
addition to civil transportation, oil is indispensable for China’s Navy
and Air Force.

In 1993, China first became a net oil importer, and the proportion of
Chinese oil consumption supplied by imports has risen steadily over
the past two decades. In 2014, China imported 60 percent of its oil, a
figure expected to reach 80% by 2035.” While Chinese energy

* Wayne Ma, “U.S. Asks China to Team Up on Oil,” China Real Time, Wall Street
Journal, October 31, 2013, http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2013/10/31/u-s-asks-
china-to-team-up-on-oil/.

% Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2015,
Annual Report to Congress (Arlington, VA: Office of the Secretary of Defense, May
8,2015), p. 24.
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independence is generally perceived as infeasible, Beijing is seeking
to mitigate the potential risks of external dependence through
diversification of types and suppliers.*

Robust trends towards greater reliance on international maritime
trade are also reflected in China’s pursuit of energy and commodity
security. China became a net natural gas importer in 2007, and now
imports approximately 32 percent of its gas supply.*' Shipborne LNG
supplies have, in recent years, begun challenging the predominance
of traditional fossil fuels in relatively affluent regions of coastal
China, where sectors such as residential use and maritime shipping
continuously demand more energy.* More broadly, PLA Academy
of Military Science (AMS) research fellow Xiong Yuxiang and other
domestic experts have expressed concerns that increasing U.S. self-
sufficiency as a result of shale gas exploits “could probably add
security pressure on China’s maritime economic lifeline, which runs
along the Gulf of Aden and waters off Somalia to the Indian Ocean
and the Strait of Malacca.”*

In addition to energy security, the growing size and significance of
China’s ocean economy is defined by a booming international

40 1bid., pp. 18-19.
4 Tbid., p. 24.

2 Navy Liu, “LNG Starts to Challenge Traditional Bunker Fuel in China,”
Bunkerworld, April 17, 2012,
http://www.bunkerworld.com/community/blog/112396.

# “Chinese Military Shoulders Obligations in Safeguarding World Peace,” Xinhua,
April 16, 2013, http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90786/8210159.html.
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maritime trade economy. “China has become a ‘Maritime Shipping
Power,” MOT official Ju Chengzhi declared during a 2009 interview.
He cited as evidence his nation’s possession of the world’s fourth
largest shipping fleet,** whose 3,300 vessels can transport a total of
84,840,000 tons among them, and reliance on seaborne shipping for
90 percent of its internationally traded goods (imports and
exports).” Ju further explained that with 40,000 crewmen China is
also a “seafarer power,” with responsibility to protect its citizens thus
employed. Growth in Chinese port traffic underscores the
magnitude of these trends. Further supporting Ju’s points is a study
produced by the PLAN in 2000 projecting that national port
throughput was likely to grow from 1.8 billion tons in 2000 to 3
billion tons in 2010. According to Chinese sources, actual growth
surged well beyond this estimate to 7 billion tons as early as 2009.*

Moreover, according to an article by Navy Military Studies Research
Institute (NMSRI) specialist Li Jie in the official PLAN publication

“ Different sources list different rankings, and data change over time. According to
one 2015 source, China is now third behind Greece and Japan in terms of
“ownership and control nationality.” “China-Owned Ships: A Rapid Rise to Become
One of the World’s Largest Fleets,” Hellenic Shipping News, March 17, 2015,

http://www hellenicshippingnews.com/china-owned-ships-a-rapid-rise-to-become-
one-of-the-worlds-largest-fleets/.

4 Xu Jingjing, “Why We Want to Escort: Interview with Ju Chengzhi, Head of the
Ministry of Transportation’s International Cooperation Department,” Sanlian Life
Weekly, No. 3, January 19, 2009, pp. 92-95,
www.zsnews.cn/News/2009/01/16/1018431.shtml.

6 <SHiE T, PR RIS A AR E M E” [Conversation with Yin Zhuo: Escorts
Are an Epoch-Making Event], Navy Today, No. 12 (December 2011), p. 22.
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Navy Today, China presently has over 700 commercial vessels in
operation under far ocean transportation organizations with a total
capacity of 46 million tons. Chinese maritime shipping organizations
have over 430 ships of various types with a total capacity of over 15.6
million tons, with over 400,000 standard storage containers. The
privately-run Hebei Ocean Shipping Company Ltd. alone operates
over 150 vessels with total capacity of 15 million tons.”” While some
of the specific figures reported vary even between different Chinese
agencies, the overall point is clear: Beijing is heavily invested in sea-
lane security—Chinese well-being quite literally depends on it.

If macroeconomic reliance forces Beijing to emphasize
nontraditional maritime security threats, so too does the geographic
nature of its SLOC reliance. China depends heavily on sea lines that
are some of the world’s busiest and most vulnerable to piracy. Five
SLOCs account for 86 percent of China’s foreign trade, the Strait of
Malacca being the most important: roughly 82 percent of China’s oil
imports transit it,* and over 60 percent of the ships that transit the
strait daily are Chinese.® Adding to these routes’ strategic

47 Li Jie, “A New Milestone in Going to the Ocean,” Five Year Escort Special
Column, Navy Today, No. 12 (December 2013), p. 19.

48 Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2015,
Annual Report to Congress (Arlington, VA: Office of the Secretary of Defense, May
8,2015), p. 24.

4 Zhang Xuegang, “China’s Energy Corridors in Southeast Asia,” Jamestown
Foundation China Brief, Vol. 8, No. 3 (February 4, 2008),
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews percent5Btt_news
percent5D=4693.#.UsjfASuf95V.
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significance, 16 percent of China’s imported oil—comes from Saudi
Arabia.” Yemen’s instability following the 2011 Arab Spring
uprisings, and the more recent outbreak of violent internal conflict,
for example, raise the specter of Yemeni political collapse and
refugee exodus. The conflict could unleash major domestic
economic and political consequences for Saudi Arabia and
subsequently threaten its oil exports. Perhaps more significantly, an
unstable Yemen could “worsen the risk of piracy or terrorist attacks
in or near the [Bab al-Mandeb] strait.”' Already, it has required
evacuation by the PLAN of Chinese nationals.

Threats to Chinese Nationals

Beyond the ocean economy, piracy has created unprecedented
internal and external political challenges for China’s regime. China’s
leadership has, on numerous occasions, discovered that individual
pirate attacks on commercial vessels that generate media coverage
have a greater impact on Beijing’s domestic and international
political image than do abstract trends. As long as pirate threats

0 Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2015,
Annual Report to Congress (Arlington, VA: Office of the Secretary of Defense, May
8,2015), p. 25.

*! Ben Simpfendorfer, “Yemen’s Security Challenge Tests China’s Foreign Policy,”
South China Morning Post, August 23, 2011,
www.scmp.com/article/976877/yemens-security-challenge-tests-chinas-foreign-
policy.
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persist, states like China will be wary of taking public relations
risks with major economic and political implications.*

By 2008, the Chinese public had become a significant source of
pressure to intervene. The media outlet Eastday reported that a
survey showed that 86 percent of Chinese “netizens” (active Internet
users) supported a Gulf of Aden mission. > Chinese social
networking websites, such as Weibo, captured some of the
discontent felt by Chinese citizens as a result of Beijing’s initially
hesitant response to Somali piracy. Many of these netizens criticized
Beijing for its inability to protect its increasing number of citizens
living abroad. China’s leaders surely followed these comments and
blog posts.”* This represented a sea change in popular expectations
that Beijing may not have fully anticipated. In early 2008, one of the
authors queried analysts from China’s intelligence community about
the role that public pressure might play in catalyzing government
response to protect Chinese citizens overseas who had come under
threat. These experts did not see significant scope for Beijing to
respond actively, particularly via military means. They maintained

52 “Pirates-Held Hostages Finally Come Home,” China Daily, July 25, 2012,
http://www.china.org.cn/china/2012-07/25/content_26004221.htm.

53 ot B I AE R S B b T i G A 4T 57 [Uncovering Secrets of the
Chinese Navy’s Long-Distance Somalia Operation: Rapid-fire Assault Is the Most
Suitable Way to Fight Pirates], 4 /7 ¥ [Eastday Web], December 26, 2008,
mil.sohu.com/20081226/n261430151.shtml.

4 337 [Huang Li], 8138 T ¥ o [E ¥ % i1 7 52 61 [Sword Pointed at the Gulf of
Aden: The Chinese Navy’s Bright Far Oceans Sword] (Guangzhou: #7111 K% Hi kit
#tH [Zhongshan University Press], 2009), p. 172.
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that the Chinese public would not expect such protection to be
extended, and would instead ask why their compatriots had placed
themselves in vulnerable positions.

Yet China’s government has since responded, and fast. Paradoxically,
a long-entrenched, authoritarian regime like China’s must in some
respects be unusually responsive to short-term public-opinion trends,
as it lacks either reserves of enduring ideological affinity or the
political release valves of periodic elections and alternation of parties
in power—and corresponding shedding of policy blame—that
democratic states typically enjoy.”

In another online public opinion survey two days before the
inaugural deployment, over 90 percent supported the mission out of
over 17,000 respondents.*® Domestic political pressure thus seems to
have played a major role in heightening Beijing’s prioritization of the
piracy issue and in strengthening its ultimate response.

% Andrew S. Erickson and Austin M. Strange, “Ripples of Change in Chinese
Foreign Policy? Evidence from Recent Approaches to Nontraditional Waterborne
Security,” Asia Policy, No. 17 (January 2014), pp. 93-126.

56 “PX] A : S FE R R B U A K B T2 %2 [Netizens: Support Chinese Naval
Escorts Establishing the Image of a Great Power], A [& [People’s Net], December
24, 2008, military .people.com.cn/GB/42970/8570300.html.
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A “Least-Worst” Option

China, like other states, realizes that modern piracy, whether in the
Gulf of Aden or elsewhere, is not a self-generating threat, but rather
the negative result of poor economic and political conditions on land
coupled with contiguous states” inability to control their coastlines.
Although scholarly disagreement persists on the subject, piracy’s
existence is clearly rooted in the failure of domestic governance
institutions, leading to its presence in states such as Somalia, which
are still extremely volatile and unstable.”” A recent study found
strong correlations between poor labor market opportunities and
pirate attacks.” While deploying hulking warships to fight pirate
militias might seem unnecessary to some observers, it was and
remains one of the few implementable approaches—from the
perspective of the United States and other experienced, yet
financially stretched, deployers of power projection militaries, the
least-worst option.

Mounting piracy problems finally imposed sufficient political
incentives to make China’s leaders marshal a concrete response with
the December 26, 2008 deployment of China’s first anti-piracy
flotilla. Most visibly and hence the greatest subject of popular
pressure, several Somali pirate attacks threatened the lives of Chinese

7 “U.N. Takes New Steps to Curb Somalia’s Pirates,” PBS NewsHour, December 17,
2008, www.pbs.org/.

%8 Ryan S. Jablonski and Steven Oliver, “The Political Economy of Plunder:
Economic Opportunity and Modern Piracy,” Journal of Conflict Resolution Vol. 57,
No. 4 (2012), pp. 682-708.
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merchant sailors and the profits of Chinese shipping companies.”
China’s foreign ministry states that from January to November 2008,
seven of the 1,265 ships owned, cargoed or crewed by Chinese that
transited Somali waters were pirated.*

Improvised measures advocated by the MOT, such as evasive
maneuvering and deployment of water cannons and even
improvised explosive devices, were ineffective. Reaching out to
foreign governments and organizations, such as the International
Maritime Organization (IMO), likewise proved insufficient. Model
defense measures and all-Chinese teams that allowed the China
Ocean Shipping (Group) Company (COSCO) to avoid being pirated
entirely were not fully transferrable to many Chinese-connected
ships.

Shipping companies became obligated to provide sailors extra
incentives, under collective bargaining contracts negotiated with the
Hong Kong Seamen’s Union. For instance, sailors crewing Hong
Kong-registered ships transiting high-risk waters such as the Gulf of
Aden were entitled to double salaries and injury reimbursements
during each day they spent there. Such contracts covered
approximately one thousand Hong Kong-registered vessels and

% Xu Jingjing, “Why We Want to Escort: Interview with Ju Chengzhi, Head of the
Ministry of Transportation’s International Cooperation Department,” Sanlian Life
Weekly, No. 3, January 19, 2009, pp. 92-95,
www.zsnews.cn/News/2009/01/16/1018431.shtml.

8 “Navy to Fight Pirates in Somali Waters,” China Daily, December 19, 2008,
http://www.china.org.cn/china/military/2008-12/19/content_16975595.htm.
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foreign-registered vessels owned by Hong Kong ship owners. In
“high-risk areas,” if a shipping company chose a route outside
internationally designated safety corridors in the Gulf of Aden,
sailors were entitled to disembark beforehand, leaving the company
responsible for covering their travel fees.

Rising insurance premiums and re-routing costs threatened the
narrow profit margins of China’s shipping industry, which lacked
effective alternatives. Unable to afford private security firms’ hefty
fees given their bare-bones business models, Chinese shipping to
Europe began circumnavigating the Cape of Good Hope. The added
sailing, on average six days, risked missing ironclad delivery dates,
consequent breaches of contracts and thereby loss of market share to
competitors.

Effectively addressing the surging piracy problem clearly required
not merely uncoordinated stopgaps but decisive, comprehensive
action from Beijing.

Providing Global Public Goods

Beijing’s deployment of naval anti-piracy forces has satistied China’s
need to demonstrate to domestic and foreign audiences its resolve in
protecting overseas interests, while also bolstering its image as a
responsible stakeholder. Ren Haiping, in a Navy Today publication,
noted that China’s Navy had achieved “Two safety 100 percents” (I
MNHETZ H%4) during escorts by ensuring absolute safety for
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both all ships escorted as well as PLAN warships themselves.”' Ren
also stated that China’s Navy had displayed the image of a
responsible power throughout its then already more than 1,800 days
in the Gulf of Aden.*”

This is significant, as Chinese and international observers expand
dialogues on potential discrepancies between Chinese capabilities
and contributions in the global commons and other areas of
international security. And as Beijing has quickly learned, incidents
involving Chinese citizens, companies or military forces abroad offer
excellent opportunities to portray China as a responsible stakeholder.
Moreover, Wei Xueyi, commander of the 6™ escort flotilla, ®
emphasized the international political angle of PLAN anti-piracy
operations: “Warships are mobile national territory; the escort
flotilla is a name card for China’s image. While conducting escorts in
the Gulf of Aden, we not only need to guarantee the safety of
escorted ships, but need even more to display the elegance of the

8 Admiral Wu Shengli made an identical statement in hi