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CHAPTER 4

China’s Naval Modernization, Strategies
and Capabilities

bJ

Andrew S. Erickson

China is striving to reclaim its historical role as the pre-eminent power in
East Asia, with considerable influence beyond. Critical to its trajectory will
be its maritime development, which has typically waxed and waned with
the nation’s fortunes. Many continue to see China as a continental power,
and this was indeed a fitting characterization of the decaying empire of the
late Qing, embattled Republican China, and the People’s Republic in the
throes of revolution, Maoist excesses, and anti-Soviet struggle. Starting
with Deng’s reforms, however, China turned partially to the seas, a pro-
cess that has been deepened, diversified, and sharpened in the Jiang, Hu,
and Xi eras. Beijing’s defense priorities, increasing resources for defense as
the economy surged together with an improving defense industrial base
and R&D infrastructure gradually yielded a modern navy. This chapter
will survey the remarkable course of China’s naval and larger maritime
development in order to elucidate its key dynamics and offer insights into
its future prospects and possible consequences for order at sea in East Asia.

The views expressed here are solely those of the author, who may be contacted
via www.andrewerickson.com. He thanks Dennis Blasko, Bernard Cole, Peter
Dutton, and Paul Godwin for helpful comments.
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64 A.S. ERICKSON

DENG ErA: SEAWARD AT LAST

Under Deng Xiaoping, China underwent stabilization, reform and insti-
tutionalization, and economic opening and marketization. Maoist China’s
armed forces had been bloated, poorly-led, poorly-trained, lacking mod-
ern, well-maintained equipment, and utterly without advanced doctrine,
concepts of operations, tactics and logistic support. China’s 1979 Vietnam
incursion demonstrated the consequences of these deficiencies. Deng had
to establish military modernization priorities in the face of a dysfunctional
PLA and a broken economy together with a largely disrupted obsoles-
cent defense industrial base and R&D infrastructure. Still, there were
few indications that Beijing perceived the need for much more than its
existing coastal defense navy, or that the People’s Liberation Army Navy
(PLAN) would receive precedence. Navies are expensive to build, main-
tain, and train. Obsolescent though its ships and land-based aircraft were,
the PLAN’s condition was no worse than that of the other PLA’s other
services and branch. After Lin Biao’s fall in 1971, the navy, like the rest of
the PLA, faced a strategic and budgetary crisis as rapprochement with the
U.S. deprived it of strategic rationale.

Ambitious, open-minded officers purged during the Cultural Revolution
(e.g., Su Zhenhua and Liu Daosheng) were reinstated by 1972, however
(Muller 1983, pp. 151-152). Meanwhile, naval warfare presaged a return
to maritime development in China. While supporting North Vietnamese
forces during the Vietnam War, Beijing opposed Saigon during the 1974
Battle of the Paracel Islands. On 11 January the PRC Ministry of Foreign
Affairs declared that China had incontestable sovereignty over the Paracels
and their surrounding waters. Over several days, a PLAN force of 11 ves-
sels and 600 assault troops attacked South Vietnamese ships after they
resisted PRC patrol boats and maritime militiamen. Within two days, this
largest PLA amphibious operation since the 1954-1955 operation to seize
the Dachens from the KMT seized the Crescent Group, leaving all Paracel
features in Chinese possession.

On 3 May 1975, Mao called a Central Military Commission (CMC)
meeting and requested a plan to develop a modern ocean-going navy,
which he received and approved that July. Implementation of most related
programs was thwarted, however, by Cultural Revolution leftists who
opposed the major weapons imports that were likely to be required (using
analogies to debates between advocates of indigenous development and
ultimately unsuccessful naval imports in Qing China, as well as statements
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that China was a “continental” power), Young School traditionalists unfa-
miliar with such weapons, and bureaucratic competitors for scarce foreign
currency (Muller 1983, p. 156).

It was Mao’s death in September 1976 and subsequent purge of the
Gang of Four that finally ended Maoist malaise and enabled broad-based
maritime modernization, though maritime policy changes were not
reflected in the media until March 1977. On 13 August 1977, People’s
Daily stated:

The revolutionary spirit... for the building of a powerful navy—long
repressed by the Gang of Four—has erupted like a volcano.... The com-
manders and fighters again revised their plans and measures for the build-
ing of a powerful navy.... In just a few months, many units completed the
training which they had not carried out for many years in the past. (Muller
1983, p. 158)

This new ethos reflected the ‘reform and opening up’ associated with
Deng Xiaoping’s consolidation of power. Deng, who had served in a vari-
ety of military leadership roles during the civil war, was named Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) vice chairman, CMC vice chairman, and PLA
General Staff Department head in 1975. From 1978 until his last public
appearance in 1994, he would be China’s pre-eminent leader. A pragma-
tist who had been branded a “capitalist roader” and repeatedly purged for
opposing elements of Mao’s radical policies, Deng believed that politi-
cal stability and economic development were essential for China. By sim-
ply dismantling Maoist collectives and allowing market forces to operate,
Deng unleashed China’s continuing economic revolution.

During the late 1970s, this newly permissive political climate enabled
China to make initial forays seaward. In spring 1976, research ship Xiang
Yang Hong 5 conducted the PLAN’s first open-ocean mission near Fiji.
Pollow-on missions occurred in 1977-1979, without PLAN escort as
there were no underway replenishment ships until 1980. The PLAN
sent submarines into the South China Sea and beyond the First Island
Chain into the Pacific Ocean for the first time. In 1978, the PLAN con-
fronted Japanese forces in the area surrounding the disputed Senkaku,/
Diaoyu Islands. In that same year, China apparently began to make inqui-
ries about purchasing naval vessels and weapons systems from overseas,
but budgetary limitations postponed initial efforts. The PLAN instead
stressed improving organization, doctrine, and training. Nevertheless, a |
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major breakthrough occurred in May 1980 when eighteen ships sailed to
the previously-surveyed Fiji Islands area to retrieve the instrument pack-
age from China’s first successful DF-5,/CSS-4 ICBM test. This was the
first major instance of Chinese maritime power projection since Zheng
He’s voyages and the first ever into the Western Pacific. Liberation Army
Duaily announced, “Today’s victory is only a beginning. The development
and strengthening of the navy... will be pursued continuously....” (Muller
1983, p. 164).

Meanwhile, on the continental front, China launched ‘Self-Defensive
Counterattack against Vietnam’ from 17 February to 17 March 1979,
supposedly because of border incursions, but in reality to punish Vietnam
for preparing to overthrow its ally Pol Pot in Cambodia. While moving
30-40 divisions to the Vietnamese border, China simultaneously pre-
pared to deter an attack by the USSR, which had concluded a Treaty of
Friendship and Cooperation with Vietnam in 1978. Encountering heavy
resistance when its forces crossed the border, Beijing stated that the PLA
would not proceed further than 50 km into Vietnam. While the PLAAF
refrained from air combat, the PLAN increased deployments near the
Tonkin Gulf, Hainan, and Paracels to deter both Vietnamese retaliatory
attacks on islands and oilrigs and the Soviet naval contingency force. This
was the first of several political uses of the PLAN against Vietnam over the
next few years.

After sustaining what it claimed were 20,000 casualties but Vietnam
claimed were 42,000, the PLA withdrew systematically. Severe problems
with coordination, command, control, and logistics demonstrated how
unprepared for combat the PLA had become. Yet, while Deng criticized
the PLA for being “bloated” and pursued successive major force reduc-
tions to modernize the PLA, he stressed domestic economic development
over military spending. To compensate, he ushered the PLA into busi-
ness. The PLAN had become a significant regional force by 1983 with its
fleet of over 100 rudimentary submarines (the world’s third largest fleet
numerically), and the launch of its first SSBN two years before (and suc-
cessful testing of its SLBM the following year). But rapid modernization
remained elusive. As Table 4.1 (below) indicates, China’s navy then con-
tained substantial numbers of basic platforms, all obsolescent by modern
standards.

Simultaneously, however, Deng promulgated policies that would drive
Chinese maritime development for the next several decades and thereby
greatly expand the scope of interests that the PLAN might be asked to
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protect. China’s shipbuilding industry, which had benefited from the fact
that it could not easily be relocated into interior hinterlands during Mao’s
“Third Line’ policy, was prioritized as a commercial industry by Deng in
1982. The Sixth Ministry of Machine Building became the China State
Shipbuilding Corporation, which introduced market principles that facili-
tated foreign joint ventures and technology transfer. Situated primarily on
China’s eastern seaboard near major cities and newly-created special eco-
nomic zones, the industry has benefited greatly from China’s dedication
to using Chinese-built ships to transport burgeoning exports. Thanks to
these and such developments as increased offshore oil and gas prospecting
and production, China’s marine economy expanded at an annual rate of
17% during the 1980s.

In a major break with China’s Cold War “coastal defense” tradition,
it adopted a “Near Seas active defense” (FIRRBHHI, JTHEIERR) strategy
in 1987 (Li 2009, p. 150). This major paradigm shift, driven by Deng’s
assessment that great power war was not imminent and that coastal eco-
nomic development deserved precedence, was further articulated and
implemented by PLAN commander Admiral Liu Huaqing, who served
as deputy director of the Defense Science and Technology Commission
in the 1960s, chief of the PLAN (1982-1988), and vice chairman of the
CMC (1989-1997).

It must be emphasized that Admiral Liu was not a Chinese Mahan
or Gorshkov. Deng’s economic prioritization, itself predicated on close
U.S.-China relations, made it inappropriate for a PLAN commander
to advocate ambitious visions of Chinese naval power. Moreover, while
Deng’s reforms would ultimately unleash commercial maritime develop-
ment, seaborne exports, and consequent heightened reliance on seaborne
imports of oil and other resources, the future remained unclear. While Liu
was Soviet-trained and said to have been influenced by Gorshkov, he had
nothing near the resources that the latter had available to direct seaward.
Publishing a Chinese version of Sea Power and the State would have been
politically incorrect. When China finally substantially increased naval fund-
ing in the late 1990s, Liu was entering retirement. He is noteworthy for
having helped to transform the PLAN into a more modern, professional
force from a very low baseline, for developing and popularizing the Island
Chains concept of demarcating PLAN power projection, and for advocat-
ing aircraft carrier development to further such power projection.

Liu and others have defined the First Island Chain, or current limit of
most PLAN operations, as comprising Japan and its northern and southern
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archipelagos (the latter disputed by China), South Korea, Taiwan, the
Philippines, and the Greater Sunda Islands. The Second Island Chain,
which Liu envisioned as being fully within the scope of future PLAN
activities, ranges from the Japanese archipelago south to the Bonin and
Marianas Islands (including Guam) and finally to the Palau group.

In his 2004 autobiography, coverage of which by China’s Xinhua press
agency implies quasi-official endorsement, Liu recalled that the question
of Chinese aircraft carrier development had weighed particularly heavily
on him when he became PLAN commander in 1982. “With the develop-
ment of maritime undertakings and the change in the mode of sea strug-
gles, the threats from sea we were facing differed vastly from the past,”
Liu assessed. “We had to deal with SSBNs and ship-based air forces, both
capable of long-range attacks. To meet that requirement, the strength of
the Chinese navy seemed somewhat inadequate. Despite our long coastal
defense line, we had only small and medium-sized warships and land-
based air units, which were merely capable of short-distance operations.

~ In case of a sea war, all we could do was to deplore our weakness.” But “by

developing aircraft carriers,” Liu believed, “we could solve this problem
successfully” (Liu Huaqing 2004, p. 478).

Liu described aircraft carriers as providing air coverage essential to off-
shore defense. An aircraft carrier would thus facilitate Chinese air opera-
tions in the Taiwan Strait by obviating the need for short-range fighters
to sortie from land bases. This, Liu believed, would maximize the utility
of China’s existing aircraft. However, Liu made these statements in 1987,
before modern precision weaponry had demonstrated its startling effec-
tiveness in the first Gulf War. Indeed, a concomitant shift in operational
scenarios may at least partially explain subsequent apparent indecision in
China concerning aircraft carrier development. Though periodically con-
sidered, it may have been repeatedly postponed in favor of submarines.
Even Liu acknowledged that nuclear submarines are “one of the very most
important pieces of naval equipment.” According to Tan Storey and You Ji
“With the retirement of Liu in 1997 ... the aircraft carrier lost its champion
in the Chinese navy. At the same time, the need to control the South China
Sea as a strategic priority was downgraded as reunification with Taiwan
hurtled to the top of Beijing’s agenda” (Storey and Ji 2004, p. 90).

Support for China’s naval development gradually coalesced with
increasing PRC concerns with maritime resources and sovereignty (partic-
ularly over Taiwan as it began to democratize in the late 1980s, a process
that would raise popular questions about its status vis-a-vis the mainland).
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Beijing’s 1987 announcement that it would establish an “ocean observa-
tion station” on Fiery Cross Reef on behalf of UNESCO helped trigger
a 1988 skirmish on nearby Johnson South Reef (Xu Zhiliang 2014). In
March 1988, in the Johnson South Reef Skirmish, the PLLAN sank three
Vietnamese supply vessels, killed 64 Vietnamese sailors, and seized seven
features in the disputed Spratly islands (Erickson and Strange 2014). In
1995, China would seize Mischief Reef'in the Spratlys, also claimed by the
Philippines.

Meanwhile, Deng’s reforms were awakening demand for further liber-
alization throughout Chinese society. In 1988, China Central Television
(CCTV) broadcast He Shang [River Elegy], which used the theme of
China’s early development centering on the Yellow River to criticize “the
mentality 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” (Chen and Jin 1997, pp. 221-222). Viewers were challenged
to consider: “How can the ‘yellow’ culture of the earth be transformed
into the ‘blue’ culture of the ocean?” (Ibid., p. 222). River Elegy sug-
gested that China had much to learn from the West, was later viewed by
Chinese officials as having helped to inspire the 1989 Tiananmen Square
demonstrations, and was subsequently banned (Wang 2006).!

J1ANG ErA: LIMITED BUT INCREASINGLY POWERFUL NAVY

Deng’s stepping down as CCP CMC chairman in 1989 and State CMC
chairman in 1990 smoothed his ultimate hand-picked successor Jiang
Zemin’s path to power. By Deng’s death in 1997, Jiang was China’s
unchallenged leader. During his decade in office, he increased PLA(N)
budgets and directed significant PLA(N) modernization, in part to uphold
“maritime rights and interests” increasingly prioritized as China’s mari-
time reliance and capacity grew.

During the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, the PLA fired 10 DF-15
short-range ballistic missiles to the north and south of (not over) Taiwan
(or in the Strait) as part of large-scale military exercises and accompa-
nying political rhetoric to discourage independence moves by Taiwanese
president Lee Deng-hui before and during his election. This suggested an
increased PLA focus on asserting sovereignty over claimed territory on its
maritime periphery. Apparent inability to challenge U.S. Navy interven-
tion in the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis may have motivated Beijing to
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accelerate PLAN development, with submarines as a major focus. China’s
evolving platforms and weaponry increasingly suggested an ‘access denial®
strategy consistent with Beijing’s focus on Taiwan. As Table 4.2 indicates,
under Jiang’s leadership the PLAN shrunk dramatically as smaller num-
bers of increasingly advanced platforms began replacing numerous obso-
lete platforms.

Statements by Chinese leaders focused increasingly on the nation’s
maritime interests. According to former PLAN Political Commissar Yang
Huaiqing, “Comrade Deng Xiaoping unequivocally pointed out that seas
and oceans are not a moat and China must face the world and go beyond
seas and oceans in order to become prosperous and strong. Comrade Jiang
Zemin has taken a further step and put forward a new outlook on Seas
and oceans that combines the outlook on territorial waters, outlook on
marine economy and outlook on maritime security” (Yang 2000, p. 26).
As Jiang declared during a 1995 inspection of a PLAN unit on Hainan
Island, “Developing and using the sea will have more and more signifi-
cance to China’s long-term development. We certainly need to under-
stand the sea from a strategic highpoint, and increase the entire nation’s
sea consciousness” (Jiao 2007). In a 1999 speech to the PLAN, Jiang
stated, “the people’s navy shoulders the sacred mission of safeguarding the
sovereignty of our country’s territorial waters and defending the state’s
maritime rights and interests” (Erickson and Goldstein 2009, p. xviii).
Jiang has been quoted as saying: “the struggle over seas and oceans has
become sharper and more complex day by day, and sea and ocean have
become sites of intense contention and confrontation among countries. ...
In a future war, the navy’s role is very important and prominent. Sea
power is an important strategic direction of our national security. Since
the navy shoulders major defense tasks, we must attach importance to
navy building and treat the navy as one of the major services in our mili-
tary buildup” (Yang 2000). Though he advocated a “powerful navy,” and
had supported its accelerated development since the mid-1990s, however,
Jiang never apparently referred to China as a “sea power.”

In accordance with these leadership pronouncements, Beijing’s official
documents began to reflect an increasing maritime focus. Chinese laws
sought to enforce China’s maritime claims. On 25 February 1992, Beijing
ratified the “Law of the Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone,” which
defined its extant territorial claims, including the waters surrounding
Taiwan. In 1998, China passed a law regarding the “Exclusive Economic
Zone and Continental Shelf.” ‘







