
CHINA'S STRATEGIC 
OBJECTIVES AT SEA 

China is ch anging rapidly from a land-oriented p ower 

to a hybrid land- sea power, reflecting its increasingly 

widespread interests. As its overall national power 

grows, Beijing fa ces mounting domestic and interna­

tional pressure to safegu ard these interests. China is 

incrementally trying to secure outstanding territorial 

and mari time claims in the Yellow, East and South 

China seas (the 'near seas'), while more slowly devel­

oping the capacity to protect its interests and increase 

its influence farther afield (the 'far seas' ).1 The latest 

developments include multi-layered military opera­

tions in the near seas and enhanced operational 

capabilities beyond. As Beijing's interests, capabilities 

and forces continue to radiate outward, consolidate 

and integrate, China' s naval and other maritime 

forces' ability to su stain high-intensity combat under 

increasingly contested and uncertain conditions, a t 

ever-greater distances from the mainland, is likely 

to advance. Creating true combat capabilities against 

other major navies in the far seas is challengi ng, 

however, and will require considerable focus, 

resources, effort an d time. 

HIERARCHY OF NATIONAL-SECURITY AND 
MARITIME PRIORITIES 
China's maritime strategy is part of an evolving h ier­

archy of national-security priorities, led by regime 

survival, and followed by domestic legitimacy and 

stability in core Han-domin ated areas.2 A tertiary 

concern is firm control of Han-minority or -plurality 

border areas. These are underpinned by Beijing's 

foreign policy and defence stra tegy, which continue to 

centre on the principal goals important to Communist 

Party of China legitimacy of political continuity, terri­

torial integrity and sovereignty as defined by party 

narratives, domestic and regional s tability, p ros­

perity and prestige. Since the end of the Cold War, 
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su ccess with respect to internal land-based objec­

tives has allowed a more intense focu s on Taiwan and 

other unresolved claims in the near seas. Meanwhile, 

Beijing's broader near-seas strategy, most clearly seen 

in the South China Sea, includes pressing d isputed 

claims where possible (for exam ple, Scarborough 

Shoal), delaying the resolution of more intractable 

sovereignty disputes (such as regarding the Spratly 

fea tures occupied by others) and coercing potential 

opponents while limiting escalation .3 

Until the end of the last century, Beijing' s stra­

tegic goals and the available means to pursue them 

necessitated a relatively selective defence and foreign­

policy agenda, which permitted China to maintain 

a low profile internation ally and focus on domestic 

development. Now, however, Beijing' s burgeoning 

interests are giving rise to increasingly diverse ch al­

lenges for the government. China's need for popular 

legitimacy amid rising domestic expectations and a 

slowing economy may incentivise assertiveness even 

in the fa ce of neighbouring countries' own stra tegic 

extroversion. At the same time, Chinese citizens, 

businesses, assets and investments are p rolifera ting 

overseas, par ticularly in unstable areas. Although 

precise figures remain una vailable even to Beijing, the 

number of Chinese citizens living or working abroad 

is large and growing. For example, civil war forced 

China to evacuate almost 36,000 Chinese nationals 

from Libya in spring 2011.4 

In addition, China's rapidly growing economy, 

which remains manufacturing-fo cused and energy­

intensive, requires tremendous imports of natural 

resources. Growing demand for resources and 

access to them, as well as p ricing instability and 

possible scarcity, pose further challenges to China. 

For example, the country's oil imports accounted for 

60% of its supply in 2015, of which 83% transited the 



Malacca Strait and the Sou th China Sea. If demand 

keeps rising, oil-import dependency will probably 

increase further as domestic crude-oil production 

begins to decline, potentially reaching 80% of China's 

supply by 2035.5 China's reliance on Middle Eastern 

energy is growing as the United States' is decreasing. 

Land-based pipelines cannot offset China's seaborne 

. crude-oil-import volumes, and are vulnerable to 

sabotage and precision strike.6 This dependency, 

and that on_ imports of other natural resources and 

strategic commodities such as soybeans, imposes a 

premium on secure sea lanes in the Inda-Asia-Pacific. 

Beijing could attempt to address its expanding 

overseas interests while minimising foreign oppos­

ition by enhancing the country's capacity to use 

international law and diplomacy, as well as by 

using its armed forces to both protect its citizens 

and offer such public goods such as disaster relief.7 

For example, some Chinese public intellectuals view 

such non-traditional security issues as terrorism, 

piracy and the environment as offering potential 

for enhanced Sino-American cooperation.8 Some 

Chinese scholars and analysts suggest that Beijing 

should make greater contributions to the current 

international system, improve its image as a respon­

sible power and gradually enhance China's role as a 

burden-sharer and rule-shaper.9 However, Chinese 

President Xi Jinping favours more assertive, ambi­

tious, wide-ranging approaches. His vigorous 

leadership and apparent use of high-level People's 

Liberation Army (PLA) corruption investigations to 

engineer a mandate for change are propelling major 

new developments in China, including the largest 

reorganisation in modern Chinese military history.10 

In particular, Xi places special emphasis on ensuring 

China's ability to wage and win modern conflicts at 

all levels, stressing that 'combat effectiveness is the 

only fundamental standard'." 

Significantly, for the first time in its history, Beijing 

is now willing and able to focus consistently on devel­

oping its sea power. This is reflected in the maritime 

content in the latest edition of China's most authorita­

tive and comprehensive national planning document, 

the Five-Year Plan. The 13th edition (covering 2016-

Map 3.1 China's strategic maritime environment and oil-supply routes 
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NEAR-SEAS EFFORTS 

REMAIN AT THE CORE 

OF CHINA'S MILITARY 

STRATEGY TO ASSERT 

GREATER CONTROL OVER 

SOVEREIGNTY CLAIMS 

20) directs that China should build itself into a great 

'mari time power', further develop marine resources, 

strengthen near-seas forces and overseas-interests 

protection, and p romote China's ' 21st Century 

Maritime Silk Road' .12 China's increasing overseas 

defence and security activities reflect this mandate, 

and geographically and opera tionally, naval and 

other maritime-security force activities are leading 

the way. 

AUTHORITATIVE SOURCES OUTLINE 
MARITIME STRATEGY 
Important recently released doctrinal sources reveal 

that China's leadership under Xi is placing unpre­

cedented emphasis on Beij ing's increasingly complex, 

far-ranging marihme interests and operations to 

sustain them, and therefore on mari time-force devel­

opment, integration and utilisation across a wide 

range of peacetime and wartime contingencies. The 

PLA is charged with safeguarding these interests 

through a comprehensive approach emphasising 

the armed forces' peacetime m aritime presence and 

posture as well as their combat readiness. 13 

Two sources are particularly relevant. Firstly, 

Beijing's 2015 defence white paper, 'China's Military 

Strategy', stresses the impera tive of safegu arding 

'critical' domains - namely 'seas and oceans', 'outer 

space', 'cyberspace' and 'nuclear forces' .14 The white 

paper also declares that the ' traditional mentality 

that land outweighs sea must be abandoned ' and that 

'great importance has to be attached to managing 

the seas and oceans and protecting maritime rights 

and interests' .'5 The white paper conveys China' s 

new classified 'Military Strategic Guideline', which 

stresses 'winning informa tised local wars' amid 

accelerated worldwide use of advanced long-range 

precision weapons.16 

Secondly, according to the 2013 version of the 

occasionally updated strategy textbook Science of 
Military Strategy, which is issued by the PLA's centre 

for strategy analysis, China's southern and eastern 
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m aritime approaches are the most likely geographic 

axes along which maritime conflicts may occur.'7 

Given this near-seas contex t for poten tial conflicts, 

the 2015 defence white paper emphasises the need 

to prepare for a full spectrum of maritime oper­

ations from peacetime to wartime. To operationalise 

such efforts, the document stresses a comprehensive 

approach, incorporating both trad itional and non­

traditional security measures, peacetime pressure 

on rival claimants to disputed features and maritime 

zones, and combat readiness. It also highlights crisis · 

management, ' active defence' and coordinated joint 

operations between the services. 

However, while near-seas efforts remain at the 

core of China's military strategy to assert greater 

control over sovereignty claims there, the white paper 

also calls for the gradual development of a geograph­

ically diffu sed outer layer of capabili ties. This would 

ensure that Beijing could safeguard growing national 

interests by influencing events in a panoply of over­

seas areas and reach out to address emergency 

situations virtually anywhere.18 In the maritime 

realm, this takes the form of a blue-water navy with 

growing power-projection capabilities. As the Science 

during a military exercise near China's Hai nan Island, 8 July 20 76 



of Military Strategy explains, China's national inter­

ests now transcend the country's territorial seas and 

include distant waters, space and the electromag­

netic realm. 19 Accordingly, for the first time ever, 

the white paper tasks the PLA Navy (PLAN) with 

adopting a new two-part naval strategy involving 

'the combination of "near seas defense" and "far seas 

protection"' .2 0 The Science of Military Strategy elabor­

ates on this doctrinal evolution, stating that' defense' 

means resistjng enemy attacks, while 'protection' 

encompasses a much larger range of contingencies, 

including the protection of Chinese-owned ships 

and assets far from China.21 This reference to more 

distant maritime interests is part of an emerging zone 

of focus for the PLAN that centres on the 'Western 

Pacific Ocean' and the 'Northern Indian Ocean' -

beyond the first island chain - as well as surrounding 

sea areas, which together comprise more than two­

thirds of the world's oceanic space. 

In terms of potential Chinese interests that could 

influence far-seas missions, the Science of Military 

Strategy singles out sea-lane protection as a key 

mission. It notes that sea lanes are 'the "lifeline" of 

China's economic and social development' and that 

being able to protect them will burnish Beijing's 

credentials as a generous public-goods provider and 

bolster China's 'voice and influence in international 

maritime security affairs' .22 This mission remains 

largely aspirational because, as the strategy document 

itself acknowledges, the PLAN does not yet have the 

capacity to sustain high-intensity combat missions far 

from home. Yet the goal itself is important because 

the rising emphasis on combat capabilities beyond 

China's littoral provides support for proponents of a 

more muscular navy and provides a reason for addi­

tional PLAN platform modernisation and training. 

HIGH-LOW EXECUTION WITH THREE SEA 
FORCES 
To fulfil its maritime objectives, China is devel­

oping, deploying and utilising three principal forces. 

Already the world's second-largest navy, the PLAN 

is on track to become the second-most capable. 

From 1985 to 2005 the navy shrank from a sprawling 

outmoded fleet, in large part by shedding obsolete 

missile patrol craft and diesel attack submarines, to 

a smaller force of increasing quality and capability 

(see Table 3.1). Subsequently, the PLAN has further 

improved by both measures. The China Coast Guard, 

the world's largest civil maritime force, already 

dwarfs the combined coastguards of its regional 

neighbours and is continuing to grow rapidly in size 

and sophistication of both equipment and the subset 

of advanced personnel. 23 Finally, China possesses the 

world' s largest, and virtually the only offensively 

ALREADY THE WORLD'S 

SECOND-LARGEST NAVY, 

THE PEOPLE'S LIBERATION 

ARMY NAVY IS ON TRACK 

TO BECOME THE SECOND-

MOST CAPABLE 

focused, maritime militia force .24 The 2015 defence 

white paper envisions these three forces collaborating 

within the framework of a 'combined, multi-func­

tional and efficient marine combat force structure' .2
5 

The critical dynamics of China's maritime-force 

development and deployment may be described as 

a 'high-low' approach, offering extra rungs on the 

escalation ladder. Beijing's vision appears twofold. 

Firstly, within deterrence relationships, it seeks to 

persuade its potential opponents that in a crisis or 

outright conflict it would have far more fine-tuned 

and credible responses available, particularly at the 

level of advanced conventional strike.26 Secondly, in 

peacetime, it seeks to 'salami slice' at disputed claims 

at just below the level that would trigger determined 

foreign intervention or pushback. 

High end: near-seas counter-intervention 
At the high end, China is developing and deploying 

powerful counter-intervention capabilities, designed 

to impose prohibitive costs on US and allied forces 

in a worst-case-scenario regional contingency, such 

Figure 3.1 · PLAN submarine fleet, 1987-2017 
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Table 3 1: People's Liberation Army Navy fleet, 1987-2017 

1987 1992 

Submarines 

Nuclear-powered ballistic-missile 
submarines 

Nuclear-powered attack 3 5 
submarines 

Attack submarines 113 39 

Total 117 45 

Surface vessels 

Aircraft carriers 0 0 

Destroyers 0 0 

Frigates and older destroyers 44 54 
(e.g. Ludo class) 

Corvettes 9 0 

Missile patrol craft 233 207 

Large amphibious vessels 17 16 

Smaller amphibious ships 46 40 

Total 349 317 

Total vessels 466 362 

Source: 1155 

as a conflict concerning Taiwan. This accords with 

its doctrinal emphasis on presenting a deterrent to 

promote its objectives in peacetime and, failing that, 

using 'active defence' (the ability to deny oppon­

ents a given area without controlling it oneself) to 

force potential adversaries to operate farther from 

Chinese shores, thereby winning 'Local War under 

Informatized Conditions'. 27 As the Science of Military 

Strategi; emphasises, the likelihood of intervention 

by ' the powerful enemy' (the US) 'depends upon his 

1997 2002 2007 2012 2017 

3 4 

5 5 4 5 5 

54 62 51 52 47 

60 68 56 60 56 

0 0 0 0 

3 5 11 13 22 

52 58 65 65 58 

0 0 0 0 32 

188 93 42 92 91 

25 19 26 27 33 

40 37 47 61 52 

308 212 191 258 289 

368 280 247 318 345 

trade-off [analysis] between war risks and costs'.28 

Accordingly, Chinese strategists believe that when 

confronting foreign maritime threats they must take 

a sequ ential approach that calls for 'controlling seas 

by relying on land, and controlling oceans by using 

seas' .2 9 This is part of an ongoing effort by Beijing to 

create a strategic buffer by planning to engage adver­

saries as far from the mainland as possible to prevent 

enemy operations from trapping the PLAN in the 

near seas. 

Figure 3.2: People's Liberation Army Navy surface fleet, 1987-2017 
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This counter-intervention strategy is helping 

to drive China's emphasis on the development and 

deployment of submarines, long-range aircraft like its 

Flanker derivatives and the new Chengdu J-20 heavy 

fighter, and cruise and ballistic missiles, including the 

anti-ship variety. In addition, Beijing' s intention to 

create a forward line of defence - as articulated in the 

Science of Military Strategy - and gain the initiative in 

shaping events before and during a potential conflict 

also probably helps to motivate Beijing's campaign 

to reclaim features and augment multiple reefs in the 

South China Sea and build military infrastructure on 

them. 

Collectively, these counter-intervention efforts 

comprise China's traditional active-defence strategy. 

This mission requires defensive and offensive 

measures to deter enemy intervention by nuclear 

and asymmetric conventional means, safeguard 

resources, defend major wartime sea lines of commu­

nication (SLOCs) and uphold sovereignty claims (for 

example, to Taiwan). For the PLAN, near-seas active 

defence requires at minimum being able to hold 

enemy forces at risk within certain parts of the near 

seas and their immediate approaches, and ideally 

to hold opposing forces at risk throughout China's 

immediate periphery.3° 

While China has made fast progress over the past 

two decades in implementing its ongoing core focus 

on traditional active defence, the authors of the Science 

of Military Strategy highlight several key areas for 

further improvement. They include offensive oper­

ations, a sea-based nuclear component, and command, 

control, communications, computers, intelligence, 

surveillance and reconnaissance (C4ISR) capabilities. 

The document charges the PLAN with extending 

'key information awareness nodes' outward, and 

improving networking information systems and data 

fusion.3' This is probably a reference to space- and 

aerospace-based C4ISR platforms, as compared with 

the p rior era of modern military history when sensing 

platforms were almost exclusively on land and at sea. 

Chinese military doctrine also holds that 'future 

maritime local wars must rely on offensive oper­

ations to win the initiative and strive for victory' .32 

Significantly, analysts from China's Academy of 

Military Science believe that acting first confers 

significant advantages, and emphasise submarine-led 

blockades, maritime joint-strike operations, airstrikes 

and the use of special-operations forces to conduct 

infiltration and sabotage missions.33 The 2015 defence 

white paper is apparently referring to such efforts in 

its directive to 'enrich the strategic concept of active 

defense' .34 

Furthermore, China's active-defence efforts are 

bolstered by the PLAN's nuclear-deterrence and 
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ADDING A SEA LEG 
TO CHINA'S NUCLEAR 
DETERRENT IS DIFFICULT 
TECHNOLOGICALLY, AND 
ENTAILS OPERATIONAL 
COMPLEXITIES AND 
DETECTION RISKS 

counter-attack mission. As the Science of Military 

Strategy explains, the PLAN must develop and 

maintain a seaborne nuclear-deterrent capability to 

'actively carry out nuclear deterrence and nuclear 

counterattack missions'.35 This remains a work in 

progress, with China concerned about the noise of its 

nuclear-powered submarines36 and the capabilities 

of US and allied ballistic-missile-defence systems.37 

Adding a sea leg to China's nuclear deterrent is 

difficult technologically, and entails operational 

complexities and detection risks that the large, well­

established PLA Rocket Force does not face on land. 

Nevertheless, developing such a dyad offers at least 

the theoretical prospect of achieving further redun­

dancy and the ability to stress US ballistic-missile 

defences in new ways. In October 2015, then­

commander of US Strategic Command Admiral Cecil 

Haney stated that he had to 'assume' that China's 

Type-094 nuclear-powered ballistic-missile submar­

ines (SSBNs) are conducting deterren ce patrols 'when 

they go out to sea'.38 To connect its deterrence and 

counter-attack components effectively, China may 

continue to strengthen and integrate its C4ISR capa­

bility. 

Low end: near-seas grey zone and far-seas protection 

In peacetime, China is engaged in joint-service 

maritime acti~ities in the near seas and low-inten­

sity naval operations in the far seas. In the near 

seas, China's three sea forces increasingly operate 

together, with maritime militia and coastguard 

forces deployed forward, supported by PLAN forces . 

These are so-called 'grey zone' operations, wherein 

Beijing employs paramilitary forces as unobtrusively 

as possible to alter the status quo with respect to 

outstanding regional maritime claims in its favour 

without triggering armed conflict. The coastguard 

and militia afford the Chinese government the option 

of coercing rival claimants without resorting to 

conventional warfare. In recent years, the two forces 

have been involved in significant international mari-
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time incidents in which their actions appeared to be 

closely coordinated with the PLAN, and which naval 

officers appeared to monitor carefully and perhaps 

even direct in a capacity that US government reports 

termed 'overwatch' .J9 

The PLAN would typically lead and coordinate 

any joint maritime-security activity. The coordin­

ation aspect is especially important. By integrating 

the PLAN, coastguard and maritime militia, China's 

leadership is seemingly creating a unique capacity for 

exerting substantial coercive force to shape facts in 

the sea, while maintaining a high degree of ambiguity 

and plausible deniability that allows considerable 

latitude for diplomatic and political manoeuvring. 

In that respect, such close coordination between the 

naval, para-naval and irregular maritime forces aligns 

closely with the Science of Military Strategy's position 

that 'integrated joint operations are the foundation 

for forming systemic advantages in maritime local 

wars and are the primary form of the Navy's oper­

ations in the near seas' .4° 

Beyond the near seas, China is implementing 

the outer layer of its two-layer strategy, using non­

traditional security missions to support 'strategic 

prepositioning' in the form of enhanced overseas 

access and logistics points. Such missions span a wide 

spectrum and include an anti-piracy deployment in 

the Gulf of Aden that the PLAN has sustained for 

approximately eight years, Mekong River security 

patrols since 2011, the 2011 Libya non-combatant 

evacuation operation that was supported by the 

PLAN and the PLA Air Force, and the PLAN' s evacu­

ation of nearly 600 Chinese and 225 foreign nationals 

from Yemen in 2015. 

Although these missions have taught China's 

maritime forces valuable operational lessons, they 

have not demonstrated a capacity to engage in major 

combat operations far from China. Chinese strategists 

are determined to make further progress; specifically, 

to push the potential point of battle to a safer distance 

from China's immediate maritime periphery and, 
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BEYOND THE NEAR SEAS, 

CHINA IS IMPLEMENTING 

THE OUTER LAYER OF ITS 

TWO-LAYER STRATEGY, USING 

NON-TRADITIONAL SECURITY 

MISSIONS TO SUPPORT 

'STRATEGIC PREPOSITIONING' 

more generally, to safeguard China's burgeoning 

overseas interests.41 To maximise operational depth, 

the Science of Military Strategy calls for an integrated 

approach 'organically linking the three strategic 

areas of coastal mainland, near seas and far seas'42 

in a seamless, mutually reinforcing fashion wherein 

operational progress in each can relieve pressure on 

Chinese forces in the other. Under this concept, the 

PLAN aims to be able to conduct 'a variety of simul­

taneous or alternating patterns of warfighting' in the 

near seas, and ' relatively independent operations 

under conditions of joint operations, highlighting 

the use of submarines and long-range air assaults 

focused on striking the enemy's important nodes and 

high value targets' in the far seas.43 

Enhancing far-seas operations 

Waging major combat operations far from China 

will depend on mastering the variants of sea and 

air control, without the land-based redundancy and 

workarounds applicable to China's more immediate 

periphery. The PLA would need to effect a broader 

transformation from the traditional active-defence 

strategy to more comprehensive manoeuvre warfare 

The 20th PLAN anti-piracy escort task force departs for the Gulf of Aden 

to relieve the 19th escort task force, 3April201 S 
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Table 3.2: Comparison of regional far-seas navies: major ships, 2017 

Vessel type China 

Nuclear-powered ballistic-missile submarines 4 

Nuclear-powered attack submarines 5 

Attack submarines 47 

Aircraft carriers 

Helicopter carriers 0 

Cruisers 0 

Destroyers • 22 

Frigates 58 

Large amphi bious ships 33 

Auxiliary replenishment vessels 11 

Source: 1155 

akin to the United States' development of network­

centric warfare to support blue-water operations.44 

Chinese sources describe the effort to enable such 

warfare as integrated 'information systems-based 

system of systems operations' (ISSS0) .45 This concept 

was first endorsed by then-president Hu Jintao in 

2005, but 'not fully articulated and operationalized 

by PLA strategists until after early 2010' .46 ISSSO is 

part of a larger effort to transform the PLAN into a 

US-style navy capable of waging forward, high-end 

operations. 

As part of its overall reorganisation, Xi has 

charged the PLAN with improving the structure 

and efficiency of its commands and forces to opti­

mise them for future naval-warfare requirements. 

The navy's organisation is mandated to shift from a 

service-based to a mission-based structure, with new 

combat and support forces developed and special­

operations and amphibious forces expanded. This 

emerging mission-centric focus and its operational 

concepts are beginning to manifest themselves 

publicly, starting with the country's high-profile 

aircraft-carrier programme. Describing carrier groups 

as 'a strategic "fist" for mobile operations at sea', the 

Science of Military Strategy states that 'the Navy's 

developmental focus will be placed on large and 

medium surface combatants with aircraft carriers as 

the core' .47 The goal is to create 'a three-dimensional 

strike capability that combines undersea, surface, 

and aerospace, and long, in termediate, and close 

ranges' .48 Some leading PLA thinkers believe carrier 

groups can 'form maritime operations systems' to fill 

strategic space in multiple domains through ISSSQ.49 

In contrast to these ambitions, most distant 

Chinese maritime operations to date have involved 

skill sets that differ substantively from, and hence 

are not readily transferrable to, joint and integrated 

high-intensity firepower operations. Modest naval 

- CHAPTER rH lFE 

India Japan United States 

(total US Navy fleet) 

0 0 14 

0 55 

13 19 0 

0 10 

0 4 0 

0 2 23 

14 32 62 

13 9 8 

6 3 33 

3 5 18 

deployments have helped the PLAN master basic 

tasks, including seamanship, navigation, formation 

keeping, command and control, sector monitoring, 

and search and rescue, but low-intensity, out-of-area 

operations do not translate into an ability to engage 

in major combat operations there. The barriers to 

creating such capabilities are formidable and require 

strategic focus, resources and time. To be capable 

of credibly conducting distant, high-intensity mari­

time-combat operations, the PLAN would need to 

be able to conduct force protection and sustainment, 

coordination, and anti-submarine warfare (ASW) and 

air defence. 

With respect to force protection and sustainment, 

a major challenge to projecting power is the 'tyranny 

of distance' .s0 To cover greater geographic areas 

while fulfilling existing missions, China would need 

to bring more major ships into service. Nevertheless, 

qualitative improvement has already been rapid . 

Examples include radar (for example, active elec­

tronically scanned array/AESA) and other technology 

(such as the universal vertical-launch system/VLS, 

which enables the firing of both anti-ship missiles 

(AShMs) and land-attack cruise missiles) . In addition, 

gradually increasing deployments to distant areas are 

slowly raising mission familiarity and readiness. A 

related difficulty is sustaining missions of extended 

duration. Driven in part by its Gulf of Aden experi­

ence, China is already developing logistic support 

for long-duration operations. A network of China 

Ocean Shipping Company suppliers and husbanding 

agents has facilitated resupply in foreign ports .51 The 

PLAN has also made substantial progress in fruit 

and vegetable preservation and the generation of 

potable water .52 Stocks are better managed, and less 

perishable Western food supplies have even been 

considered. Supporting longer-range operations 

would further require additional high-speed oilers 
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and replenishment ships, which China's shipbuilding 

industry has already started to construct and has the 

capacity to build faster if required.53 

The establishment of overseas military bases 

is an option for equipping, servicing and other 

support beyond replenishment, but one that imposes 

high political costs and risks of operational vulner­

ability. One solution could be overseas-facilities 

access, which Beijing is already realising to a modest 

degree in seeking to use neutral ports - for instance, 

in the Indian Ocean and Gulf of Aden - to facilitate 

supplying the PLAN. Through Chinese port devel­

opment in the Indian Ocean region, efforts are under 

way to 'strengthen construction of large and medium 

sized ports and core airports focusing on strategic 

home ports to fulfil the stationing, mooring, and 

supply needs of carriers, strategic nuclear submarines, 

and heavy destroyer-escort formations' _54 Although 

China is also developing naval-supply hubs, most 

notably in Djibouti,55 Beijing's enduring non­

interference policies will likely constrain the acquisi­

tion of US-style bases for the foreseeable future. 

To better support extended operations, China 

could develop the ability to conduct sophisticated 

ship repairs remotely, either through tenders or over­

seas repair facilities . It has already made significant 

advances in its previously substandard maintenance 

culture.56 Looking ahead, if China wished to maintain 

a limited posture focused on day-to-day operations in 

peacetime or simply the ability to participate in non­

traditional security operations, it would not need 

tenders;57 any ship needing sophisticated repairs 

could be sent back to China. However, tenders would 

be required to conduct significant blue-water SLOC 

security missions unless the PLAN deployed tech­

nicians on ships, obtained access to technologically 

sophisticated port facilities or both. For example, the 

US Navy possesses two submarine tenders based in 

Guam because of its large forward presence and a 

requirement to conduct a full range of fleet combat 

operations (although it has retired its destroyer 
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tenders and conducts most overseas repairs in host­

nation shipyards, such as Yokosuka in Japan). An 

extensive global infrastructure supported by dozens 

of negotiated agreements also allows the US armed 

forces to move ship parts around the world. China 

would presumably require a comparable network to 

support similar levels and types of naval operations, 

as well as a much-increased operations budget. 

Foreign navies have pioneered other approaches 

to far-seas resupply and maintenance that China 

could consider. Developing 'service squadrons', for 

instance, is technologically and politically feasible. 

In contrast, the stopgap Soviet practice of anchoring 

tender and supply ships just outside other states' 

territorial waters could damage the benign polit­

ical ·image that Beijing attempts to project, although 

this solution could be employed when absolutely 

necessary. Far less likely in the foreseeable future is 

China's adoption of two other foreign approaches. 

Swapping crews instead of ships is risky because 

personnel confront an operational learning curve; 

instead, China could use its capable shipbuilding 

industry to build more vessels. Of course, any signifi­

cant surge seaward would impose mounting costs 

from construction, operations, maintenance and 

upgrading. 

Meanwhile, to facilitate detecting, reporting and 

directing activities over the Pacific and Indian oceans, 

China is developing an increasingly complete, 

integrated C4ISR network.58 Ground-based ISR 

systems (radar, electronic surveillance, automatic­

identification-system stations) as well as sea-based 

ones can provide continuous and accurate surveil­

lance up to 180-200 kilometres from shore.59 Farther 

out, though, ship-based sensors, and air- and space­

based systems, would be needed. In any case, 

utilising technical intelligence to coordinate forces 

and operations is still a conspicuous PLA weak­

ness. The premium on Communist Party control of 

the armed forces and medium- and long-term policy 

implementation apparently hinder real-time crisis 



management, decision-making and joint-military- TASK FORCES OPERATING IN 
operations capacity. Sudden breakthroughs are 

therefore unlikely in the near term. HI G H-1 NTE NS ITY CONFLICT 
However, for the homeland and near-seas contin-

gencies that are of most concern to Beijing, the need 

for joint-force coordination can be reduced through 

stopgap measures that segrega te forces (e.g. aircraft 

and surface- to-air missiles/SAMs) by time and space. 

China's C4ISR for out-of-area operations develop­

ment - particularly the critical coordination of sensor 

architecture and the collection and processing of the 

data it yields - is therefore likely to lag. Nevertheless, 

in order to enable space-based systems with expanded 

geographic coverage for expeditionary operations, 

a Chinese C4ISR infrastructure renaissance is under 

way.6° China is rapidly developing a constellation 

of remote sensing, communications and data-relay 

satellites second only to that of the US in aggregate 

scope and capability.61 

Yet deploying more naval assets farther from the 

Chinese littoral would increase their vulnerability. 

To ameliorate this dilemma, China could enhance 

its limited open-ocean ASW with increasingly quiet 

long-range nuclear-powered submarines, and new 

maritime-patrol aircraft and helicopters. Building 

nuclear-powered attack submarines (for example, the 

anticipated next-generation Type-095) and deploying 

more of these and other significant ASW-capable 

platforms could help greatly. The speed, range and 

relative s tealth of capable nuclear-powered submar­

ines, together with their complement of anti-ship 

weapons, make them especially useful for blue-water 

sea-lane defence. However, their high cost and the 

requirements of highly trained crews and sophisti­

ca ted maintenance facilities make them only worth 

acquiring in substantial numbers if Beij ing intends to 

prioritise sea-lane defence missions and/or the inter­

diction of shipping. 

Finally, task forces operating in high-intensity 

conflict environments far from Chinese shores 

would likely face significant air and missile threats. 

The PLAN's growing inventory of warships with 

sophisticated anti-aircraft and -missile capability, 

including the Luyang II and III (Type-052C and Type-

052D) destroyers and the Jiangkai II (Type-054A) 

frigates, could help protect expeditionary missions 

operating beyond the range of China's land-based 

SAMs. Meanwhile, Type-055 cruisers are now under 

simultaneous construction, with at least four hulls 

visible in imagery of the Dalian and Jiangnan ship­

yards, and the first one is likely to be in the water as 

early as 2018. It is likely that they will be fitted with 

S-band AESA radar enabling '360-degree situational 

awareness',62 which would allow them to also under­

take the power-projection role with fully fledged 

ENVIRONMENTS FAR FROM 

CHINESE SHORES WOULD 

LIKELY FACE SIGN IFICANT AIR 

AND MISSILE THREATS 

defence and strike capabilities. Type-055s are large, 

multipurpose ships with air-defence, ASW, anti-ship 

and land-attack capabilities. Like the 64-tube Type-

052D, Type-055s have universal VLS tubes capable 

of accommodating YJ-18 AShMs or HHQ-9 SAMs; 

however, they are likely to have a much greater 

number of VLS tubes - perhaps up to 128.63 

CONCLUSION 
China's overall strategic maritime goals - asserting 

increasing control over disputed features and 

extending m aritime claims in the near seas, while 

projecting increasing influence and reach in the far 

seas beyond to safeguard growing interests there -

are clearly expressed in Chinese military doctrine 

and strategy documents, and there is much evidence 

of efforts to achieve them. However, the prospects 

for meeting these objectives within the current 

PLAN shipbuilding procurement timeline - less than 

20 years out - remain uncertain. One area in which 

China will probably continue to lag the US, even by 

the 2030s, is submarine capabilities; here progress 

tends to be slow and expensive, and the US retains 

tremendous advantages, particularly in acous­

tics and propulsion . Meanwhile, however, there is 

potential for continued robu st growth in China's 

economy - and by extension its overall national 

power. Tqe US National Intelligence Council's 

(NIC's) 'Global Trends 2030' report, for instance, 

posits a China-centred Asia largely returning to its 

pre-1500 powerhouse statu s.64 In this forecast, by 

2030 Asia will have 'su rpassed North America and 

Europe combined in terms of global power, based 

upon GDP, population size, military spending, and 

technological investment',65 with growth in China 

and India powering that outcome. 

Yet there is also the possibility that China's 

economic growth will slow further and drop below 

expected levels as it labours under a range of 

structural complications, including an ageing popu­

lation and severe environmental problems.66 In this 
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scenario, slowing growth could not only constrain 

military budgets, but also potentially shift China's 

domestic political environment in unpredictable and 

possibly disruptive ways, with commensurate effects 

on foreign and security policies. Regardless of the 

country's trajectory, however, territorial d isputes of 

importance in the near seas are likely to persist and 

Beijing will likely continue to prioritise them, while 

the deployment of the three major Chinese mari­

time forces there allows for manifold approaches, 

including grey-zone operations.67 

Nevertheless, China has the world's second­

largest economy and defence budget, and the NIC 

projects that by 2030 it will be close to being a peer 

competitor of the US in science and technology.68 It 

may develop capabilities for disruptive innovation, 

particularly in the space, missile and defence­

electronics sectors and in specific frontier technolo­

gies in which the US and other established economies 

do not enjoy an exceptional lead, such as various 

specialised missiles, hypersonic-glide vehicles and 

directed-energy weapons. Even if these projections 

prove too optimistic, China's military, technical 

and industrial activity is already generating potent 

military capacity. In terms of China's development 

trajectory and ability to operationalise its strategic 

goals, over the next two decades it will likely make 

great strides in the global arena. Led by naval and 

broader maritime development, the PLA will prob­

ably have largely modern military platforms and 

well-trained personnel, and could be able to field 

armed forces and project power with a significant 

degree of global reach and influence. China is also 

projected to have the world's largest civilian- and mili­

tary-shipbuilding industry by tonnage (although not 

in sophistica tion), and the capacity to build advanced 

vessels of all types. A growing network of overseas 

access points could support China's growing mari­

time power and influence. China is likely to have a 

more comprehensive and active presence around the 

world, including in areas of special and growing stra-
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tegic importance such as the Arctic and the Antarctic, 

should its economy enable wide-ranging and long­

term military deployments and sustainment. 

Already, the PLAN is the world's second-largest 

navy,69 and could become the world's second-most 

capable blue-water navy after the US Navy in the 

foreseeable future. Sometime between 2030 and 2050, 

in hardware terms, parts of China's combat naval 

fleet could qualitatively be in the same league as that 

of the US. Although operational proficiency and the 

capability to engage in high-intensity operations in 

the far seas would likely lag, new indigenous systems 

could afford the PLA the capability of holding US 

land-, sea- and air-based forces at risk not only in the 

Western Pacific, but also in Hawaii and a number of 

overseas locations. In the future, Chinese platforms 

could also be able to engage in regular high-intensity 

intelligence gathering off not only Guam and Hawaii 

but also the US west coast. Although Washington 

accepts such activity, its intensification might result 

in a significant shift in bilateral military activities, 

which have so far been concentrated near China. 

Chinese SSBN patrols may also extend from the 

South China Sea into the Indian Ocean. In a most 

ambitious scenario, Beijing might even conceivably 

challenge Washington for naval hegemony in the 

Inda-Asia-Pacific, competing with the US for primacy 

in building maritime coalitions, and in policing the 

commons and securing major sea lanes.7° 

Within the next several decades, China could well 

be a maritime great power of global significance. 

Beijing's actions over the next two decades will most 

likely be informed by a defence- and foreign-policy 

calculus that is far more multidimensional and flex­

ible in practice than the approaches it has taken 

to date. As well as rivalry with the US and other 

regional maritime powers in the far seas, such evolu­

tion could bring positive developments, including 

increased security support to the United Nations and 

greater Chinese contributions to international efforts 

to manage threats from non-state actors. 
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On 2-4 June 2017, The International Institute for 

Strategic Studies (IISS) convenes for the sixteenth 

time its Shangri-La Dialogue (SLD), the Asia-Pacific 

region's foremost annual intergovernmental defence 

and security summit, for the sixteenth time. Each year 

since 2002, the SLD has brough t together defence 

ministers, military chiefs, the most senior defence 

officials and other leading members of the national­

security and foreign-policy establishments of 

Asia-Pacific states - as well as other countries vi tally 

involved in the region - for intensive discussions on 

the most important contemporary regional security 

problems, as well as emerging and long-term security 

challenges. Key decision-makers from the 28 countries 

that regularly send delegations have come to see the 

SLD as an indispensable element of their regional and 

wider international defence diplomacy. 

Since 2013, with the aim of further strengthening 

its contribution to Asia-Pacific regional security, the 

IISS has expanded the SLD from an annual summit 

meeting into a larger process. This has involved 

appointing two Shangri-La Dialogue Senior Fellows 

for Asia-Pacific Security at the IISS-Asia office in 

Singapore; inaugurating the annual Fullerton Forum: 

Shangri-La Dialogue Sherpa Meeting for senior 

officials and officers from countries that regularly 

participate in the SLD; .and establishing an SLD publi­

cations programme. 

The Asia-Pacific Regional Security Assessment 201 7 : 

Key developments and trends is the four th IISS Strategic 

Dossier in the SLD publications programme. As in 

RE.C,IONJ\L SECURITY ASSFSSMFNT 

the earlier three volumes in the series, each chapter 

combines focused, empirically based analysis with 

a substantial array of graphics. In common with its 

predecessors, this Dossier examines a wide range 

of important regional security questions, comple­

menting the analysis of Asian strategic, military and 

security developments published in the Institute's 

annual Strategic Survey: The Annual Review of World 

Affairs, The Military Balance and Armed Conflict 

Survey. 

This Dossier focuses on four broad categories of 

regional security concerns, all of which are closely 

relevant to the discussions among ministers, senior 

military officers and defence officials, and the expert 

community, at the SLD in 2017: the challenges faced 

by the United States and China in developing their 

regional security strategies; the reactions from other 

states to China's growing regional security tensions, 

particularly in the South China Sea; emerging ques­

tions relating to nuclear, missile and military cyber 

capabilities; and the prospects for regional security 

coopera tion in its various forms. 

The IISS intends that, together with the Fullerton 

Forum: Shangri-La Dialogu_e Sherpa Meeting and rele­

vant aspects of the Institute's research programme, 

the annual Asia-Pacific Regional Security Assessment 

will reinforce the intellectual underpinnings of the 

SLD, and help to frame discussions there among its 

ministerial and other delegates as they confront the 

increasingly complex security challenges of the Asia­

Pacific region. 
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