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How Well Does Your
Adversary Know You?

Assessing PRC and PLA reactions

by Col Scott E. Stephan & Mr. Conor M. Kennedy

he Marine Corps has made

headlines over the past few

years due to the develop-

ment of operational con-
cepts designed to provide expeditionary,
stand-in forces and the transformative
changes proposed and pursued under
Force Design 2030. The Assistant Com-
mandant of the Marine Corps, Gen Eric
Smith, recently addressed the impact
of 3d Marine Littoral Regiment by
stating, “Adversaries do not like this
concept at all.” Is this assertion true?
How would we know?

Assessing People’s Republic of
China (PRC) and People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) positions is complicated
by language barriers and classification
levels in both countries. Few Marines
or sailors speak or read Chinese, and it
is difficult to access U.S. intelligence
community products. The good news
is that there is a great deal that can be
learned from unclassified, public mate-
rial published by PRC defense sources..

Thisarticle has three purposes. First,
to highlight PRC and PLA commen-
tary on Marine Corps operational con-
cepts and Force Design initiatives. To
do so, the first section presents a sam-
ple of recent unclassified PRC-based
Chinese-language sources. Second, the
article will identify creditable unclassi-
fied English-language sources Marines
and sailors can tap into to follow the
conversation. Lastly, it seeks to inspire
follow-on conversations about China
studies in general, and the PLA spe-
cifically, in forums such as the Marine
Corps Gazette that reach a wide audi-
ence. While there are limitations on
the information, analysis, and conver-
sations that can be presented in unclas-
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sified settings, Marines and sailors can
learn a great deal by accessing publicly
available Chinese-language sources and
English-language analyses of the PRC
and PLA.

Chinese-Language Sources Discuss-
ing Marine Corps Development
The first question one may have is
whether PLA and PRC experts study
and understand the Marine Corps re-
forms currently underway. The answer
is a resounding yes, with a few caveats.
Firstly, we do not have access to internal
PLA discourse on the subject, such as
concept development and wargaming
proceedings. This study is drawn from
open sources, but the discussion reveals
the level of interest in Marine Corps and
Navy developments. Second, there is
no unitary verdict among Chinese-lan-
guage sources. They are likely engaged
in a debate just as the Marine Corps s,
albeit from the opposite side focused on
threat assessment. Third, the sources
examined here are of varying authority.
This is explained where appropriate and
the attention given reflects a balance of
authority and depth of analysis demon-
strated by the various authors.
PRC-based writings demonstrate
that they regularly follow the latest
changes to the Navy and Marine Corps.

Updates are frequently posted in ser-
vice newspapers, academic journals,
news sites, and television shows noting
milestones, failures, and general trends.
PRC-based observers are keenly aware
of the purpose of Force Design changes
and joint operational concepts such as
Distributed Maritime Operations, Lit-
toral Operations in a Contested Envi-
ronment, and Expeditionary Advance
Base Operations (EABO). Articles
written in official PLA sources include
detailed descriptions of major line-item
changes happening within the Naval
Service, such as reductions to specific
aviation units, the divestment of tanks
and cannon artillery, modifications to
unmanned aerial vehicle squadrons,
and the acquisition of Maritime Strike
Tomahawk missiles and Naval Strike
Missiles.2

PRC writings also demonstrate a so-
ber recognition that these concepts are
focused on China. One commentator
states rapid and dispersed deployment
of small-scale units capable of long-
range surface strikes onto numerous
islands will constitute “a dense, multi-
directional intersecting kill zone over
large areas west of the island chain,”
intended to hem in PLA Navy (PLAN)
forces and even directly attack main-
land coastal targets such as PLA combat
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units crossing the sea or ports. The re-
cently conducted U.S.-Japan large-scale
joint exercise NOBLE FusioN held in
the Luzon and Miyako Straits has been
described in one nationalistic outlet as
validating EABO concepts and associ-
ated equipment and “tactics specifically
tailored against China.” These senti-
ments are unsurprising however since
DOD and Marine Corps publications
refer to the PRC armed forces as impor-
tant priorities guiding development.>
PLA and PRC observers generally
agree with the logic behind the cur-
rent reforms. Many articles recognize
the urgency for reform and the impact
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan had
over twenty years. One Navy Today (=
REE) article from mid-2020 states
the Marine Corps’ amphibious land-
ing capabilities gradually atrophied to
the breaking point. The authors note
the Marine Corps isill-prepared to deal
with a stronger adversary, having faced
enemies with no structured air forces,
modern air-defense systems, or large-
scale armored forces. They argue the
Marine Corps’ overall combat capabili-
ties were reduced in its “duplication of
army roles,” and its force structure is
unsuited to modern warfare.®
Some interpret the changes in force
structure as a major boost for the Ma-
rine Corps. Authors in a China Mili-
tary Online (FRE ZE W) article note that
despite reductions in the force’s ability
to conduct large-scale ground warfare,
~ the post-reform Marine Corps will be
“even more suited to the requirements
of amphibious operations, with an
overall increase in mobility-and fire-
power and a large improvement in its
rapid response capabilities.”” Another
author writing in the PLAN’s official
newspaper, People’s Navy (NRBZE),
finds that greater integration with the
Navy should bring increased flexibility
and combat power to the Marine Corps.
This observer points out that “the cur-
rent reductions in personnel and arma-
ments is by Nno means a contraction in
the size of the force or a weakening of
its combat functions. Nor can it be
regarded as a second-best choice due
to tightening defense budgets.”® The
China Military Online article recog-
nizes the significance of the Marine
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Corps’ reforms, especially the creation
of the Marine Littoral Regiment. They
note the combination of modern and
traditional tactics into a contemporary
version of “island hopping” and regard
the 31st MEU’s exercises since 2019 as
initial testing of this concept.” The
creation of the Marine Littoral Regi-
ment is seen as an attempt to integrate
existing and developing Marine Corps
capabilities, such as further integrating
the F-35B and manned ships with un-
manned systems and anti-ship missile
batteries, to form a new combat system
for littoral operations.1

Some observers point out the im-
portance of Marine Corps concepts to
the larger U.S. strategy of “containing”

- China. One source from Tank and Ar-

mored Vebicle (3858 FFRZ=5K), a maga-
zine sponsored by China North Vehicle
Research Institute, states functioning
expeditionary advance bases can am-
plify the effectiveness of conventional
large-scale forces, which will have to
pay a heavy price to get inside the anti-
access/area denial zone without them.
Having its own anti-access/area-denial
system in place will effectively blockade
China, prevent its military from enter-
ing the Western Pacific and even shut
off commercial and trading activities.}!
Another observer states in Military Di-
gest (ZEZECH) that CMC Berger’s con-
cept for Stand-in Forces will not only
combine cognitive and kinetic effects
but also apply political pressure against
the PRC by forcing decision-making
dilemmas prior to the fight (“stepping
on and testing red lines”).12

It is not difficult to find PRC-based
sources that describe the Marine Corps
asakey element of the U.S. military and
a creditable threat. However, equally
important are the voices that doubt the
aspects of successfully implementing
these reforms or the effectiveness of new
Marine Corps tactics.

What is the likelihood of success in
the Marine Corps’ transformation ac-
cording to PLA sources? Apart from
the expected indignation resulting from
the perceived aim of the Marine Corps’
shift toward great power competition,
there are PLA-affiliated perspectives
doubtful the endeavor will succeed.
Authors in Navy Today expressed the

following risks to Force Design 2030.
The ten-year redesign of the force will
require CMC Berger’s successor to hold
asimilar mindset, otherwise “the new-
comer will have to start from scratch.”
Further, another war or crisis could
greatly disrupt this transformation, a
fair possibility over ten years. The au-
thors also highlight concerns within the
United States that current initiatives are
overly focused on great power compe-
tition to the detriment of the Marine
Corps’ ability to respond to other more
likely contingencies in the Middle East
and other remote regions. They note
that this plan could simply be wish-
ful thinking because of complications
from inter-Service battles for fund-
ing, the Marine Corps’ longstanding
low-budget allocation, and its position
within the Department of the Navy.
Lastly, they point out the difficulty the
Marine Corps has in determining what
equipment to develop and acquire, cit-
ing examples from both Gulf Wars.13
In addition to official publications,
the PRC has a robust community of
unofficial defense analysts. While au-
thoritative PLA sources are often re-
strained in voicing concerns or opin-
ions, unofficial commentators provide
in-depth analysis and discussion. For
example, a longtime contributor to
Shipborne Weapons (MRE H 28), 2 jour-
nal sponsored by China Shipbuilding
Industry Corporation, provides an
analysis of how the PLAN can coun-
ter the threat posed by EABO. Dem-

-onstrating a thorough understanding

of the core elements of the concept,
the author, an analyst writing under
the pseudonym Tianying (suggesting
military affiliation), presents the main
problem for the PLA: finding, identi-
tying, and monitoring in realtime the
movements and actions of small-scale
forces in parts of the First Island Chain
and the Near-Seas.!4 This author hits
the nail on the head. The reconnais-
sance and counter-reconnaissance game
(scouting and screening) that could play
outin the western Pacific will be critical
to the Navy and Marine Corps’ success
within the PLA weapon engagement
zone, especially considering the PLAs
impressive array of shooters.

Other unofficial articles focus on
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specific systems. One frequent PRC -

military commentator conducted a
focused analysis published in the maga-
zine Modern Ships (AKX M) in early
2022 on the Marine Corps’ use of un-
manned ground vehicle-based fires to
gain sea control. After a close analysis
of ROGUE Fires and the features of
the Navy/Marine Corps Expeditionary
Ship Interdiction System, the author
argues the system still has vital flaws.
These include its relatively short range
of 185 kilometers, of which an oppo-
nent need only account for greater dis-
tance from enemy coastlines and islands
during campaign planning, physically
avoiding the threat. The author also ar-
gues for boosting ship defenses against
this threat by strengthening sensors and
interception capabilities. Nonetheless,
the author concludes this system de-
ployed in the First Island Chain could
become a shackle on the PLA, and if
not effectively countered, could lock
the PLAN in the Near-Seas.1>

While it is too early to discern the
PLA’s overall views of Marine Corps
initiatives, this section highlighted the
wide-ranging PRC writings covering
the subject. The perspectives examined
are not final and will evolve as Marine
Corps concepts materialize in major
exercises and deployments, and PLA
counters are developed. Ata minimum,
these sources provide important feed-
back for the Marine Corps and Joint
Force deterrence and warfighting ef-
forts.

Resources for Marines and Sailors

The second purpose of this article
is to identify unclassified, English-lan-
guage resources available to Marines
and sailors. There are so many sources
and so much material available for the
Indo-Pacific, the PRC, and the PLA
that it is difficult to know where to be-
gin. The challenge has only increased
as attention shifted to the region over
the last ten years. Rather than trying to
provide an exhaustive list, the follow-
ing section identifies sources that are
accessible and appropriate for a general
audience.1¢

Websites of Interest
¢ China Maritime Studies Insti-
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tute (CMSI) at the U.S. Naval War
College. CMSI scholars perform
academic research using Chinese
language sources to develop deeper
insight into key aspects of China’s
growing maritime power. Research
is published to inform the Navy and
engage the nation: hteps://usnwc.edu/
Research-and-Wargaming/Research-
Centers/China-Maritime-Studies-
Institute.

Case Anatyses of Public Opimion and PRC

Andrew Chubly

China Maritime Studies “Red Book” No. 16
Chinese Nationalism and the “Gray Zone,”
Case Analyses of Public Opinion and PRC
Maritime Policy.?7 (Photo provided by author.)

Octobes 2028

China Maritime Report No. 15

The New Chinese Marine Corps
A "Strategic Dagger* m a Cross-Strait Tivasion.

China Maritime Report No. 15-“The New
Chinese Marine Corps, A ‘Strategic Dag-
ger’ in a Cross-Straight Invasion.”’8 (photo
provided by author.)

e China Aerospace Studies Insti-
tute (CASI) at the Air Force Air Uni-
versity CASI is a hub for PLA studies
with a focus on aerospace capabilities.
Its mission is to advance understand-
ing of the strategy, doctrine, operat-
ing concepts, capabilities, personnel,
training, and organization of China’s
aerospace forces and.the civilian and
commercial infrastructure that sup-
ports them. CASI provides expert
research, analysis, and translations
of Chinese language sources: https://
www.airuniversity.af.edu/CASI.

In Their Own Words:

Science of Military Strategy

2020

Chins Aacompece Skastes tita -2

In Their Own Words: Science of Military
Strategy 2020.79 (Photo provided by author.)

CHINA AEROSPACE

STUOUBIES ITNSTITUTE

“Unrestricted Warfare™ is Not China’s Master Plan
Josh Baughman

The book. i " (UW), gublished i ple’

and i

e i " tive. Au
‘anicle puibished in Ry o the Rocks west 18 f2r 25 10 53y the 20thors, “were aboot 3 docede 30d

Imernational j i ‘China’ i a3
bt Shadoss Lawa Press 2017 publicaion of UW depicted 2 woman represeatig the U S
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Areay A Poren
i, Pranle’s

“Unrestricted Warfare” is Not China’s Mas-
ter Plan.29 (photo provided by author.)
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» Strategic Studies Institute (SSI)
at the U.S. Army War College-SSI is
the U.S. Army’s institute for geostra-
tegic and national security research
and analysis. SSI publishes a variety of
sources related to China and regional

studies: hetps://ssi.armywarcollege.

edu.

* Operational Environment Watch
at U.S. Army Training and Doctrine
Command. A monthly publication
produced by the Foreign Military
Studies Office at Fort Leavenworth,
KS. Operational Environment Watch
provides translated material and ex-
pert analysis: https://oe.tradoc.army.
mil/oe-watch.

* Chinese Tactics, Army Tech-
niques Publication (ATP) 7-100.3.
A starting point to understand how
the Army expects PLA ground forces
to think and act in tactical operations.
Assessments are based on Chinese
source documents and observations
from recent events: https://armypubs.
army.mil/ProductMaps/PubForm/
Details.aspx?PUB_ID=1023379.

ATP 7-100.3

CHINESE TACTICS

August 2021

HEADQUARTERS, DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY

ATP 7-100.3 Chinese Tactics. (Photo provided
by author.)

e Chinaat RAND-RAND’s China
experts conduct research and provide
analysis on a wide variety of issues
related to the PRC, including the
relationship between national policy
and military power: See https://www.
rand.org/ topics/china.html.

* Indo-Pacific Security at the Cen-
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ter for a New American Security
The Center for a New American Se-
curity Indo-Pacific Security Program
addresses transnational opportunities
and challenges in the region: https://
www.cnas.org/research/indo-pacific-
security.

¢ China and Indo-Pacific Securi-
ty Affairs at the Center for Naval
Analysis. The China and Indo-Pacific
programs provide research and analy-
sis addressing the relationship between
all sources of national power. “The
Center for Naval Analysis’ China
and Indo-Pacific Security Affairs
Division is one of the nation’s larg-
est non-governmental Asian security
analytic groups, with over three dozen
analysts with language skills and in-
country experience.”?! See https://
www.cna.org/centers/cna/cip/china.
* Asia Maritime Transparency
Initiative (AMTTI) at the Center for
Strategic and International Studies.
“AMTT aims to promote transpar-
ency in the Indo-Pacific to dissuade
assertive behavior and conflict and
generate opportunities for coopera-
tion and confidence building. AMTI
aggregates information from news
sources, as well as specially designated
research and nonprofit organizations,
public sector institutions in Asia, and
individuals.”?? See https://amti.csis.
org.

* China Brief at the Jamestown
Foundation-China Brief provides
wide-ranging research and analysis
based on indigenous language sources:
https://jamestown.org/programs/cb.

Conclusion

This article led off with a simple
yet complicated question. Are Marine
Corpsinitiatives causing anxiety in our
adversaries, in particular the DOD’s
pacing threat: China? Ultimately, it
is challenging to provide a simple and
direct answer. China is a nation of 1.4
billion people, and the PLA is a com-
plex bureaucracy—much like the U.S.
military. What can be said definitively
is that the PRC’s defense establishment
is watching the Marine Corps closely.
Cautious in their assessments, observ-
ers know they will need to continue to
monitor the development of concepts

like EABO asitinvolves changes to the
Marine Corps system and organization
that are still being tested and proven.?3
Similarly, U.S. leaders need to carefully
listen to the eyolving perspectives and
discussions contained within PRC
Chinese-language sources to gauge the
effectiveness of deterrence initiatives.

This article will have achieved its
three purposes if readers have an' in-
creased awareness of the conversations
that are occurring in PRC sources,
know where to find English-language
material related to those conversations,
and have an interest in learning more
about how the United States’ primary
competitor in the Indo-Pacific views
the Marine Corps. “China Hands” will
rightly point out that there are many
additional sources available, perhaps
some that are better than those listed
here. The authors hope this article will
spark further conversation.
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