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China’s Summer of 2024: The Missing Chapter

Ryan D. Martinson'

Key Takeaways

e In the summer of 2024, two Chinese oceanographic survey ships—the Xiang Yang Hong 01
and Kexue—conducted marine scientific research activities in the Bering Sea. Their actions
represented a significant expansion of PRC marine data collection in this region.

e The Bering Sea is a key segment in the sea lanes connecting China with the Arctic Ocean.
Thus, the operations of these two vessels should be understood as part of the unprecedented
ramp-up in Beijing’s Arctic endeavors that occurred in 2024.

e The main purposes of the two Bering Sea cruises are unknown. However, both ships were
built to meet military requirements, at least in part. Even if they were just conducting basic
marine science, the data they collected is inherently dual-use and will be shared with the
Chinese military, improving its awareness of the operating environment.

e The Xiang Yang Hong 01 operated in Russia’s EEZ and visited a Russian military port,
demonstrating a high degree of Russian support for PRC activities in the region.

e Both ships conducted marine scientific research in waters above the U.S.-claimed extended
continental shelf. If their operations involved surveys of the seabed, they would constitute a
direct challenge to the U.S. maritime claim.

Introduction

The summer of 2024 saw more People’s Republic of China (PRC) activity in the Arctic and near-
Arctic than any year in the past.” Most of these activities have been well-documented. They
include a People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) task force sailing north of the Aleutian Islands
in the first week of July; PLA Air Force H-6K bombers patrolling the Chukchi Sea, Bering Sea,
and North Pacific with Russian aircraft later that month; three Chinese ice-breakers conducting
separate cruises in the high north in August and September; and, most recently, in late
September, two China Coast Guard cutters navigating north through the Bering Strait in the
company of two Russian Border Guard ships.® These events alone constitute a dramatic
expansion in China’s Arctic and near-Arctic operations, laying the groundwork for China’s
pursuit and defense of its Arctic interests.* But there is another episode that has not been
highlighted, but should be, as it adds further clarity to PRC ambitions in northern latitudes and
the role of China-Russian cooperation to help realize them. It involves the separate but
overlapping scientific research cruises of two PRC oceanographic survey ships in the Bering Sea
in August.



Background

The PRC possesses the world’s largest fleet of oceanographic survey ships. These vessels
conduct marine scientific research in all the world’s oceans, with a special focus on the
strategically important western and central Pacific Ocean. The bulk of the fleet is owned and
operated by Chinese government research organizations, most concentrated in the Ministry of
Natural Resources. The Chinese Academy of Sciences and individual Chinese universities also
own/operate large-displacement research ships that cruise beyond East Asia.’

The operations of China’s oceangoing survey fleet are comparatively transparent. While at sea,
these ships generally transmit their location, course, speed, and other information via Automatic
Identification System (AIS); PRC media outlets often publish news about their activities; and at
least some of the data they collect results in academic publications. This differs from the PLAN’s
fleet of hydrographic survey ships, the activities of which are largely unknown, except by the
foreign militaries that track them.

Experts embarked on PRC oceanographic survey ships mostly conduct basic scientific research.
However, the data they collect are shared with the Chinese military, which uses them to improve
its own awareness of and ability to predict the maritime operating environment. Moreover, the
knowledge civilian oceanographers help generate informs the development of oceanographic and
meteorological monitoring systems employed by Chinese government agencies, which share
their reports and other products with the military. This type of “civil-military fusion” has been
integral to the PLAN’s successful expansion into the “far seas” that began in 2008.°

Past PRC Research in the Bering Sea

Chinese research ships have been collecting data on the Bering Sea for decades—probably
beginning with the country’s first Arctic expedition in 1999. The Bering Strait is China’s nearest
access point to the Arctic Ocean, so Chinese ships engaged in Arctic exploration must transit the
Bering Sea on their outbound and inbound voyages. When they do, they collect data.

Methods for doing so vary. For example, ships deploy disposable probes that measure
temperature and salinity at various depth. For more accurate measurements, vessels might pause
long enough to lower conductivity, temperature, and depth (CTD) rosettes with canisters to
sample ocean water for further analysis aboard the ship. Moreover, Chinese ships bound for the
Arctic Ocean have released unmanned underwater gliders in the Bering Sea, retrieving them
weeks later on the way home, their data providing valuable “profiles” of the water columns in
which they operated. Chinese ships have also installed instruments moored to the seafloor, some
fully submerged, some with surface buoys, to capture data over long periods of time. These
platforms are later removed or replaced during subsequent Arctic expeditions, their data brought
back to China for analysis.’

Usually, data collection occurs in the middle of the Bering Sea, beyond the exclusive economic
zones (EEZs) of both Russia and the United States. Sometimes, however, PRC ships operate in
foreign EEZs, presumably with the permission of the coastal state, as required by the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). For example, in 2014, the R/V Snow
Dragon collected CTD data in the U.S. EEZ. Figure 1 below shows the locations where the ship
stopped to take measurements.
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Figure 1. Snow Dragon Survey Activities in the Bering Sea (6™ Arctic Expedition, 2014). Dots indicate locations of
survey activities.®

Data essential to basic oceanographic research can also be leveraged for operational (i.e.,
military) oceanography. They are inherently dual-use. As a case in point, in 2012 the R/V Snow
Dragon collected CTD data in the Bering Sea as part of the 5™ Arctic Expedition. Civilian
oceanographers aboard the ship shared these data with PLAN experts, who subsequently used
them to calculate sound speed profiles in the surveyed areas. In a published version of their
work, the authors acknowledged that their findings “hold positive significance for the safety of
marine shipping, the development of marine resources (especially fishery resources),
understanding the migratory patterns of fish and mammals, as well as for military activities, in
these waters [emphasis added].”® These PLAN experts employed similar techniques to derive
sound speed profiles for data collected in the U.S. EEZ as part of the same expedition, declaring
that their results had “a certain degree of reference value for the detection [capabilities] of
acoustic equipment and the stealthy operation of underwater submersibles”—indicating a clear
military purpose.!°

Ocean Data View



The Protagonists

As shown above, PRC research cruises to the Arctic have long included data collection in the
Bering Sea, and the knowledge they have yielded has been used to, among other purposes,
support military operations in these waters. However, the summer of 2024 witnessed a major
expansion in these activities. While the three ice-breaking research ships that conducted Arctic
cruises—i.e., the Snow Dragon 2, Jidi, and Zhong Shan Da Xue Jidi—no doubt collected data
during their transits through the Bering Sea, two other ships sailed to the region to conduct far
more substantial surveys. Because they did not voyage north of the Bering Strait, their activities
made no headlines in the Chinese or international press.

The two ships in question are the Xiang Yang Hong 01 and the Kexue. Both ships belong to the
same class of 5,000-ton oceangoing survey vessel designed by the China State Shipbuilding
Corporation (CSSC) 708 Research Institute and built by CSSC’s Wuchang Shipbuilding.
Delivered in 2012, the Kexue is owned/operated by the Chinese Academy of Sciences, while the
Xiang Yang Hong 01 belongs to the Ministry of Natural Resource’s First Institute of
Oceanography. !!

Both ships were built, at least in part, to meet military requirements. When the Xiang Yang Hong
01 was commissioned, PRC sources declared it would, among other things, conduct
“comprehensive observation in the field of military oceanography.”!? Upon its delivery, the
Kexue was expected to provide “technical support for the urgent resolution of issues involving
marine resources, energy, national defense and security, and reduction of natural disasters
[emphasis added].”! In the years since its delivery, the Kexue has been observed operating in
sensitive waters throughout the Indo-Pacific, including near the U.S. territory of Guam.'*

Figure 2. R/V Kexue'’



Figure 3. R/V Xiang Yang Hong 01'¢

Summer 2024 Cruises

The Kexue left Qingdao on 10 July 2024. It then successively transited the Tsushima Strait, Sea
of Japan, and Tsugaru Strait, before entering the North Pacific, operating there for about three
weeks. The Kexue entered the Bering Sea on 9 August, where it remained for 5-6 days. The ship
paused up to ten times while operating in the high seas areas at the center of the Being Sea,
indicating data and/or sample collection, the installation of moored instruments, and/or the
deployment of one or more submersibles.

On its way south, the Kexue transited past Alaska’s Aleutian Islands three times: south through
the Buldir pass, then north through the Amchitka Pass, then south again through the Amukta
pass. It is unclear what scientific purpose these transits served, if any. The ship then resumed its
North Pacific research activities in high seas areas south of the Aleutians, before returning home
the same way it came. The ship arrived back in Qingdao on 3 September. See figure 4 below.
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Figure 4. Activities of the R/V Kexue (9-22 August 2024)"7

The second ship, the Xiang Yang Hong 01, departed Qingdao two weeks after the Kexue, on 24
July. Like the Kexue, it sailed north through the Tsushima Strait into the Sea of Japan, but instead
of transiting the Tsugaru Strait it took the Soya Strait, located between Hokkaido and Sakhalin. It
then sailed directly northeast, entering the Bering Sea on 6 August, three days before the Kexue.
From 11-15 August, the ship conducted a bathymetric survey in the middle of the Bering Sea,
beyond the U.S. and Russian EEZs. However, on 15 August it abruptly ended the survey, sailing
into Russia’s EEZ east of the Kamchatka Peninsula. It then navigated southwest through Russia’s
EEZ before returning to the center of the Bering Sea, where it continued its cruise. On 24 August
it again suddenly left these waters, sailing northwest in the direction of Russian coast. It did not
enter Russia’s territorial sea, but came very close. After lingering there for a couple of days, the
ship returned to the central portion of the Bering Sea to resume its bathymetric survey on 28
August. That continued until 2 September, when the ship proceeded to the Russian inlet of
Avacha Bay, home to the Russian Navy’s Pacific Fleet, remaining there for a day. After the ship
left Avacha Bay, it returned home via the same route it came, arriving in Qingdao on 15

September. See figure 5 below.



Figure 5. Activities of the R/V Xiang Yang Hong 01 (4 August-8 September 2024)'8

Discussion

The summer of 2024 saw a significant ramp-up of PRC activities in the Arctic and near-Arctic.
The overlapping cruises of the of the Xiang Yang Hong 01 and Kexue in the Bering Sea in
August were a noteworthy, but hitherto unexplored, chapter in that expansion. This episode
amplifies and reinforces the theme of accelerating PRC operations in northern latitudes. The
Bering Sea is a key segment in the sea route connecting China and the Arctic. It could be used by
Chinese merchant ships, coast guard cutters, surface combatants, and submarines, both in war
and peace. Thus, it is vital that China develop a detailed knowledge of its seabed and water
column. The summer 2024 cruises of the Xiang Yang Hong 01 and the Kexue clearly contributed
to that end.

Their operations also shed light on the evolving China-Russia relationship. The Xiang Yang
Hong 01 spent several days operating in Russia’s EEZ—a very rare, maybe unprecedented,
event, that could not have happened without Russian permission. Perhaps more noteworthy,
Russia allowed the ship to access Avacha Bay, home of key elements of Russia’s Pacific Fleet,
including its submarine units. This too has likely never happened before. These two events
provide a valuable index of the current state of China-Russia maritime cooperation.

This episode also highlights the Bering Sea as a new arena of U.S.-China contention in the realm
of international maritime law. In December 2023, the U.S. formally described the outer limits of
an extended continental shelf beyond its EEZ, including in the Bering Sea.!® See Figure 6 below.
This move brought a significant portion of the seabed in the center of the Bering Sea under U.S.
jurisdiction, giving it exclusive rights to explore for and exploit any resources therein (both



living and non-living).?’ The U.S. now asserts jurisdiction over marine scientific research related
to the continental shelf in large swaths of high seas areas.?! Because the U.S. has not ratified
UNCLOS, the PRC rejects its extended continental shelf claim, describing it as “illegal, null and
void.”?? Both the Xiang Yang Hong 01 and Kexue completed surveys within the bounds of the
U.S. extended continental shelf in the Bering Sea. See Figure 7 below. Depending on what these
surveys entailed, their actions may have represented a direct PRC challenge to a U.S. maritime
claim—perhaps for the first time in the history of U.S.-China relations.
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Figure 6. U.S. Extended Continental Shelf Claim in the Bering Sea.?
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Figure 7. The Operations of the Xiang Yang Hong 01 and Kexue in the Bering Sea (August 2024). Dark line
indicates approximate location of U.S. Extended Continental Shelf claim.?*

! Ryan D. Martinson is a researcher at the China Maritime Studies Institute. The views and opinions expressed here
are the author’s alone and do not reflect the assessments of the U.S. Navy, U.S. Department of Defense, or any other
U.S. government entity. The author thanks Dan Caldwell, Raul (Pete) Pedrozo, and Chris Sharman for providing
valuable feedback on earlier versions of this article. Any errors or omissions are his alone.

2 Here, the “near-Arctic” refers to water north of the Aleutian Islands.
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