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Main Findings

e Collecting and reporting maritime intelligence is a core mission of China’s maritime militia.
Militia forces help fill in “blind spots” (%N5&) for the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and

enhance its situational awareness. They are widely dispersed in the waters of greatest strategic
and operational importance to Beijing, available in large numbers, extremely familiar with the
operating environment, and, the PLA believes, less provocative than other military
instruments.

e Militia forces that specialize in intelligence collection are organized into “maritime
reconnaissance” (& _E {51%%) units. Located in China’s coastal provinces, autonomous regions,

and provincial-level cities, these units likely number in the hundreds. Militia vessels dedicated
to intelligence collection are often called “information boats” (15 EfE).

e China’s maritime militia has developed a cadre of intelligence specialists who serve the
function of collecting intelligence and reporting it to the PLA. These militia members, called
“information personnel” ({5 & &), generally deploy with militia vessels tasked with

reconnaissance missions, but may also embark on boats from other types of militia units.

e While at sea, maritime militia intelligence personnel maintain close contact with the PLA
units that oversee militia operations, called People’s Armed Forces Departments (PAFDs).
PAFDs direct militia reconnaissance operations and receive incoming intelligence reports,
which they then share with operational PLA forces.

e As part-time soldiers, often with comparatively low education levels, maritime militia
intelligence personnel cannot meet the same performance standards as intelligence specialists
in the PLA. However, the existence of a large cadre of maritime militia intelligence specialists
ensures a basic level of competence across the force and guarantees that capable personnel are
available for important intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) missions.

e Given China’s aspirations to become a global naval power, it makes sense that the PLA
leverage the latent ISR capacity of China’s distant-water fishing fleet and Chinese
owned/operated merchant vessels. PLA experts have argued for embarking intelligence
personnel on Chinese vessels operating abroad, and it is likely that this is already happening.

Introduction

In recent years, China’s maritime militia (;&_E EE ££) has become synonymous with “gray zone”
coercion.! This association is almost daily reinforced by striking videos released by the
Philippines Coast Guard, showing large, steel-hulled fishing boats anchored en masse at reefs that
do not belong to China or aggressively confronting Filipino mariners for refusing to submit to
China’s unlawful territorial claims.?

However, perhaps the most fundamental-—and certainly the most common—mission of China’s
maritime militia is not sovereignty enforcement, but rather serving as the “eyes” of the fleet,
spying on the movements of foreign ships. This role is much less dramatic than bumping,

! Andrew S. Erickson and Ryan D. Martinson, eds., China 5 Maritime Gray Zone Operations (Annapolis, Maryland:
USNI Press, 2019).

2 Much of this content is released by the Philippine Coast Guard X [Twitter] account@coastguardph and the account of
the Philippine Coast Guard Spokesperson on West Philippine Concerns, Commodore Jay Tarriela (@jaytaryela).



ramming, and blocking foreign vessels, and it rarely makes the news. Nevertheless, the ISR
function of China’s maritime militia deserves careful study, as it provides the PLA with a clearer,
more complete picture of the maritime arena, potentially translating into advantage in war and in
peace.

The effectiveness of maritime militia ISR operations depends on many factors, but perhaps none
more important than the competence of the intelligence collectors. To date, however, very little
has been written about the individual militia members who perform this role.? Just like modern
navies, the maritime militia has developed a cadre of specialists tasked with collecting
information on rival forces and conveying it in a form that is useful to the fleet. This report seeks
to shed light on them: who they are, where they operate, what they do, and how well they do it.

It comprises two main parts. Part one examines in detail the ISR mission of China’s maritime
militia. Part two introduces the individuals who carry out this mission, with a focus on their
organization, functions, equipment, and training. The report concludes with a summary of main
findings. Figure 1 depicts the People’s Republic of China (PRC) locations cited in this report.

®Huludao

® Qingdao
®Rizhao
® Lianyungang

® Hai’an

eHangzhou
® Zhoushan
.Ningbo
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®Fuding
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Figure 1. PRC Locations Cited in this Report.*

% For a short but valuable overview of maritime militia intelligence specialists, see Andrew S. Erickson and Conor M.
Kennedy, “China’s Maritime Militia: An Important Force Multiplier,” in Michael A. McDevitt, China as a Twenty
First Century Naval Power: Theory, Practice, and Implications (Annapolis, Maryland: USNI Press, 2020), pp. 223-
224,

4 The base map comes from www.marinetraffic.com.
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The Militia’s ISR Mission

Maritime militia intelligence operations are regarded as an “important supplement” (EE#MNF) to
the ISR activities carried out by the PLA’s three coastal theater commands (North, East, and
South).® Specifically, they help “fill in blind spots” (&) in the PLA’s picture of the maritime
battlespace, which, despite huge technological advances in ISR sensors and systems, still exist.®

Maritime militia forces can contribute to the PLA’s maritime domain awareness because of
several unique advantages.’ First, they are widely dispersed throughout the areas of greatest
strategic and operational importance to Beijing. On most days, hundreds of Chinese fishing
vessels operate in the Yellow Sea, East China Sea, and South China Sea, some significant
proportion of which are piloted by skippers who belong to the maritime militia and can be
activated for duty. Second, maritime militia members have deep familiarity with the operational
environment. Spending much of the year at sea, they are attuned to the normal patterns of human
activity in their fishing grounds, making them sensitive to deviations from these patterns. Third,
deploying fishing vessels manned by militiamen in civilian garb may be less provocative than
sending PLA assets. In the words of one PLA expert, their presence is considered “low
sensitivity” (8 E1{%).% Indeed, according to the then-Commander of the Zhejiang Military

District, Major General Feng Wenping (74 3 ), employing maritime militia vessels in ISR roles
may enable China to “avoid unnecessary frictions and conflicts” (38 5 A AR B BE IR A M 28).°

While the waters within the First Island Chain are the core geographic focus of its ISR activities,
the maritime militia could, in theory, also be tasked with intelligence collection beyond East Asia.
China’s distant-water fishing fleet operates around the world, as do Chinese owned/operated
merchant vessels. With the PLA Navy aspiring to operate globally, it seems obvious that it would
seek to leverage this tremendous latent ISR capacity for the benefit of the fleet. As will be
discussed later in this report, a number of PLA experts have recommended it. However, to date
there are very few (if any) publicly reported instances of maritime militia intelligence collection
outside East Asia.

* kT [Yao Huaining], HEEIRFEH S BIERF A E RIBRRE LR EOERIBEREBRHER [“Focus on the
Situation and Task, Follow the Characteristics and Patterns, Actively Explore a New Model for Maritime Militia
Reconnaissance and Intelligence Construction], E [y [National Defense], no. 1 (January 2018), p. 46.

According to the then-deputy commander of the Zhejiang Province military region, Major General Yao Huaining (%
JETP), it is “irreplaceable” (N T] & AR).

® One PLA expert described the role as “filling in blind spots, filling in what is missing, and remedying weaknesses ([
B. R, %055). B [Tang Shejiao], RMESLATE K BFEFESFES| RULEHB LREMENEBRER
[“Closely Adhering to the Needs of Actual Combat, Persist in Being Task-Oriented, Deepen Promotion of Maritime
Militia Reconnaissance Force Construction”], [E| [} [National Defense], no. 1 (January 2018), p. 49. See also )3 33
[Feng Wenping], IXFTES 5T AYR E BB A5 ME T EHKIETTEE LR S OUERIERIAER [“Led by the Party’s
Thinking on Building a Strong Military in the New Era, Construct a Maritime Militia Reconnaissance and Intelligence
System for the Main Strategic Direction”], By [National Defense], no. 1 (January 2018), p. 44.

7 “Picture building” is the term favored by Geoffrey Till. See, for instance, Geoffiey Till, Seapower: A Guide for the
Tiventy-First Century (New York, NY: Routledge, 2009), second edition, p. 264.

8 One PLA expert pithily summarized these advantages as “their numbers are great, they are widely dispersed, they are
familiar with the situation, and the sensitivity is low” (8{&%. 9% . [ER . BUXE(K). See Tang, “Closely
Adhering to the Needs of Actual Combat,” p. 49.

® Feng, “Led by the Party’s Thinking on Building a Strong Military in the New Era,” p. 44.



Maritime Militia Reconnaissance Units

The militia’s ISR function is so fundamental that China has created “reconnaissance” units that
specialize in this mission set. Perhaps the country’s most famous reconnaissance unit is based in
Tanmen town (G&[]4E), located on the east coast of Hainan.° Its members have operated in
waters adjacent to the Spratly Islands since 1985 and were pivotal in the seizure of Scarborough
Shoal from the Philippines in 2012.1! Altogether, China likely possesses hundreds of maritime
militia reconnaissance units distributed along the coast of its 11 coastal provinces and provincial-
level cities. Indeed, just one small city—Fuding (}&&2T7), in the northern part of Fujian
province—is home to at least eight and perhaps as many as two dozen maritime militia
reconnaissance units.'?

Like other maritime militia units, reconnaissance units are “tethered” to the PLA through the
provincial military system. Separate from the operational PLA, the provincial military system is
responsible for handling PLA recruiting/conscription, the PLA reserves (¥i1£1%), military
mobilization, and militia construction and employment. At the top of the system is the provincial
military district (/& Z [X), commanded by a PLA general officer. Beneath the provincial military
district are any number of military subdistricts (Z£43[X) or garrison districts (£ [X), located in
major cities (i.e., prefecture-level cities, #12% /7). Subordinate to subdistricts and garrison districts
are organizations called People’s Armed Forces Departments (PAFDs), which exist at both the
county and town level. County- and town-level PAFDs are responsible for organizing, training,
and, in many cases, commanding maritime militia units.*®

Like other militia units, reconnaissance units use PLA organizational nomenclature. Most are
constituted as “elements” (73*BA, sometimes translated as “detachments™) or “companies” ().

Each element or company comprises two or more “platoons” ($F), beneath which are “squads”

10 The unit’s full name is the “Tanmen Town Maritime Militia Reconnaissance Company” ((&|14&;8 _F R £ {iigei%).
See J54%E [“Honor Roll”], fEMZFEFEIR [PLA Daily], 20 June 2002, page number unknown. See also 48 [Jin Min]
and E 7 3E [Xia Guannan], i8R IEL [“Red Party Flag Deep in the South China Sea”], £z HR [Science
Duaily], 19 September 2012, p. 5, https://digitalpaper.stdaily.com/http_www.kjrb.com/kjrb/html/2012-

09/19/content 171875.htm?div=-1.

11 Conor M. Kennedy and Andrew S. Erickson, “Model Maritime Militia: Tanmen’s Leading Role in the April 2012
Scarborough Shoal Incident,” CIMSEC, 21 April 2016, https://cimsec.org/model-maritime-militia-tanmens-leading-
role-april-2012-scarborough-shoal-incident/.

12 1n 2024 and 2025, members from eight separate Fuding maritime militia reconnaissance companies were recognized
for outstanding performance: the 7, 8 9 19t 20™ 21 24" and 25™. If the unit numbering scheme begins with 1
and ends with 25, that would be over two dozen units. 2023 FEEBETEFRALFAMTINDAN. SSHEERKE
. thFE =R [“List of Advanced Units and Individuals of National Defense Mobilization, Advanced Grassroots
Armed Departments, and Outstanding Militia in Fuding City for the Year 2023”], 18185 [“Happy Fuding”],
Wechat, 23 February 2024; 2024 FEERRERTEMREF RV PA. THEEREE. AFREZE [“List
of Advanced Units and Individuals of National Defense Mobilization, Advanced Grassroots Armed Departments, and
Outstanding Militia in Fuding City for the Year 2024”], 318185 [“Happy Fuding”], Wechat, 13 February 2025.

18 Town level PAFDs are staffed by civilian cadres (& F&F), while county-level PAFDs are staffed by active-duty

PLA soldiers. County-level PAFDs are called A E B, while town-level PAFDs are called & 2£%B. Conor M. Kennedy

and Andrew S. Erickson, “China’s Third Sea Force, The People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia: Tethered to the
PLA,” China Maritime Report No. 1, China Maritime Studies Institute, March 2017, pp. 3 and 18, https://digital-
commons.usnwec.edu/cmsi-maritime-reports/1/; FE N R B EZEIE [Dictionary of Military Terms] (Beijing:
Academy of Military Science Press, September 2011), pp. 330-331.
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(). Each company, platoon, and squad has a senior militia leader (3E 1<, K, and FFK,
respectively), with ordinary militia members sometimes designated “warriors” (#%=+).1* While

this figure may vary significantly, each element or company generally comprises 50-100 militia
members.'

o

Figure 2. The 64 meml;ers of the Huanzhong County (Huludao, Liaoning) Maritime Int
Element on the Unit’s Founding in May 2016.16

LS LSS RS

elligence and Reconnaissance

The town of Nanpu (Fg15), located within Fujian province’s Quanzhou city, is home to a maritime

militia reconnaissance element that may be representative of other reconnaissance units across the
county. According to a 2016 document, the town has organized its maritime militia reconnaissance

1% Ibid. Some reconnaissance companies may only have squads and no platoons. The Nanpu town (see below) is a case
in point. As are the reconnaissance companies located in Wendeng district (3X & [X) in Weihai city (Shandong). & /&
NEXARBN HBTXEXARRERRTREY 2022 FERE THEEH# BMMEH D AMIBIR [“People's
Government of Wendeng District, People's Armed Forces Department of Weihai City Wendeng District Circular on
Recognizing Advanced Units and Advanced Individuals in Armed Forces Work in 20227, B8 X & X A RBUF
[People’s Government of Wendeng District], 3 January 2023,
www.wendeng.gov.cn/art/2023/4/19/art_130596_14321.html.

18 This is the case for Nanpu town, highlighted below. It is also the case for a maritime militia reconnaissance and
intelligence element located in Suizhong county, under Huludao city, in the far northern province of Liaoning. It had
64 members at its founding in May 2016. £zH 25 F B L 5R51E 9 PALEEZ [“Suizhong County Maritime Militia
Intelligence and Reconnaissance Element Established”] 2/ 5% [Suihong Propaganda), Wechat, 23 May 2016,
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/ WNt36xxv7EFBGdWMECV{Ow?poc_token=HCAy72ejkzH 1r7DPmKdkOSITnZ5PnZFG
IpEDRBm-.

16 Ibid.
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element into a force of 80 members and 10 boats, with personnel and boats distributed across four
villages (£). " Table 1 below provides the details of this distribution.'®

Table 1. The Composition of the Nanpu Town Maritime Militia Reconnaissance Element

Village Squads (3f) | Personnel | Militia
Boats

Xiaocuo (B [&), also 2 24 4

the unit headquarters

(BAER)

Shage () #%) 2 20 2

Kecuo (1 [&) 2 20 2

Huiyu (& 15) 2 16 2

Total 8 80 10

Most maritime militia reconnaissance units comprise Chinese fishermen. However, some
specialized units contain members from other relevant organizations. For example, a Hangzhou
(Zhejiang) based maritime militia reconnaissance element is embedded in a local research
institute. According to one report, twenty of its members were activated to participate in a search
and rescue exercise, employing their civilian sector skills to capture underwater imagery for the
PLA.'® Similarly, there exists a maritime militia reconnaissance unit embedded within Qingdao
city’s Jimo District Maritime Development Department. Photographic evidence suggests that their
members are largely made up of fisheries law enforcement officers (Figure 3), a phenomenon that
will be discussed below.?

U REKEHEARBFARRERX TR EHE 2016 FRIEBALHETTRAEHM [“Quangang District
Nanpu Town People’s Government People’s Armed Forces Department Notice Regarding the Issuance of the
Implementation Plan for the 2016 Militia Reorganization in Nanpu Town”], FEiH$E A RBURF [People s Government of
Nanpu], 5 April 2016,

www.qg.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkzl/zjdxxgk/npz/zfxxgkml/yzdgkdqtzfxx 41678/201604/t20160405_1780938.htm.

As of 2011, Nanpu had a maritime militia reconnaissance element of 64 people. They were distributed across the same
four towns as those listed in the table. See FFIHEA RBUF X T#F 2011 £FER EMEETEAIESN [“Nanpu
Town People’s Government on Militia Reserves Work for 20117, B $E A REBUTF [People s Government of Nanpul,
14 March 2011.

18 The names of fishing boats belonging to this unit will begin with Minquanyu (|88 ).

" SR$BAE [Song Yanhua], £4& [Cai Jun], and ZIE#A [Luo Zhengran], KRE S MK FREERES LT HiM
R R &% B 4 [“In the Future Informatized War Can Militia Give It Their All? Hangzhou New Type Militia
Are Working Hard”], /1 85$R [China National Defense News], 25 March 2018, Wechat,
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/LF5iG-m5SUNzbRtzuPQ6ZHA.

202022 FRIEXE FME—ERERRASEXEFXREBAINZTT [“2022 Jimo District Maritime
Reconnaissance Company Militia Conference Successfully Held in the Maritime Development Department”], LI <&
FRTHEIEX NRBUFE 77 Ml [Website of Shandong s Qingdao City Jimo District People’s Government], 10 June
2022, http://www.jimo.gov.cn/zwgk/bmxxgk/hyfzj/zdgk/gzdt/202206/t20220610_6112985.shtml.
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Figure 3. Members of the Jimo District Maritime Militia Reconnaissance Company Attend a Training Event (June 2022).21

Information Vessels

Maritime militia vessels that specialize in conducting ISR missions are often referred to as
“information vessels” (= £ fi%).?? These vessels are divided into at least two categories, based on
assumed professional competence. The best collectors are designated “backbone” information
boats (B F{= BEAB), and others are simply called “ordinary information boats” (LB 2%).2
One PLA expert cited a third category—“maneuver information vessels” (#1312 Ef5)—with
capabilities superior to the backbone boats.?*

Information vessels are not the only maritime militia forces that collect intelligence. Other militia
boats do as well. The PLA believes that the more intelligence collectors it has the better, with the
stated goal of “translating numbers into quantity” (J{ ZH#2 ), i.e, the more boats at sea the more
intelligence that can be collected.? As an example, Ningbo city’s Fenghua district is home to two

21 Ibid.

22 They are sometimes called “maritime intelligence and information vessels” (;§ 53R {5 B AL). ZBEALTFR
2024 FEETRE RSB E AT [“Laogang Town Organizes the 2024 Primary Militia Inspection and Joining
Ceremony”], F8R %R #ZE$E [Shanghai Pudong Laogang Town], 12 May 2024,
https://www.pudong.gov.cn/016030006/20240513/779625 .html.

2 R LA % 2017 [Dongtou Yearbook 2017] (Beijing: Fangzhi Publishing, December 2017), p. 116.

24 Yao, “Focus on the Situation and Task,” p. 47.

BIEnEE #0hiE ERERERIS [“Duigougang Town: Holds a Maritime Militia Intelligence Reporting
Training Conference”], g E A\ RBUF [Guannan County People’s Government], 30 August 2022,
www.guannan.gov.cn/gnzx/xzdt/content/99ale98b-aac8-4c78-a86a-3967a53cbb44.htm; X i [Liu Zhongcheng], %
TFTEF A RE £ R g« & [“Strive to Build a New Era of Maritime Militia Reconnaissance ‘Elite Forces’”],
E|Bf [National Defense], no. 1 (January 2018), p. 51.



https://www.pudong.gov.cn/016030006/20240513/779625.html
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maritime militia “emergency response companies” (K7 & 1% ). This name suggests that their
primary responsibility is handling maritime contingencies. Yet, according to an official source,
these units “are able to leverage the unique advantages that come from the familiarity of local
fishermen with the maritime situation and foreign activities, as well as the advanced electronic
equipment aboard their fishing boats,” so that “when they encounter a military situation, they

immediately report it” (7658 FiBRIEHERAS, 280 EIR).?°

Since most information boats are components of the fishing fleet, the maritime militia’s
contribution to the PLA’s ISR picture shrinks markedly during the summer months when China
imposes its annual fishing moratorium and most of the fleet is in port. This may explain, at least in
part, the decision to create a unit from among the Jimo District fisheries law enforcement officers
(described above), since they would be able to fill in some of the gaps created by the departure of
the fishing fleet.?” Figure 4 below shows the current dates of the annual fishing moratorium by
ocean area. Of note, the moratorium does not apply to Chinese-claimed waters south of 12

degrees latitude, which includes the highly contested Spratly Islands.

Zone 1

1 May-1 Septembeyth Korea

o e

Zone 2

1 May-16 September

i z Zone 3

1 May-16 August

Figure 4. Dates and Locations of China’s Annual Fishing Moratorium.?®

%38 F NS4 MNF PE—ICZE#5EE R & [“Guardians of the Ocean Scenery—Chronicling the Maritime
Militia of Chunhu Town™], 53K i 224k X A\ RBUFF [Ningbo City Fenghua District People’s Government], 1 August
2018, www.th.gov.cn/art/2018/8/1/art 1229045202 _44921595.html.

21 PLA sources have discussed incorporating maritime law enforcement forces into the maritime militia for this reason.
See, for example, Yao, “Focus on the Situation and Task,” p. 46.

B R LA TR GRS EFERNE S [“Circular of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs on the
Adjustment of the Marine Seasonal Fishing Restriction System”], 2 M & #&F [PRC Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Affairs], 13 March 2023, https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengeeku/2023-03/15/content_5746783 .htm.



http://www.fh.gov.cn/art/2018/8/1/art_1229045202_44921595.html
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2023-03/15/content_5746783.htm

While the bulk of the PRC fishing fleet returns to port during the period of the moratorium, these
waters are not necessarily empty of Chinese fishing vessels. Some fishing boats are hired to help
PRC maritime law enforcement implement the ban. Moreover, Chinese regulations allow special
exemptions for four types of fishing vessels operating in zone 2: shrimp trawlers, cage pots,
gillnets, and lighted purse seine vessels. Owners of these types of boats can apply for special
licenses (Z #4514 0] ) to fish during the moratorium. Nevertheless, those Chinese fishing boats
observed operating during the moratorium probably have a higher likelihood of being information
vessels, since the PLA would need to rely on them to fill in the ISR gaps left by the rest of the
fleet.?

Collecting Information, Collecting Things

Militia vessels serve their ISR function in two main ways. First, they report any unusual activity
observed while conducting their normal fishing (or other) operations, sometimes called “reporting
intelligence as it arises” (FEIBR15).% In 2019, for example, two maritime militia vessels from
Zhejiang province’s Zhoushan city—Zhedaiyu 06888 and Zhedaiyu 03240—were the first to
report the movements of the French frigate Vendémiaire as it operated in the East China Sea. Their
reporting helped “fill in the information gaps on the operations of that ship” (3E%M T iZARIZ AL

B=A)%

Second, maritime militia vessels can be tasked, either directly by the fleet or the PAFD, to conduct
an ISR operation. Such an operation might, for instance, involve conducting “close-in
reconnaissance” (FXIT{I1ER) of a foreign vessel to “verify and confirm” (3% Z E[JIIF) the identity
of the target ship and/or film its activities.*® The July 2014 incident involving the U.S. Navy
missile range instrumentation ship USNS Howard Lorenzen is an example of this type of
operation. A militia unit from Jiangsu province’s Hai’an city ;8% 1) sent five fishing vessels
and 50 militia members to participate in a PLA drill called “Maritime Reconnaissance Operation
134” (134 & {1122475f). The Hai’an militiamen purportedly discovered the presence of Howard
Lorenzen. One of the Hai’an boats, Suhaiyu 00101 (F37&8), piloted by the 55-year-old militia

member Dong Xianghong (E418%2), approached to within 50 meters of the Lorenzen to take video
footage of her activities, “providing precious intelligence for their superiors” (4 _FZRIRHE T2 H
1%53R). Then-Central Military Commission (CMC) member and Defense Minister Chang Wanquan

(#73 %) learned of Dong’s exploit during his visit to Hai’an in May 2017 and reportedly praised

2 Yao, “Focus on the Situation and Task,” p. 46; 775 #¥ [Fang Shouxiang], T ZHME[HEHE. ERERESHNREEE
W+ =T [“Exploring the Creation of a ‘Double-Plus’ Model That Integrates Land and Sea and Civil-Military
Fusion”], EBf [National Defense], no. 1 (January 2019), pp. 60-61; Liu, “Strive to Build a New Era of Maritime
Militia Reconnaissance ‘Elite Forces,” p. 51.

% Feng, “Led by the Party’s Thinking on Building a Strong Military in the New Era,” p. 44.

3R 2020 [Daishan County Yearbook 2020] (Zhejiang: Zhejiang Publishing, 2020), p. 198.

% Tang, “Closely Adhering to the Needs of Actual Combat,” p. 49; [E/E3T [Zhou Houjiang], 'R#%F Lk 25 5| [o) S {E1E
L RS FREEREETIERANLRE [“Persist in Being Led By Actual Combat, With Problems Pushing
Implementation, Promote the In-Depth Development of Maritime Militia Intelligence and Information Work™], E [
[National Defense], no. 1 (January 2018), p. 51.



him and his comrades for “filling in blind spots in maritime reconnaissance” (3%} 7 /& _E{&E M
oy 33
5 X).
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Figure 5. Dong Xianghong, the Hai’an Maritime Militia Member Who Led the Intelligence Collection Operation against the
USNS Lorenzen in July 2014.3

Most of the targets of maritime militia intelligence collection are foreign surface vessels.
However, some PLA experts have highlighted the need to equip militia vessels with instruments to
detect foreign submarines.® In a 2018 article, the then-commander of the Ningbo Military Sub-
District, Senior Colonel Liu Zhongcheng (X1 #.1f), even suggested that a Chinese firm had
already developed an “integrated maritime information collection and processing system” that
used sonar and navigation radar installed on fishing vessels to detect underwater targets.®® Anti-
submarine warfare (ASW) is extremely difficult for even the best trained and equipped naval

38 Zhg< 38 [Sun Jiakun], A “4IHE K IEB$F [“Jiaoxie’s ‘Red Flag’ Will Forever Flutter”], KAk F & [Public
Academy], no. 3 (June 2023), p. 55; E+8 % [Dong Xianghong], E I8k [Xia Pengfei], and 3K &5 55[Zhang Zhirong],
IAERLmANUEREEAE EXTES S KIERF [“Jiangsu Province’s Hai’an City Jiaoxie ‘Red Flag
Militia Regiment’ Capabilities to Perform Maritime Task Has Greatly Improved”], # B¥R [China National
Defense News], 3 December 2018, http://www.mod.gov.cn/mobilization/2018-12/03/content_4831016.htm.

Dong spotted the Lorenzen on radar. They immediately reported this intelligence to their superiors. He then piloted his
boat close to the Lorenzen. They conducted video evidence collection. For his leadership, Dong received

commendations from the provincial National Defense Mobilization Committee and the provincial military district. The
forces involved in this come from the fabled Jiaoxie Town (F#}) “Red Flag Militia Regiment” (] JER £ H]”). &7
1€ [Xu Yahua], E A2 EARETIEREENHBE TREEFHAFLUERE &HE [“Chang Wannian Investigates National
Defense Education in Jiangsu and Makes Special Visit to Jiaoxie’s Red Flag Militia Regiment”], FE T 7M™ [China
Jiangsu Online], 16 May 2017, https://jsnews.jschina.com.cn/nt/a/201705/t20170516_509602.shtml, cited in Erickson
and Kennedy, “China’s Maritime Militia,” p. 224.

UEBRTRESFXERERE: EEBEELT" A “BEIEAT [“The Family of Dong Xianghong from Hai’an
Coastal New District: ‘A Mobile Outpost’ Floating on the ‘Blue National Territory™’], B8 %t M [Nantong Women],
5 May 2023, http://www.ntwomen.org/ntnxw/hax/content/0de824e9-9f8f-400a-af6d-ac2al1dfd3063.html.

% Tang, “Closely Adhering to the Needs of Actual Combat,” p. 49; Feng, “Led by the Party’s Thinking on Building a
Strong Military in the New Era,” p. 45.

% Liu, “Strive to Build a New Era of Maritime Militia Reconnaissance ‘Elite Forces,”” p. 52.
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forces, so the challenges of such operations could be great. Still, at least one militia unit has been
commended for detecting an unidentified foreign submarine, suggesting that the effort is not
entirely futile.3” This may speak to the value that comes with having so many collectors operating
in a confined, predictable space.

In peacetime, the primary purpose of maritime militia ISR forces is to sharpen the PLA’s
situational awareness of foreign maritime activities. In the event of a conflict, they could support
maritime strike operations through the provision of targeting information to the PLA.*® This
function may seem unnecessary, given all the sensors (land-, sea-, air-, and space-based) that the
PLA has at its disposal. Still, if China were fighting another great power, some of these sensors
would no doubt be destroyed or degraded, in which case redundant capabilities like those offered
by the maritime militia could be useful.®®

PLA sources suggest that the militia is indeed preparing to serve this function. In a November
2018 article, Senior Colonel Liu Zili (X] & 17), a professor at the PLA Ground Forces Command
Academy, and Colonel Chen Qingsong ([ &), director of the PAFD in a district in Zhanjiang,
Guangdong, explored the wartime reconnaissance roles of the militia. In a section entitled
“maritime guerilla warfare” (;&_E 77 {EfX), the authors cite reconnaissance and early warning
as being key militia functions in the event of a conflict. They argue that militia forces should
conduct operations “such as maritime reconnaissance to fill in blind spots, provide video
reporting, and guide precision strikes against the enemy” (3| S /7 X # L EFEHHFT&7).*° Some
PLA reporting indicates that maritime militia units are training for this purpose.*

Maritime militia vessels do more than just collect information—they also acquire foreign objects
with intelligence value. On 7 June 2001, for example, a maritime militia reconnaissance boat ({5
E2fR) from Zhejiang’s Yuhuan city, named Zheyuyu (1 E ) 1012, was operating in the waters
of the East China Sea when it retrieved two U.S.-made pieces of equipment, a MK61 MOD O
SUS (signal underwater sound) and an AN/SSQ-57B sonobuoy, both used in anti-submarine
warfare. The MK61 reportedly had “extremely high research value” (R B RS R 1{E) and,
according to one account, shortened China’s own effort to develop such a capability by 10 years,
with the operation resulting in a commendation from the then-CMC Deputy Chair, Zhang

TR IIAE L, 2016 [Daishan County Yearbook 2016] (Zhejiang: Zhejiang Publishing, 2016), p. 208. The unit is located
in Qushan town (#11148), Daishan county (Zhoushan city). Two militia members purportedly “detected an unknown
submarine” in 2016.

3 Mark A. Stokes, “China’s Maritime Militia and Reconnaissance-Strike Operations,” in Erickson and Martinson, eds.,
China's Maritime Gray Zone Operations, pp. 155-167.

% For a discussion of PLA sensors available to detect targets within the First Island Chain, see William Fox and
Roderick Lee, “Assessing the PLA’s Confidence in Its Ability to Achieve Air and Sea Controle around Taiwan,” in
Andrew S. Erickson, Conor M. Kennedy, and Ryan D. Martinson, eds., Chinese Amphibious Warfare: Prospects for a
Cross-Strait Invasion (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 2024), pp. 259-262.

OB H, FREFF [Lui Zili and Chen Qingsong] ;8 _F R =& NG N{E% 54750 [“Tasks and Operations of the
Maritime Militia When Participating in Maritime Combat”] [E 5 [National Defense] (No. 11, 2018), p. 50.

4 See, for instance, Z=#R [Li Gen] and ;i\ [Zhai Qinye], R iE, BALE 0 AEN K IE [“When Milita Go to
Sea, Fishing Vessels Become Mobile Sentries”], A 548 [China National Defense News], 8 December 2015,
http://www.81.cn/mb/2015-12/08/content 6805470.htm.
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Wannian (5 5 £F).*? More recently, in 2016, militia boats from Daishan county, under Zhejiang’s

Zhoushan city, salvaged an intact foreign sonobuoy from waters in the East China Sea, a feat for
which they were commended by the Eastern Theater Navy.*

Figure 6. U.S.-Made Naval Equipment Collected by Information Vessels Based in Yuhuan City, Zhejiang.**

“Information Personnel”: The Maritime Militia’s Intelligence Specialists

The maritime militia specialists charged with intelligence collection and reporting are called
“information personnel” ({5 & 51). According to one authoritative source, they are responsible for
“providing firsthand intelligence information needed for responding to maritime security threats
and completing diversified military tasks” (AN X/ F LB, THREHMESESRESE
—FIEREL).®

Information personnel may not be members of specific maritime militia units. Instead, they are
often organized into their own “force contingent” (BA{f) separate from other units.*® There are

2 XJZR 4 [Liu Dongsheng], NI R R E BSEEMEENRE - - RNABRFREEMELERRLE [“Do
Not Forget the Initial Inspiration and Go With the Party, Raise High the Flag of War and Seek a New Chapter—A
Chronicle of Efforts by the Kanmen Heroic Primary Militia Battalion to Bolster Comprehensive Development”], &

S 7KW [Taizhou Historical Records Website], 9 June 2019,
http://tzsz.zjtz.gov.cn/art/2019/1/9/art 1229142719 54204776.html; EERE A B E ZE B [Yuhuan PAFD], eds, FifEAY
TBYE [The Footsteps of Heroes), (Taizhou, Zhejiang: Taizhou City Headquarters Publishing Company, date unknown),
p. 52.

* Daishan County Yearbook 2016, p. 208.

“ Yuhuan PAFD, The Footsteps of Heroes, p. 52.

® 28 FREREEREIIE=F)I [“County Maritime Militia Information Personnel Start Intensive Training in
Sansha”], £5 =i [Sansha in Light and Shadow], Wechat, 17 July 2017.

% For example, Donggang District in Shandong’s Rizhao City possesses six maritime militia contingents (6 3z BA{f):
one maritime ambulance company (3§ _I- & 77 (3P 3%), one maritime rights protection company (& _ £40%), one
maritime reconnaissance and security company (7§ _ {iiZ2 22 #j3% ), one maritime search and rescue company (7§ 3%
H3%E), one maritime logistics support platoon (7§ _E %25 & HE), and one maritime militia information personnel
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exceptions to this general rule. Some maritime militia units are incorporated as battalions (i.e., a
level higher than company or element), and the battalion may include intelligence specialists
within its ranks. For example, the village of Chi’ao (7&;&), located along the Taiwan Strait, within
the city of Fuzhou (Fujian), is home to a highly regarded maritime militia battalion. It comprises
over 100 “backbone maritime militia members” (& Rt '%':F) 30 maritime militia vessels, and

30 maritime intelligence information personnel & _F[EIREER).Y

Most information personnel are likely assigned to support maritime militia reconnaissance units,
but some may embark aboard militia vessels belonging to units with other specializations. For
example, the town of Houlong (f5 %), under Fujian’s Quanzhou City, only possesses a maritime
militia transport element (;& _1&%543BA), comprising 20 boats and 175 personnel. Thus, the
town’s five maritime militia information personnel—organized into a “special contingent” (4F%k
BA{F)—must be providing intelligence support to them.*®

Most, but not all, intelligence specialists are fishermen. Some contingents are created within
civilian enterprises involved in other marine industries. For example, the PAFD of Qingdao’s
Shinan district (77 # [X) manages a contingent of maritime militia information personnel

embedded in an unnamed marine transport firm (F 5 £ 1z%j/A 5]). Its members specialize in
“collecting materials” (}§££ & #}) useful to the PLA.*°

Because of the sensitive nature of their work, the process of becoming a maritime militia
intelligence specialist is lengthy and complex. While it may differ slightly from region to region,
the process adopted by Yunxiao county (=) in Zhangzhou (Fujian) may be representative.
Prospective intelligence specialists are recommended by their local village or town government
and/or the civilian work unit to which they belong. The county PAFD then conducts a background
check on each candidate, the results of which are reviewed/approved by the Zhangzhou military

contingent (B EREEER). See IREREAEX: ITH“BEAN B LVAERRESER K [“Dongang
District of Shandong’s Rizhao City: Build a ‘Blue Sea Red Sail” Maritime Emergency Response Volunteer Service
Cavalry”], F A R EIR1EE AE SR [PRC Ministry of Veterans Affairs], 28 February 2024,
https://www.mva.gov.cn/xinwen/dfdt/202402/t20240227 _401037.html.

4 ¥R I%3¥ [Zheng Ruixiang], tAETR: 71 Z89HHE B R [“Hu Guofu: The 71 Year Older Lecturer”], &M iG R
[Fuzhou Evening News], 12 November 2023, https:/news.fznews.com.cn/fzxw/20231112/M68564VGn3.shtml.

“8 The town also has an emergency response platoon (454 K & HF) comprising 30 people and two land-based
information personnel (ff_ {52 ). It is unclear if the latter support maritime operations. j§ #EA BB FRT
ENAEHE 2018 EEREEM T EHEHIEE [“People’s Government of Houlong Town Circular on the Release
of Houlong Town’s 2018 Militia Reorganization Work Plan”], 5 #$E AN R BT [Government of Houlong Town], 25

January 2018,
http://www.qg.gov.cn/zwgk/zfxxgkzl/zjdxxgk/hlz/zfxxgkml/jgzn_41694/201801/t20180125_ 1774873 .htm. Other
PAFDs oversee contingents of both shore-based and sea-based militia intelligence specialists. SEH#AFEL 2021 [Pinghu

Yearbook 2021] (Pinghu City: Zhonghua Publishing, December 2021), p. 147.
I E [Jiao Shujun], X =% [Liu Yunfeng], and 5K 7 [Zhang Ning], #§u:E B B#E % [“Dedicated to National
Defense”], fBILZE$R [PLA Daily], 13 October 2014, p. 9.
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subdistrict. After an individual is selected, a dossier on that person is created by the provincial
military district.*

Reporting Processes

While operating at sea, information personnel maintain two-way channels of communication with
the PAFDs that oversee their respective units: the PAFDs send out orders and guidance, while the
intelligence specialists send back information. In peacetime, PAFDs are the link connecting the
militia forces charged with collecting intelligence with the active-duty PLA forces that use it.>
Local fisheries bureaus, which work closely with the PAFDs to train and manage maritime militia
forces, may also be involved in the intelligence reporting process.>?

Some towns may have maritime militia watch floors to command militia forces and receive
intelligence reports in real time. Taoluo town (75%#), located in Donggang district (ZR7#&[X) in

Shandong’s Rizhao city, is a case in point. The town administers 25 fishing villages, comprising
635 fishing boats and 3,600 fishing boat crew members (5 53), 457 of whom are primary militia

members (7§ _EE T K f). These militiamen are divided into six contingents, including one
Maritime Medical Rescue company (/& _E & 7 ¥{37 1% ), one Maritime Rights Protection company
(& _E#403%), one Maritime Reconnaissance and Security company (7§ _ {iIZRZ#3%), and a
Maritime Search and Rescue company (& 8 $¥03%). The town set up a Maritime Militia
Information and Command Center (;&_E R =5 B8 /1)) in one of its villages that can track
and communicate in real-time with all fishing boats from the town.>® See figure 7 below.

0 ZEBHEL 2015 [Yunxiao Yearbook 2015], (Yuxiao: China Publishing Corporation Modern Publishing Company,
January 2016), p. 64.

51 2 Jk 77 [Zhai Zhaofang], REsk % [Xiong Yongling], and 5] %% = [He Mingxiang], {5132 88 B2 IN/ERA
[“Strengthening Military Skills and Making Contributions to Ocean Defense”], @i ZER [PLA Daily], 23 October
2014, p. 9; % i81& [Xu Haifeng], B H £@ASEE L REEIE [“Adapting to the Situation and
Comprehensively Standardizing the Construction of Maritime Militia”], E [y [National Defense], no. 2 (February
2014), pp. 65-66; L AFL 2021 [Longgang Yearbook 2021] (Beijing: Tuanjie Publishing, August 2022), p. 175.

52 For example, Dongtou district (;E3L[X ), under Wenzhou city, “created a maritime intelligence and information
network relying on the Marine Fisheries Bureau’s duty room” (4kFEX & 5%58\ HEITEE 2 E HEREEW).
Dongtou Yearbook 2017, p. 116.

BFEET, HEXZEBLEFREE PREZERINAIPRE ©L4MHE—! [“Rizhao’s ‘Maritime Militia
Company’! Commended by the CMC’s National Defense Mobilization Department! The Only One in the Province!™],
H BB BN [Rizhao Civilization Network], 3 August 2021,
http://rz.wenming.cn/wmbb/202108/t20210803 7246680.html; 52 #4#§ [Shi Shumei] and BkF2 4T [Yao Caihong], X%
%, 5 ARE¥E [“Camouflage Green, Together With the People”], H B8 B3R [Rizhao Daily], 20 March 2024, p. A2,
https://rbrk.rznews.cn/index.php?s=/wap/article/detail/id/369098 .html.
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R 5 L7
Figure 7. The Taobao Town Maritime Militia Information and Command Center.>*

Information personnel report back to their PAFDs both regularly and situationally. Some PAFDs
may require information personnel to check-in on a daily basis. For example, the Ningbo city
military subdistrict duty room requires operating militia vessels to report back every day at 1500.
A typical report might state the identity of the boat, its current location, the status of crew
members, and whether or not they have encountered any “unusual circumstances” (& [&57).>°

However, if something noteworthy occurs, information personnel can immediately transmit the
intelligence directly back to the staff in the duty room, who can provide further instructions and, if
needed, request clarification.*®

How much foreign intelligence do Chinese information personnel collect, and how much actually
gets used? While the PRC does not publicly share such numbers, the case of Wenzhou’s Dongtou
district offers some insights. By the end of 2015, the Dongtou PAFD oversaw multiple militia
units, including 12 “key” militia information boats, 38 “ordinary” militia information boats, and
74 information personnel.’” In 2016, these forces reported 13 pieces of intelligence, of which just
two pieces were actually used by the PLA Navy.*® The following year saw better results, with 55

% Ibid.

% F 5z [E [Ran Yingguo], Bk /8 5E[Chen Qixian], and X4k [Zhao Jicheng], HTIT & T EN X IR K &HE THF
“SFHHEERGE, B R &3 S 34 [“Zhejiang’s Ningbo Military Subdistrict Strengthens Combat Readiness
and ‘Lays the Ground’ for Ploughing the Sea and Waves”] f2ILZE$R [PLA Daily] 4 February 2016, p. 9.

% Xu, “Adapting to the Situation and Comprehensively Standardizing the Construction of Maritime Militia,” p. 65;
Zhai and Xiong, “Strengthening Military Skills and Making Contributions to Ocean Defense,” p. 9.

In some locations, information personnel may report intelligence directly to their PAFD. But in other locations, such as
Ningbo (mentioned above) and Jiangsu’s Lianyungang city (3% = 7 ), information personnel may report intelligence

directly to the provincial military sub-district (or garrison district) operations duty room (Z& X £ EITE), i.e.,
two levels above the local PAFD. Li and Zhai, “When Milita Go to Sea, Fishing Vessels Become Mobile Sentries.”
ST R SLEE% 2016 [Dongtou Yearbook 2016] (Beijing: Fangzhi Publishing, December 2016), p. 140.

%8 Dongtou Yearbook 2017, p. 116.
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pieces of intelligence, 13 of which were used.>® While these figures alone seem unimpressive,
when multiplied by the hundreds of units actively collecting intelligence, the maritime militia ISR
effort likely amounts to a continuous stream of operationally useful information reaching the PLA
over the course of the year.

Figure 8. Then MC Member and Defense Minister Chan Wannian
Inspects a Dongtou Maritime Militia Vessel (28 July 2016).%°

Intelligence Training

Like all intelligence professionals, maritime militia information personnel require specialized
training. The amount and type of training vary by region. Some comes in the form of “intensive
training” (5 F11)l|Z, often shortened to ££1)I|) courses held over several days, usually during the
fishing offseason. Training course participants may include all the information personnel from
contingents in a given city or county. The training will be organized and conducted by the city or
county PAFD. However, PAFD members will often invite outside experts to teach more
specialized modules.

One focus of intensive training is on the technologies intelligence specialists need to do their
job—above all, the equipment used for communicating with the PLA. Much of this
communications equipment appears to be off-the-shelf kit. Information specialists, for example,
are equipped with satellite phones. ®* Some use the commercially available Yuxintong (& {Z38&)

system, which includes a terminal installed on boats that enables crew members to send and

%9 S S 2018 [Dongtou Yearbook 2018], (Beijing: Fangzhi Publishing, December 2018), p. 170.
8 Dongtou Yearbook 2017, p. 28.

81 For example, in 2016 Dongtou, a district within Zhejiang’s Wenzhou city, “adjusted and strengthened” its maritime
militia information personnel contingent, applying for and receiving 90,000 RMB to purchase 21 “work phones”
(probably satellite phones) for its members. Dongtou Yearbook 2017, p. 116.
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receive text messages, photographs, and voice messages with their cell phones.®® Dong
Xianghong used this system to communicate with the PLA during the reconnaissance operation
against the USNS Lorenzen in July 2014.%® However, the bulk of reporting likely involves use of
the Beidou positioning/communications system installed on most Chinese fishing vessels.®* This
system was the subject of an intensive training course held by the PAFD of Fujian’s Xiapu county
from 12-15 July 2017 for 60 information personnel. According to PRC reporting on the event, the
Beidou system is not only useful for ensuring safety at sea; it is also valuable for “identifying
foreign warships and detecting and reporting on the enemy situation” (;§_E 5N ZEMAREIIR A, &
FEAHIER IR &N). The event included briefings by a Beidou technical expert, an instructor
from an unnamed PLA Navy department, and an official from Fisheries Law Enforcement.®®

Instead of relying on commercial (and presumably insecure) technologies like Yuxintong and
Beidou, some information personnel may embark with dedicated intelligence reporting
equipment. This appears to be the case for information vessels based in Pingyang county (3}-fH
[X), which administratively falls under Zhejiang’s Wenzhou city. The county leadership made
major efforts in 2020 to improve the intelligence reporting capabilities of its maritime militia
forces. It formed a contingent of information personnel, expanded the size of its fleet of
information vessels by 300 percent, and “comprehensively pushed for the installation of
intelligence reporting systems” on its information vessels (£ E I FFR1E R Sr L %).% Such
systems would likely require significant initial and ongoing training time for maritime militia
intelligence specialists.

Aside from specialized intelligence training, maritime militia information personnel must develop
more general skills required by their profession. As a case in point, in October 2019, Fujian
province’s Fuding city PAFD conducted a five-day training course for 80 militia members from
the city’s various towns and villages. Trainees included 70 elite (i.e., “backbone”) militia
members and ten information personnel. They trained on small arms, outboard motor repair, the
use of tear gas, and counter-frogman tactics, while also developing skills more specific to
intelligence specialists, i.e., “intelligence collection” ({§FR UL EE) and “maritime reconnaissance”

(78 £ {51%2). The course organizers enlisted training support from a non-governmental search and

82 Feng, “Led by the Party’s Thinking on Building a Strong Military in the New Era,” p. 45.

Installing a Yuxintong end-user set on a fishing vessel and the associated software on their cell phones allows militia
members to send and receive text messages, photographs, and voice messages, and to make satellite phone calls. It is
economical. The system covers all important fishing zones (7 [X) within the First Island Chain (Bohai, Yellow Sea,
East China Sea, South China Sea, and the Sea of Japan. Yuxintong is sold by China TranComm Technologies (1t 3 H
LiBERHE AR/ S)). Yuxintong’s promotional materials are available here:

https://www.trancomm.com.cn/file/research_yuxt.pdf.

83 “The Family of Dong Xianghong from Hai’an Coastal New District: ‘A Mobile Outpost’ Floating on the ‘Blue
National Territory.””

8 Erickson and Kennedy, “China’s Maritime Militia,” p. 222.

85 «“County Maritime Militia Information Personnel Start Intensive Training in Sansha.”

8 S RHAE L 2021 [Pingyang Yearbook 2021] (Beijing: Chinese Literature and History Press, October 2021), p. 157.
Other maritime militia units have also installed specialized intelligence reporting systems on their vessels. See j[& Sk
£ 2015 [Dongtou Yearbook 2015] (Beijing: Fangzhi Publishing, November 2015), p. 138.
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rescue organization named Blue Sky Rescue (i K #3#ZBA) and possibly PLA Navy personnel.®’
See figure 9 below.
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Figure 9. Information Personnel and Other Maritime Militia Members from Fuding Conduct Intensive Training.®®

Maritime militia information personnel must also be trained to accurately identify the ships and
equipment they encounter at sea. This includes distinguishing foreign equipment from China’s
own. On the afternoon of 21 August 2019, for example, a maritime militia intelligence specialist
named Wu Huafang (R 4£5) from Xiaguan town (g8 5%), located in Wenzhou city (Zhejiang),
was at sea fishing when he discovered “a floating instrument” (—Z 7% A1 881% ). Thanks to
his maritime militia training, Wu was able to assess that it was Chinese state property (& 3 /23t
4 7). To keep the equipment from being damaged or lost, he took it aboard and brought it back
to shore and immediately reported the situation to the town PAFD. That PAFD then consulted
with superiors in the Cangnan county (%) PAFD, where the equipment was moved for
safekeeping. Ultimately, the PLA determined that the equipment was an oceanographic

87 Video footage of the training event shows a PLA Navy officer present. i & K 2B 4R R Fe 5 X531 3E BA L 5 1A
£1)l| [“For the First Time the City Organizes Militia to Cross Regions to Conduct Unit Intensive Training”], {85288
& [Fuding TV], 9 November 2019, http://www.fdxww.com/shipin/fudingxinwen/baixingshenghuo/2019-11-
09/72882.html.

8 3B E R SR ARRIN T T A B A s KR R i)l%k [“Fujian National Defense Mobilization 59, All Localities
Actively Carry Out Thematic Education Activities and Militia Training”], ZREI RIS [Southeast Outpost], Wechat, 9

December 2019, https://mp.weixin.gq.com/s/GgngmPb-
11LRgJx4yX8 0g?poc token=HOAa8Gej pYMcPKBhLTrBtLOHo0S-a5IKx5V5fLGO.
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monitoring buoy (&R J¥#R) belonging to China’s Second Institute of Oceanography that had
parted from its mooring.%®

Intelligence personnel must have the knowledge to decide what information to collect and how
best to report it to their superiors. This requires a solid understanding of the strategic and
operational context of their operations. In the view of Qingdao’s Huangdao District PAFD,
training for information personnel must strive to ensure that “when they encounter a sudden
incident, they can rapidly master information and make decisions giving full play to their
intelligence function” (R L BRI RAFHE DR EZREE, MEAK, HELEEERBO
ThEE &2 H 3%).”° To that end, some training courses involve discussions of how to handle
difficult reporting challenges that arise while on deployment.’

Maritime militia intelligence specialists may be summoned to attend shorter training sessions. For
example, on 28 August 2022, 40 maritime militia information personnel participated in an
“intelligence training conference” (1§ IS) organized by the PAFD of Duigougang (3747
%), a town under the administration of Jiangsu’s Lianyungang city. Participants came from 31
different villages. A town party committee member and the head of the town’s PAFD chaired the
meeting, with the core of the training provided by an officer from the county PAFD, Wei Guanyu
(F7EF). Wei gave a presentation entitled “Maritime Reconnaissance and Intelligence

Organization and Implementation” ( {;&_F{EIRIEHLE 55L7E) ). A key theme of his brief

was the need to enlist unaffiliated fishing vessels into intelligence collection activities in order to
expand overall ISR capacity.’?

Maritime militia intelligence specialists sometimes participate in fleet exercises, in which case
they take orders from operational PLA Navy units. Due to the sensitive nature of these activities,
open-source reporting is rare. One known case occurred in March and April 2016, when
Xiangshan, a county administered by Zhejiang’s Ningbo city, mobilized two information
vessels—presumably including their assigned intelligence specialists—to participate in an East
Sea Fleet exercise called “152C.” Their main task was to provide intelligence reporting for the
fleet (B INEIRIRENVESN). The two information vessels conducted “fixed point observation” (&

M WER), while the PLA Navy command organization used the Beidou system’s group messaging
function (£ 3} ££& IH#E) and satellite phones to direct all fishing vessels in the exercise area to
assist with reconnaissance activities.”

69 8 X R R IR (N 88 E K 3R 7F [“Xiaguan Fishermen Discover a Drifting Instrument and Handed it over
for Preservation”], F13£ & 3¢ [Beautiful Xiaguan], Wechat, 26 August 2019,
https://mp.weixin.gq.com/s/SaCHC2pTbRY0tMMHrn5ilQ.

0 # B X _AEER [Huangdao District PAFD], 52 2 BAE 4 3 X BiR R B3P [“Improve the Team To Support the
Construction of the New District”], #1285 [Xinhuangdao Paper], 10 March 2014, p. 3,
https://epaper.xihaiannews.com/shtml/jnsx/20140310/18798.shtml.

1 ek S 2K 2018 [Ningbo Yearbook 2018], (Ningbo: Ningbo Press, September 2018), p. 432.

2 “Duigougang Town: Holds a Maritime Militia Intelligence Reporting Training Conference.”
8 & I 4F% 2017 [Xiangshan Yearbook 2017] (Beijing: Fangzhi Publishing, December 2017), p. 85.
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Professional Limitations

Given that the vast majority of maritime militia members are only part-time soldiers, it is
inevitable that militia intelligence professionals fail to meet the same standards as counterparts in
the active-duty PLA. Indeed, PLA assessments of their capabilities highlight a number of
shortcomings. According to the then-deputy commander of the Zhoushan Garrison District, Senior
Colonel Wang Hui (£ #%), the educational levels of Chinese fishermen are fairly low, so they
cannot easily grasp the intelligence reporting requirements. Thus, their ability to complete tasking
is “not strong.” " One Senior Colonel from the Taizhou Military Subdistrict (Zhejiang) declared
that information personnel are not good at identifying targets and their reporting practices leave
much to be desired. They report too much information and receive too little feedback. Moreover,
the quality of the intelligence is not great, and it is rarely useful for decisionmakers.” This
criticism seems to be confirmed by the low utility rates of intelligence reported by Dongtou
maritime militia forces (discussed above). The then-commander of the Zhejiang Military District
has offered perhaps the most damning critique of maritime militia intelligence reporting,
describing it as “not far (sighted), not complete, not clear, not accurate, and not fast” (fIT. A~

2. T, A, FR).°

Aside from the obvious challenges associated with being a part-time military force, there may be
systemic reasons for their subpar performance. While some militia members no doubt find the
work fulfilling, most probably regard it as an annoying obligation that comes with their
profession. In some towns and villages, enlistment in the militia may verge on compulsory. Local
officials have strong leverage with which to compel enlistment, stemming from their authority to
issue, deny, and revoke fishing licenses.’” If enthusiasm for militia work is generally low, at least
some portion of the force probably just does the bare minimum during training and operations.

Moreover, the rewards of militia work likely do not offset the hardships it imposes. Multiple PLA
experts have called for improving compensation, suggesting that a problem exists.’® Others have
noted that there exist no regulations governing the types, standards, and methods for subsidizing
fishing boat owners that “participate in maritime reconnaissance operations” (& 5§ _F &7
f1).”° Senior Colonel Wang Hui from the Zhoushan Garrison District has recommended that
PAFDs take steps to “improve the system for rewards and punishment” (52 & 5h 3 #E4/1 %) for

militia members. For example, those who do a good job reporting intelligence should be publicly
recognized for their work.®’ Some locations have adopted the practice of recognizing high-

" F#% [Wang Hui], 38 B3R IE TEM J1L = B2 [“Several Thoughts on to Grasp Maritime Mass Intelligence
Work”], E 5 [National Defense], no. 1 (January 2018), p. 48.

5 Zhou, “Persist in Being Led By Actual Combat,” p. 51.

"® Feng, “Led by the Party’s Thinking on Building a Strong Military in the New Era,” p. 44.

" Xu, “Adapting to the Situation and Comprehensively Standardizing the Construction of Maritime Militia,” p. 65.

"8 See, for example, Fang, “Exploring the Creation of a ‘Double-Plus’ Model That Integrates Land and Sea and Civil-
Military Fusion,” p. 61.

™ & E % [Xu Guoan], IN3&E A EN 52 IR JL 5 B % [“A Few Thoughts on Strengthening National Defense
Mobilization Construction”], E 5 [National Defense], no. 12 (2018), p. 57.

8 Wang also recommends a punitive approach to handling militia members who “go through the motions” (GE#& Rz %)
or “flee from the battlefield” (IffERR k). In his view, they should be forced to end their voyage or production (£5¥ 5%
14 {=/711%7=) and/or have their fishing licenses revoked (B $E 33514 oI 1F ). Wang, “Several Thoughts on to Grasp
Maritime Mass Intelligence Work,” p. 48.
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performing maritime militia intelligence specialists. For example, in February 2024, the city of
Fuding, in northern Fujian province, recognized 27 “outstanding militia personnel” ({5 R )
for their service in 2023. Two of the individuals were maritime militia intelligence collectors
embarked on information vessels.®

In the final analysis, however, the fact that the maritime militia has members who specialize in
intelligence work suggests that there exists some basic level of competence in the core ISR
mission. That PLA experts highlight weaknesses in the profession should not suggest that
information boats and their crews serve no useful purpose for the fleet. Perhaps more importantly,
when preparing for key missions, the PLA is certain to choose the “best of the best,” and the sheer
number of reconnaissance forces available guarantees that it will find highly competent maritime
militia intelligence collectors where and when it needs them.

Intelligence Personnel in the “Far Seas”

Maritime militia intelligence specialists naturally go where the mission dictates, and today that
remains largely, and perhaps entirely, in PRC claimed waters within the First Island Chain, which
the PLA defines as the “near seas” (AT ). There exists scant evidence of information personnel
embarking on Chinese vessels sailing to waters beyond East Asia, i.e., the “far seas” (L&), and
the evidence that does exist is often ambiguous. For example, in recent years, Guanyun county,
under Jiangsu province’s Lianyungang city, has constructed a “maritime reconnaissance and
intelligence network” (& _F i E 53R M EE1%). It has fielded a maritime militia reconnaissance
force comprising 17 boats and 34 information personnel operating in the “near seas” and 7 vessels
and 14 personnel for “far seas” operations. At first glance, this seems to suggest that its network
extends beyond East Asia.?? Yet, the term “far seas” is not always used with the precision

prescribed by PLA doctrine; in some contexts, it may simply mean more remote locations within
the First Island Chain.®

Some PRC sources, however, do seem to be more categorical about militia forces operating out of
area. One April 2016 report, for instance, highlighted challenges faced by Zhejiang’s Taizhou
military subdistrict when trying to communicate with maritime militia forces operating at remote
distances from the PRC. As fisheries resources were “drying up” (#45) near China, the report
explained, Taizhou fishermen were continuously expanding their areas of operation from the “near
seas to the ocean deeps.” As a result, while fishing vessels were operating in the “distant oceans”
(3z5¥), information—and orders—were not able to consistently reach them.®* In industry
parlance, “distant oceans” refers to waters outside East Asia.®

81 T ist of Advanced Units and Individuals of National Defense Mobilization, Advanced Grassroots Armed
Departments, and Outstanding Militia in Fuding City for the Year 2023.”

82 FE 7 HF 9 2017 [Guanyun Yearbook 2017] (Beijing: Fangzhi Publishing, January 2018) p. 214.

8 (5 ¥¥ [He Zhixiang] B EH R EHH BEigE EREH L [“Adapt to the Ocean Defense Security Situation,
Build a Powerful Maritime Militia Organization”], El [} [National Defense], no. 1 (January 2015), pp. 48-50.

8 S INESXFEBHFH—“M UL [“Taizhou Military Subdistrict Thousands of Miles of Ocean Defense Captured with
a ‘Net””], #AMN T A RBUFF [People’s Government of Huzhou], 26 April 2016,
www.huzhou.gov.cn/art/2016/4/26/art_1229213742 54845600.html.

8 See, for instance, 1 E AYIZ ¥ 8\ & FE [“Development of China’s Distant Water Fisheries™], Government of the
People’s Republic of China, October 2023, https://www.gov.cn/zhengee/202310/content 6911268.htm.
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The Ningbo city military subdistrict may command information vessels that are active outside
East Asia. According to an authoritative account, one of its deployed boats reported back to the
duty room that it was operating in “high seas areas” (/A& &18). Since Beijing asserts that all the
waters of the Yellow Sea, East China Sea, and South China Sea fall under some form of coastal
state jurisdiction, the vessel could only have been operating further afield.®®

There is ample evidence dating back over a decade indicating that at least some PLA experts
believe that maritime militia forces should be operating out of area. In a 2014 article, Xu Haifeng
(f&781#), a PLA officer assigned to the headquarters of the Zhejiang Military District, called for
the province to seize on opportunities presented by existing policy initiatives, including the
creation of “marine economy demonstration zones” (;F;¥22557 7752 X), to expand maritime
militia force construction away from the fishing industry to other marine industries. In doing so,
the province could form a force disposition that included the near seas, far seas, and distant
oceans. In his vision, large-scale fishing enterprises, presumably including the distant-water
fishing fleet; distant-ocean shipping companies; shipbuilding and ship repair enterprises; and
marine resource exploration entities would all set up maritime militia elements. While the author
does not specify that they should specialize in intelligence collection, as this report has shown, all
maritime militia units, regardless of focus, are expected to serve this function. Moreover, the
author highlights maritime reconnaissance forces as being “key contingents” (5% 5 4 A {f1) that

should be prioritized.®’

More recent studies have been explicit about the need to embark information personnel on PRC
vessels operating overseas. This was a key theme in a special January 2018 issue of National
Defense dedicated to maritime militia reconnaissance forces. One article, written by the then-
Deputy Commander of the Zhejiang Military District, Major General Yao Huai ning (#k/E7),
called for building a “distant-ocean information contingent” (iZ ;¥{5 B BA{H), which would
include information personnel constituted from marine transport companies, marine exploration
departments, and overseas trading organizations. They would “monitor international sea lanes and
important maritime thoroughfares” (FEASII AT IEE S EfrNZk. B L EEFES) from
aboard Chinese ships. In his words, they should “extend the ‘antennae’ of maritime
reconnaissance to the maximum extent possible” (A T2 & i L iiER it fA”).58

Writing in the same issue, Colonel Zhang Li (5 %1) from the Shanghai Garrison District, called
for “creating militia far seas reconnaissance and early warning elements largely comprising
civilian vessels and militia that work in distant oceans” (¥ EVHREMEE AT HER K
IE G EETNE 4> BA). Colonel Zhang recommended that the elements “use their distant-ocean
work as cover to monitor maritime military developments” (WU ¥{EN iR, BB LESE
75).% Also in the same issue, the then-Commander of the Ningbo Military Subdistict, Liu
Zhongcheng, called for integrating distant-ocean fishing vessels into the country’s “intelligence
reporting reconnaissance network” (£ EZRZH N 1E3R 1122 W) and “expanding near-seas intelligence

8 Ran, Chen, and Zhao, “Zhejiang’s Ningbo Military Subdistrict Strengthens Combat Readiness,” p. 9.

8 Xu, “Adapting to the Situation and Comprehensively Standardizing the Construction of Maritime Militia,” p. 65.
8 Yao, “Focus on the Situation and Task,” p. 47.

8 2% [Zhang Li], N385 - {2249 BAB IR ¥R [“A Preliminary Discussion on Strengthening Maritime Militia
Reconnaissance Elements”], [ Bf [National Defense], no. 1 (January 2018), p. 57.
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reporting to the far seas” (LR B EIZEHE). In yet another article, the then-Commander of
the Zhejiang Provincial Military District, Major General Feng Wenping (5 3 3£), recommended
that China “accelerate the shift of maritime militia [reconnaissance] forces from the near seas to

the far seas” (JNRIERHE R E. .. AL EHREETERH#).

More recently, in a 2019 article, Fang Shouxiang (73 7%¥), from the Zhejiang Military District,
Readiness Construction Department, called for expanding intelligence work into the “distant
oceans” (¥ ;¥). The author recommended that China exploit “opportunities such as distant
ocean transport, cross-border trade, finance and logistics, international cooperation, and cultural
exchanges by choosing people to engage in far seas and overseas intelligence collection work.”%?

Given the evidence presented above, it is more likely than not that PRC vessels operating overseas
have already begun embarking information personnel to serve intelligence collection and
reporting functions. In the case of China’s fishing fleet, serving this foreign intelligence collection
function could be as simple as adding a new duty to the “information personnel” that already
embark aboard some distant-water fishing vessels. Aside from their primary responsibilities of
tallying and reporting production numbers, serving as experts on international and national
fisheries regulations that affect their work, and handling interactions with foreign officials while
at sea and in port, they might also be tasked with collecting and reporting military and political
intelligence while operating overseas.*® Similar processes may already be in place in the
commercial shipping industry. For instance, Guangxi province’s Beihai city has built up its ranks
of maritime intelligence specialists by recruiting from among marine shipping personnel (7§ _ 32

Bizf Mk A R).>

% Liu, “Strive to Build a New Era of Maritime Militia Reconnaissance ‘Elite Forces,”” p. 51.
° Feng, “Led by the Party’s Thinking on Building a Strong Military in the New Era,” p. 44.

%2 Fang, “Exploring the Creation of a ‘Double-Plus’ Model That Integrates Land and Sea and Civil-Military Fusion,” p.
61.

% For a description of the responsibilities of information personnel embarked aboard distant-water fishing vessels, see
tdbmESEseid ol T, XMUSFEMA KL BEB=6X, £10&EM LR F [“Celebrating the Lantern
Festival Before Beijing Time, This Rowing Team Captain Has Been at Sea for More Than 300 Days, Making Rice
Balls on a Tuna Fishing Boat], =X [Shanghai Observer], 24 February 2024,

https://www.jfdaily.com/wx/detail.do?id=719145; {RE“EARITE", A EFRE", FHHESTUEREfT
%> [“You Wang ‘Herbal Elements’ But He Gives ‘Quantum Science,” How Industry and Education Can Say Goodbye
to ‘Parallel Lines™”], =W [E [Shanghai Observer], 24 March 2025,
https://web.shobserver.com/staticsg/res/html/web/newsDetail.html?id=880804 &v=1.7&sid=67.

% JbiB A% 2022 [Beihai Yearbook 2022] (Guangxi: Guangxi People’s Press, November 2022), p. 101.
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Figure 10. Cabin of an Information Specialist Aboard a Chinese Distant-Water Fishing Vesse

Conclusion

The maritime militia is a component of China’s armed forces separate from the PLA that can be
mobilized to support military operations in both war and peace. While militia operations are often
associated with coercive actions to impose Beijing’s will on its weaker neighbors, the most
fundamental and enduring role of the maritime militia is to collect and report foreign intelligence.
China likely operates hundreds of maritime militia reconnaissance units that specialize in
intelligence collection. It also encourages other militia forces to serve this reporting function, on
the principle that more is better.

Undergirding these operations is a cadre of maritime militia intelligence specialists called
“information personnel.” Information personnel are organized into force contingents that support
operational militia forces. Most have day jobs in the fishing industry, but many hale from other
sectors, including marine shipping and even maritime law enforcement units.

While embarked on militia vessels, information personnel are tasked with collecting information
on the foreign vessels they encounter while at sea, deciding which information (if any) has
intelligence value for the PLA, and transmitting that information to the PLA in a form that is
useful. Their work is overseen by PAFDs, which also serve as the conduit between the militia
forces collecting intelligence and the operational PLA forces that use it.

As part-time soldiers, militia intelligence specialists do not perform their jobs with the same
competence and proficiency as active-duty PLA intelligence personnel. They are not as fast or
efficient, and their intelligence may not always be useful. However, militia information personnel

% “Celebrating the Lantern Festival Before Beijing Time.”
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have played key roles in the tracking of foreign vessels operating along China’s periphery, and
they have captured foreign equipment with intelligence value for the PLA. The sheer numbers of
maritime militia intelligence specialists ensures that the PLA will be able to select the best-
trained, best-motivated, and most competent individuals for important missions. Moreover, while
militia units from a given town or county may only report a few pieces of actionable intelligence
each year, when multiplied across the entire force, the contributions to the PLA’s situational
awareness truly are, as one PLA expert described, “irreplaceable” (4~ o] £ 4%).%

To date, the vast majority of militia intelligence specialists are assigned to Chinese vessels
operating within the First Island Chain, in waters of greatest strategic and operational importance
to China. However, as a country with ambitions to transform itself into a “maritime great power”
and build a “world-class navy,” the PRC would naturally look to leverage civilian mariners
operating overseas to collect maritime intelligence, and indeed a number of PLA experts—many
of whom are in charge of formulating and implementing militia policy—have publicly
recommended that it do so. Other sources suggest that it is already happening. Thus, it seems
likely that maritime militia information personnel embark on at least some distant-water fishing
vessels and merchant ships engaged in international trade.

% Yao, “Focus on the Situation and Task,” p. 46.
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