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An important component of China’s local armed forces is the militia—an armed mass
organization of mobilizable personnel who retain their normal economic responsibilities in daily
civilian life. A reserve force of immense scale, the militia is organized at the grassroots level of
society: its units are formed by towns, villages, urban sub-districts, and enterprises. It supports
China’s armed forces in a variety of functions, and is seeing expanded mission roles as the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) continues to modernize. Militia units may vary widely from
one location to another, as the composition of each one is based on local conditions (yindi zhiyi).
A good example is the establishment of emergency repair units in areas with a strong
shipbuilding industry. While the Maritime Militia is not a new addition to China’s militia system,
it is receiving greater emphasis since China now aspires to become a great maritime power and
because maritime disputes in China’s near seas are a growing concern.

No official definition of the Maritime Militia exists in the many sources the authors examined.
However, in late 2012 the Zhoushan garrison commander, Zeng Pengxiang, and the garrison’s
Mobilization Office described it concisely: “The Maritime Militia is an irreplaceable mass armed
organization not released from production and a component of China’s ocean defense armed
forces [that enjoys] low sensitivity and great leeway in maritime rights protection actions.” Of
course, this description does not cover all aspects of the Maritime Militia. Members of the
Maritime Militia are all primary militia (jigan minbing), as opposed to those in the less active
ordinary militia (putong minbing). The former receive more frequent training, and they have
more advanced skills for carrying out missions at sea.

Logically, the Maritime Militia is found in port areas with large fishing, shipbuilding, or
shipping industries where experienced mariners or craftsmen provide a ready pool of recruits.’
Citizens can join land-based primary militia organizations when they are between the ages of 18
and 35 (or 45 for those who have special skills). The Maritime Militia also has relaxed policies
for age requirements, with even more emphasis on their specialized skills in some localities (e.g.,
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Yancheng City of Jiangsu Province extended the maximum age for its maritime militiamen to
55).1

The only estimate of the size of the Maritime Militia obtained during the course of this research
was from a source published in 1978, which put the number of personnel at 750,000 on
approximately 140,000 craft.’ In its 2010 Defense White Paper, China stated that it had 8 million
primary militia members nationwide.® The Maritime Militia is a smaller unique subset since it
performs many of its missions at sea. Since an accurate number is not available this chapter takes
more of a grassroots approach and attempts to determine the average size of a unit at the local
level. It is important to note that the Maritime Militia is distinct from both China’s coastal militia
(shore based) and its naval reserve, although some coastal militia units have been transformed
into Maritime Militia units.”

Although this paper focuses on the current organization and employment of Chinese Maritime
Militia organizations, it first puts this force into context by presenting a brief history of the
Maritime Militia and a discussion of the changing role of militia in the Chinese armed forces as
the PLA continues its transformation into a force that will win high-tech local wars under
informatized conditions. Next, it examines the current role of the Maritime Militia in China’s
goal of becoming a great maritime power, which will include both old and new mission areas.
Because of the Maritime Militia’s localized roots, a section of this paper is devoted to surveying
Maritime Militia activities in various provinces along China’s coast. This will give the reader a
sense of this force’s scale and diversity. The remaining sections will address specific Maritime
Militia modes of training, organization, and command and control, and will offer possible
scenarios and implications.

History of China’s Maritime Militia

China’s militia system originated before the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) came to power,
but the system of making numerous state-supported maritime militias out of the coastal
populations was not fully implemented until the Communists began to exercise greater control of
the coastline in the 1950s. This segment of China’s population had been relatively isolated from
events on land and was subject to Japanese and Nationalist control in the decades before CCP
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rule was established. The CCP targeted the fishing communities, creating fishing collectives and
work units, enacting strict organizational control, and conducting political education.® Factors
motivating and shaping this transformation included:

e The PLA’s early use of civilian vessels

e The need to man the Maritime Militia with fishermen, as there were too few other
experienced mariners.

e Confrontations with other states’ fishing and naval vessels, due to the depletion of fishery
resources and the need to fish farther from shore.

e The need to prevent Nationalist incursions along the coast.

e The transformation from coastal defense militias to the at-sea Maritime Militia.

e Overall trends in militia development, including specialization, emergency response,
technological units, and increased orientation towards supporting each of the PLA
branches.

The Maritime Militia has played significant roles in a number of military campaigns and
coercive incidents over the years, including:

e The 1950s support of the PLA’s island seizure campaigns

e The 1974 seizure of the western portion of the Paracels

e The 2009 Impeccable incident

e The 2011 harassment of Vietnam’s survey vessels (Viking 1l and Binh Minh)
e The 2012 Scarborough Shoal standoff (Tanmen Militia present)

e The 2014 Haiyang Shiyou-981 oil rig standoff.’
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Role in China’s Goal of Becoming a Great Maritime Power

Since 2012, China’s efforts to reach its strategic development goal of becoming a great maritime
power have been greatly enhanced under Xi Jinping’s leadership. The Maritime Militia’s role in
these efforts has received top-level leadership attention, from Xi on down. The fishing industry
and the Maritime Militia built within it have been employed as political tools of the state to
consolidate China’s maritime claims, particularly in the South China Sea. Because the Maritime
Militia is a grassroots movement in coordination with the nation’s growing overall strategic
emphasis on the ocean, its roles are as political as they are operational.

In 2013, He Zhixiang, director of the Guangdong Military Region (MR) Headquarters
Mobilization Department, specifically pointed out three roles of the Maritime Militia:

e It forms a certain embodiment of national will (guojia yizhi) of the people in
implementing maritime administrative control.

e It helps shape public opinion, as a group of “model” mariners meant to inspire both
enterprises and the masses to get involved in maritime development and travel out to
China’s possessions (disputed islands and reefs).

e [t is a guarantor of maritime safety, with its members often serving as the first responders
in emergencies since they are already distributed out across the seas.'”

In the first two roles, considering the strong Party control of China’s armed forces and its
militia organizations, the Maritime Militia forms an important part of the political
mobilization of society towards the maritime environment. The third role is a result of the
Maritime Militia’s normal productive activities at sea, a means of rapid initial response to
various contingencies.

Director He also states that the Maritime Militia is an important force for normalizing
China’s administrative control of the seas, since it is on the front lines of rights protection.
He calls for all areas within the nine-dashed line to have Maritime Militia presence.'’ Despite
the Maritime Militia’s role as a reserve force to be called on when needed, its use is
increasingly routine.
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The primary role for China’s militia is to be an external defense force; its secondary role, to be a
domestic security force.'? It is also an important reserve force responsible for mobilizing in times
of emergencies and war (yingji yingzhan). The Maritime Militia retains this orientation, serving
external defense while assisting domestic security forces at sea. Domestic security roles take the
form of conducting marine rescue operations and assisting maritime law enforcement (MLE)
forces, while external defense roles entail performing a variety of operations to assist the PLA
Navy (PLAN) as well as conducting independent operations.

The Maritime Militia is assigned a variety of missions, from more traditional logistics support
for ground forces, to more advanced missions in support of the navy. Relatively new missions
for the Maritime Militia include those focused on protecting China’s maritime rights. The
following list of mission roles is not exhaustive, but rather a summary of those detailed in
Chinese sources:

e In “support the front” (zhigian) missions, the Maritime Militia has roles in assisting the
PLA and PLAN. It augments transport capacity through the loading and delivery of
troops, vehicles, equipment, and materials; conducts medical rescue and retrieval of
casualties; provides navigational assistance; conducts emergency repairs or refitting of
vessels, docks, and other infrastructure; provides fuel and material replenishment at sea;
and conducts other various logistical functions. It also prepares for engaging in cover and
concealment operations (weizhuang) for army and naval units through the use of smoke,
corner reflectors, and chaff grenades. The Maritime Militia also trains to conduct mine
warfare and assist in blockade operations. As in many modern militia units, the areas of
construction, information, and electronic warfare are becoming increasingly emphasized.

e Many new units have been formed for emergency response (yingji)—that is, to handle
“tufa shijian,” a broad term that includes a variety of fast-erupting contingencies loosely
defined as natural disasters, accidents, public health incidents, and societal security
incidents that develop rapidly, harm the public, and require unconventional means of
response.’® In 2007, the National People’s Congress passed the “Emergency Response
Law of the People’s Republic of China,” which requires the militia to participate in relief
efforts. Maritime Militia emergency response units are tasked with handling sudden
incidents at sea, such as rescue and relief operations. They make good first responders, as
they may be near any incidents at sea—as expressed by the phrase jiudi jiujin, referring to
responses made by nearby local forces. This tends to be a peacetime endeavor but is also
certainly involved in a wartime setting.
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e A more recent evolution in Maritime Militia responsibilities is to conduct “rights
protection” (weiquan) missions. In 2013, the former commander of the Zhoushan
garrison outlined the specific missions of the Maritime Militia in rights protection. These
missions are meant to display presence, manifest sovereignty, and coordinate with the
needs of national political and diplomatic struggles. They involve actions such as law
enforcement in coordination with MLE forces, island landings, and work in disputed
waters.'"* As China’s non-military maritime forces, such as the China Coast Guard (CCG),
are being built up rapidly with larger and more capable vessels, the Maritime Militia is
being assigned a special role within what it refers to as the “Maritime Rights Protection
Force System” (weiquan liliang tixi)."

e The Maritime Militia also trains for some independent missions, such as anti-air missile
defense, light weapons use, and sabotage operations. Reconnaissance and surveillance are
strongly emphasized, as China anticipates potential gaps in its intelligence, surveillance,
and reconnaissance (ISR) coverage, and can have the Maritime Militia loiter around
targets of interest or report sightings during its regular operations at sea.

Militia building and mobilization is a civil-military venture that helps bind together civilian and
military leaders—which is increasingly important as the proportion of Party leaders with military
experience decreases. As local leaders of coastal provinces look to the ocean for new areas of
development and China’s military strategy focuses more on maritime power,'® the Chinese
practice of civil-military integration will necessarily be at the foreground of Chinese sea power.
The mobilization of China’s mariner population into the Maritime Militia is one aspect that helps
extend this civilian-military integration out to sea. Provincial economic plans explicitly point to
the Maritime Militia in sections on economic development. For example, section 6 of Hainan
Province’s 2015 economic plan, on “vigorously developing the maritime economy,” specifies the
number of new hulls to be added to Maritime Militia forces for increasing the province’s MLE
capabilities.'” Over the past decade, coastal governments, parties, and military headquarters have
decided to shift their focus in militia building from urban defense out onto the seas and from
inland to coastal towns and villages. One report quoted a Yuhuan County militia battalion
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commander as declaring, “the Kanmen primary militia battalion has completed its transformation
from a coastal defense battalion into Maritime Militia specialized detachments.”'® Various
organizational planning notices have been circulated by local governments and military
commands, instructing militia building within their jurisdiction to focus on Maritime Militia
units."”

Militias are also becoming more oriented towards the three non-ground-force service arms. The
transformation began in 2007 with the new “Militia Military Training and Evaluation Outline”
released by the General Staff Department, regulating the militia’s possible evolution as a reserve
force for the PLAN, PLA Air Force (PLAAF), and Second Artillery Force (SAF)—renamed the
PLA Rocket Force (PLARF) and elevated in status to a fourth military service on 1 January
2016.% This means a reduction of militia infantry units and units dedicated to solely supporting
the PLA Army, and an increase in the creation and training of units meant to support the other
service arms. Militia units do not appear to support a single service arm exclusively, as they can
be mobilized to support the broader armed forces regardless of the service arm, according to the
needs of national defense. In addition to the many emergency response and specialized technical
detachments that have been created, there is now a new category: “service branch detachment”
(junbingzhong fendui). These new service branch detachments are made up of PLAN, PLAAF,
and PLARF militia detachments and must train for at least 15 days a year, with one day devoted
to political education.?' Specialization in mission roles with focused training is particularly
important because of the limitations of militia mission capacity and allotted training time.

Many local governments along China’s coast are constructing integrated coastal defense systems
meant to better implement administrative control over their local waters. Places such as Weihai
City in Shandong Province and China’s newest prefecture, Sansha City, are organizing military—
police—civilian joint/integrated defense systems (junjingmin lianfang tixi), which include
Maritime Militia units. Sansha City’s committee has been a focal point for military—police—
civilian joint defense projects, with “three lines of defense” (militia, MLE, and military, in that
order). The city has also established a joint defense coordination center, an integrated monitoring
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command center, and a “Hainan Province Paracels Islands Dynamic Monitoring System.
economic terms, Maritime Militia organizations are explicitly meant to boost the marine
economies of local areas and are considered an important force in creating “Great Maritime
Provinces.” Maritime Militia vanguard units demonstrate a willingness to enter disputed waters
at the risk of being intercepted by foreign maritime forces; this boosts morale in local fishing

communities and encourages them to venture further from shore.

Command and control

First and foremost, the leadership of the Maritime Militia follows the dual military-civilian
structure under which most militia organizations in China operate, with responsibilities for
militia building falling on both local military organs and their government/Party counterparts
(shuangchong lingdao). There are institutionalized mechanisms for bringing local civilian and
military leadership together in militia building. For example, some principal leaders hold
multiple positions on both the military and civilian sides, local Party committees hold military
affairs meetings, and ad hoc leading small groups are forming. This dual-leadership system
begins at the Provincial Military District (MD) level and goes down to the county/township
People’s Armed Forces Department (PAFD) level. At the local level, the Party secretary would
serve as first secretary of the military organ’s Party committee, while the chief military leader at
the same level would serve as a standing member on the local Party committee.”

Although military and government leaders hold positions on each other’s Party committees, the
institution that binds the two into one decision-making body is the National Defense
Mobilization Committee (NDMC) system, a consulting and coordinating body “in charge of
organizing, directing and coordinating nationwide national defense mobilization.” The
committee plays a major role in ensuring that national resources can swiftly be transferred
towards war or national emergency efforts. At the national level, the State NDMC is led by the
Central Military Commission (CMC) and State Council, and an NDMC is formed at each
corresponding military and government leadership level from the province down. Because there
is no MR-equivalent level of government, an intermediary NDMC is formed from the leaders of
each provincial NDMC within that MR.** Embedded in this system is the authorization by the
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National People’s Congress Standing Committee and general secretary to activate national or
local mobilization, with the State Council and CMC submitting mobilization policies and plans
for approval by the Standing Committee.” The local government leader serves as the chairman
of that level’s NDMC; however, the local Party secretary serves as the first chairman, ensuring
Party control. The local military commander would serve as executive chairman, and vice
chairmen positions are taken up by the commissar and other government deputy leaders. The
NDMC system also allows areas to set up civilian-military joint command structures, such as the
one operated by Ningde City. They set up a “one-committee, two-headquarters” command
structure, with the NDMC as the committee overseeing a “support the front” mobilization
headquarters and a people’s air defense headquarters.”® One National Defense article in 2015
called for the establishment of civilian-military joint command centers based on the current
NDMC organization at all five levels of defense mobilization—that is, national, MR, provincial,
municipal, and county.”’

Ultimately orders can come down from the CMC or State Council to mobilize, with the degree of
mobilization depending on the level of response required. The General Staff Department’s
Mobilization Department is responsible for formulating regulations for nationwide militia work,
overseeing the militia work performed down the chain of command from MR to county-level
PAFD.*® MR, MD, and Military Sub District (MSD) administrations all have departments/offices
dedicated to mobilization work for the reserve forces in their respective jurisdictions. Other
General Departments are involved, such as the General Political Department’s Mass Work
Department; however, since this paper is focused on a sub-set of militia organization, local
command structures will receive the most attention as they are intimately involved in the
construction, training, and management of the Maritime Militia. National-level and theater-level
organs are responsible for managing militia work; however, according to the 1991 law, “Militia
Work Regulations,” the command of the militia begins at the MD and goes on down to the
county PAFD. Grassroots PAFDs manage their units via non-active-duty uniformed personnel
known as cadres, and must be in accordance with the requirements set forth by local civilian and
military leadership.”” The PAFDs are the hubs by which military and civilian leaders carry out
militia organization and training, with the PAFD directly executing these tasks with support from
other agencies. These same militia command structures govern the Maritime Militia, albeit with
several agencies involved (such as China’s MLE forces and agencies involved in maritime
affairs). The effects of the latest PLA reforms on China’s local military organization and reserves,
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including the recently-announced consolidation of China’s previous seven MRs in to five,
remains unclear.

As described in most Chinese-language sources on the Maritime Militia, mobilization orders are
reportedly received from three entities: the MSD military command, the PAFDs, and the NDMC.
There is significant cross-over among the three, as they all share responsibilities for the militia.
China’s 2004 Defense White Paper states that the PAFDs command militia operations; >’
however, it may not be this simple for the Maritime Militia, depending on the mission and scale
of mobilization. The Maritime Militia introduces a level of complexity in command and control
as its units work with many non-military forces such as China’s MLE forces. MLE forces—such
as those operated by the Fisheries Law Enforcement (FLE) under the Fisheries Bureau, or the
Maritime Safety Administration (MSA) under the Ministry of Transport—are critical to the
regular monitoring of the Maritime Militia since they regulate marine industries and keep
important information on vessels and licensures. Further complicating the issue is the wide
dispersal of the Maritime Militia’s sea-based operations, which makes control of it much more
difficult than that of the land-based militia, further necessitating the incorporation of MLE forces.

Although the local military organs and civilian leadership are the primary commanding entities
for the militia, military commanders assume greater operational control, while other agencies
participate in the management and training efforts. One caveat here is that local conditions are an
important factor since it appears that MR, MD, MSD, and PAFD military leaders are all
exploring the best ways to organize and command the Maritime Militia.

The Zhoushan garrison leadership wrote in detail about the missions, organization, and control
structure of the Maritime Militia. When former garrison commander Wang Zhiping wrote in
National Defense magazine in 2013 on the missions of the Maritime Militia in rights protection,
he called for clarification of the command relationships and procedures for Maritime Militia
units. In early 2014, the MD Mobilization Division head, Xu Haifeng, wrote on standardizing the
Maritime Militia, laying out the command and control relationships. At the end of 2014, Wang
Zhiping’s successor, Senior Colonel Zeng Pengxiang (Grade 7) and the mobilization office took
this up in in their own writing, where they explained in detail the “four controls” for the
Maritime Militia (discussed below). These discourses appeared in these leaders’ writings in
National Defense magazine, and demonstrated an MD-level engagement in the organization and
command of the Maritime Militia.

Xu Haifeng explains the command relationships for the Maritime Militia:

e Units independently conducting intelligence gathering and reconnaissance at sea are
commanded directly by the MD system.

3% China’s National Defense in 2004 (Beijing: State Council Information Office, 2004), http://www.china.org.cn/e-
white/20041227/.
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e Emergency response units are organized by the local government or search and rescue
agencies with MD participation.

e Rights protection units report to a command organized by their MD and relevant agencies,
under the unified leadership of local government and Party officials.

e Units involved in law enforcement missions are commanded by the CCG with the
cooperation of their MD, under the unified leadership of local government and Party
officials.

e Units involved in supporting naval missions will be under the unified command of the
PLAN with cooperation by the MD.*!

The “four controls” raised by Colonel Zeng are: the agents of organizational control, the targets
of control, the means of controlling the Maritime Militia, and the standardization of these control
mechanisms. Zeng first addresses the daily control of units, then discusses control of their
training. He then addresses the establishment of an “integrated mobilization control group” that
allows for the integration of MLE departments into a “1 plus 3 command structure. This entails
the establishment of a Maritime Militia Mobilization Command Headquarters (HQ) with the
MSD/garrison commander as the HQ commander, a leader from the city government appointed
executive deputy commander, and the secretary-general of the city government office and the
MSD/garrison chief of staff as deputy heads. This body would be in command of the entire city’s
Maritime Militia mobilization. Beneath this body, three groups divide the work of Maritime
Militia mobilization planning, organization, and direction. They are the integrated planning
group, the fishing vessel mobilization group, and the provision support group for fuel, water, and
materials. These three groups are the likely conduits through which the MLE departments are
integrated into their local Maritime Militia command structure.

Zeng and his mobilization office also delve into the control of individual vessels in the Maritime
Militia. First, grassroots-level cadres (zhuanwu ganbu) with strong political qualities and
organizational capabilities are recruited directly into the Maritime Militia detachments meant to
strengthen fishing vessel command and control. Second, Maritime Militia personnel with “strong
character” will receive focused training to improve their political work in order to create political
forces within the Maritime Militia. Third, recruits with specialized “active duty boat cadres
(xianyi chuanting ganbu) and signalmen (tongxinbing)” are recruited into the Maritime Militia in
order to strengthen fishing vessel piloting and communication controls. Although boat cadre as a
term may seem ambiguous, many local PAFDs have targeted fishing vessel captains, owners,
and exceptional crewmates to serve as cadres for the Maritime Militia. This is likely what they
are referring to; however, the use of the term active duty could possibly refer to the assigning of

MR IE [Xu Haifeng], “3E NOBE H 4O LR S # 1% [Adapting to New Circumstances—
Comprehensively Standardize Maritime Militia Construction], National Defense, No. 2 (2014).
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active duty coast guard or naval personnel to maritime militia vessels.”> Other sources refer to
the cadres as “boat bosses/skippers” (chuan laoda, #i7& K), or simply “captains” (chuanzhang).
Former active duty personnel are given priority for entrance into the Maritime Militia, and likely
assume unit leadership roles, becoming cadres. Cadres make up an important group that helps
maintain unit cohesiveness and helps ensure that militia building conducted by the PAFD is
carried out at the grassroots level. Cadres often serve as squad or platoon leaders. They are
especially critical for riding herd over potentially under-disciplined Maritime Militia units that
might otherwise abdicate responsibilities while at sea. Many militia training outlines and plans
drafted by counties and villages require more intense training of cadres and platoon/company
commanders; thus, those personnel may be sent to MSD- or MD-level collective militia
training.” The cadres at each unit’s headquarters or embedded within units are critical for
ensuring that Maritime Militia personnel abide by the commands of the military and serve the
interests of the Party.

When MLE forces employ and command the Maritime Militia for missions involved in rescue,
law enforcement, or rights protection, it becomes a matter of who will fund or materially support
the units being mobilized. Many sources use the phrase “whoever employs the troops must
support the troops” (shei yongbing, shei baozhang); meaning that departments such as MLE
forces who want to use the Maritime Militia to conduct particular operations must support the
militia in those operations. It is unclear exactly what this support entails, and whether the funds
compensate vessel owners or only pay for the actual materials necessary for the operation. What
it does suggest is that the broad spectrum of missions conducted by the Maritime Militia requires
support from multiple agencies, alleviating some of the burden on local military commands and
governments.

Informatization in action

As early as 2007, the need for a civilian vessel and militia maritime surveillance network and
information support system that would cover the country’s vast fishing fleet was recognized by
the PLAN. It wanted the satellite navigation and positioning services provided by a combination
of the Beidou positioning, navigation, and timing satellite system and automated short-wave
radio transmission to be fused in a way to create near-real-time data connectivity so China’s
large fishing fleet could supplement the PLAN’s maritime domain awareness (MDA) efforts.*

2 X 4x, X4k K [Deng Weiyu and Zhao Jicheng], ““¥§ b e Ui 42 76 15 ([ +> [The Rise of “Maritime
Militia” on Blue Territory], National Defense, No. 2 (September 2007); ENIxK, T, RE% [Liao Gangbin, Wang
Pai, and Xiong Rui], “¥ I [ 54 BA SR & A7 7E /Y 1) @ 5 X% 3> [Issues and Measures in Maritime Militia Unit
Construction], National Defense, No. 8 (2014), pp. 14-15.

BRI 2012 4E R S FE H i % [Daye City 2012 Annual Militia Military Training Plan],
http://www.wenkul.com/view/272D31DB2ED82D24.html.

* x-E g, #—vKk[Liu Qihu and Zheng Yibing], “& T b B MY B b 57 0 8415 K 4K &> [Establish a
Reconnaissance Information System Based on Civilian Vessels and Militia], National Defense, Vol. 6 (2007).
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That same year, the Yuhuan County Maritime Militia “battalion” reported completion of a
Maritime Militia surveillance and early warning network, formed between the far seas, near seas,
and shoreline, calling the vessels “militia recon vessels.” Xiangshan County of Zhejiang
Province operates a large Maritime Militia reconnaissance detachment that follows the same
pattern as laid out by the PLAN HQ, with 32 “motherships” acting as nodes for 150 vessels
forming a network of surveillance.™

Since the Maritime Militia units could be involved in supporting both the Navy and MLE,
sorting out who has control of those detachme