
In a Fortnight:  
 

China-Indonesia Relations 

Heat Up Along the Third 

“Dash” 

On March 19, Chinese and Indonesian media re-

ported that a confrontation had taken place between 

Chinese fishing boats and an Indonesian Fisheries 

Ministry ship near the Natuna Islands, in the South 

China Sea (Guancha, March 21; Konpas [Indonesia], 

March 21). Indonesian media reported that the coun-

try’s foreign minister, Retno L.P. Marsudi, had 

summoned China’s chargé d’affaires in Jakarta to 

lodge a letter of protest (Konpas [Indonesia], March 

22).  

 

When questioned about whether the Chinese fishing 

ship was in Chinese or Indonesian waters, Chinese 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs Spokesperson Hua 

Chunying responded that the vessel was in 

“traditional Chinese fishing waters” (MFA [China], 

March 21). China concedes that the Natuna Islands, 

a small archipelago nearby, is not Chinese territory. 

However, the fact that the incident occurred within 

“traditional Chinese fishing grounds,” combined 

with the ambiguity of the nine-dash line that China 

uses to demarcate its territorial claims in the South 

China Sea, creates the potential for conflict.  

 

The waters and island territories along the third and 

fourth “dashes” of China’s “nine-dash line” have tra-

ditionally been the calmest area of the otherwise con-

tentious region. Though similar confrontations oc-

curred in 2010 and 2013, China’s relations with 

nearby Indonesia and Malaysia, the countries whose 

claims overlap with the third and fourth dashes, have 

generally been characterized by greater coordination 

and less strident rhetoric than China’s relations with 

its closer neighbors, Vietnam and the Philippines. 

However, the size of China’s Navy and Coast Guard 

have both expanded greatly in the intervening years, 

and the construction on Cuarterton and Fiery Cross 

Reefs, roughly four hundred miles to the northeast, 

means that Chinese influence in the region is stronger 

than ever.   
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This dispute has occurred during what has been an 

otherwise positive upswing for China-Indonesia dip-

lomatic relations. Whereas China has frequent, vocal 

and intense disagreements with its close neighbors, 

Vietnam and the Philippines over fishing vessels and 

government statements, Indonesia and China have 

instead chosen to downplay their bilateral tensions 

(see Vietnam MFA, March 17). In late February, In-

donesian Vice President Jusuf Kalla said that he did 

not believe it was China’s intention to take territory 

by force (Konpas, [Indonesia] February 29). How-

ever, this relatively sober relationship might now be 

changing, due in part to a stronger Chinese ability to 

deploy forces to the region by air and sea.  

 

China has been rapidly expanding its Coast Guard 

forces by converting a number of aging navy destroy-

ers and corvettes to Coast Guard use in order to bol-

ster the already large numbers of Chinese Coast 

Guard vessels (China Brief, May 15, 2015).  

 

Earlier, in late February, U.S. Director of National 

Intelligence James Clapper wrote an open letter to 

members of Congress in which he emphasized that 

China has greatly expanded its “installed surveil-

lance systems” on islands and artificial features 

throughout the South China Sea (USNI, March 8). 

Director Clapper further emphasized, “Once these fa-

cilities are completed by the end of 2016 or early 

2017, China will have significant capacity to quickly 

project substantial offensive military power to the re-

gion.” 

 

Economically, China and Indonesia had high hopes 

for further integration. A high-speed rail project 

worth $5.5 billion, for example, was frequently cited 

as a hallmark of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, 

meant to provide affordable infrastructure for other 

countries and help China build demand for its indus-

tries (China Brief, October 10, 2013). The project has 

since run into problems, mirroring a larger trend to-

ward slackening bilateral trade (Jakarta Post [Indo-

nesia], January 26). With slowing Chinese growth 

and the accompanying fall in Chinese demand for 

commodities, China’s trade with Indonesia has slid 

dramatically. Minerals, which previously occupied 

more than 30 percent of Indonesia’s total trade and 

more than half of its trade with China, dropped from 

a high in 2013 of $3.6 billion to below $1 billion in 

2015 (World Bank, [accessed March 23]). According 

to the latest available statistics, Indonesia’s exports 

to China over the first six months of 2015 only to-

taled $7.5 billion, a decrease of 19.3 percent com-

pared to the preceding year (Chinese Ministry of 

Commerce, [accessed March 23]).  

 

Indonesian President Joko Widodo is unlikely to 

want to see Indonesia dragged into a confrontation 

with China over fishing rights. Widodo’s campaign 

for the presidency in 2014 was based on fighting cor-

ruption and ensuring economic growth.  

 

China’s artificial islands close to Indonesia are no 

longer mere heaps of sand, and are instead home to 

runways, hangers and radar stations. With fewer po-

tential business deals with China in the offing, it re-

mains to be seen how Jakarta will move forward with 

its relationship with China.  

 

 

*** 

 

Beijing Ups the Ante in South 

China Sea Dispute with HQ-9 

Deployment 
By Timothy R. Heath 

 

 
 

(See http://www.jamestown.org/chinabrief/ for a 

larger image) 

China’s recent deployment of HQ-9 missiles to the 

Paracel Islands represent part of a larger effort to 
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consolidate the country’s position in the South China 

Sea. While the deployment in itself only adds an in-

cremental improvement to China’s ability to control 

the Paracel Islands, its larger significance lies in its 

demonstration of Beijing’s determination to 

strengthen control of the vital water and air space 

over the objections of its Southeast Asian neighbors, 

the United States and other countries. Even more 

worryingly, China’s rising confidence in the moral, 

legal and, over time, military strength of its position 

may embolden it to risk a dangerous level of escala-

tion in any militarized crisis involving the Paracels. 

 

On February 16, media reported that China had de-

ployed two batteries of eight Hongqi-9 (HQ-9) sur-

face-to-air missile (SAM) launchers to Woody Island 

in the Paracels (Guancha, February 17). Like the 

Russian S-300 system which it largely resembles, the 

HQ-9 is a modern, capable SAM system with a range 

of roughly 120 nautical miles (nm) (AusAir-

power.net, [accessed March 6]). Reportedly, the HQ-

9 incorporates technology from the U.S. Patriot mis-

sile, namely its “track via missile” guidance system 

(Missile Threat, [accessed March 6]). China contin-

ues to gradually replace legacy 1960s-era SA-2 stra-

tegic SAMs with more capable S-300 and HQ-9 

SAM systems, and this deployment in part reflects 

the broader effort to replace legacy systems with 

more modern ones. 

 

This is not the first time China has sent the advanced 

SAM system to those contested islands. Senior U.S. 

military officials have confirmed that China sent the 

missiles at least twice before to participate in exer-

cises (Military.com, February 19). This deployment 

differs from those previous occasions in that it was 

not part of any exercise. Moreover, the PLA has op-

erated in the Paracels for decades, even formally in-

corporating Woody Island as the seat of the prefec-

ture-level Sansha City that administers Chinese terri-

torial claims in the area. China seized the Paracel Is-

lands from then—South Vietnam in 1974. Today 

only Vietnam and Taiwan also claim ownership of 

the islands. This is in contrast to the more hotly con-

tested Spratly Islands, in which China’s military 

presence remains nascent. In addition to the recent 

extension of the island’s airstrip to military-grade, 

Woody Island also features hardened gun emplace-

ments (China Brief, October 23, 2014). Woody Is-

land has also hosted visits by military ships and air-

planes, including deployments of J-11 aircraft (Sina, 

October 31, 2015).  

 

Military Significance 

 

In military terms, the deployment of the HQ-9 on the 

Paracel Islands incrementally increases China’s abil-

ity to control the airspace immediately surrounding 

Woody Island. However, its tactical significance in-

creases when deployed in combination with other 

anti-access, area denial (A2/AD) weapons. Moreo-

ver, the weapon carries tactical and strategic implica-

tions that can affect the regional security order in 

peacetime, crisis and in conflict. 

 

The most direct tactical effect in peacetime is to 

threaten the safety of U.S. surveillance and recon-

naissance aircraft that may pass by the islands, such 

as the U.S. Navy’s P-3 or P-8 patrol planes. China 

has long protested such missions and sortied fighter 

aircraft to intercept U.S. airplanes. Deployment of 

SAM systems such as the HQ-9 or S-300 along the 

coast or on disputed islands such as the Paracels adds 

a more threatening way for China to signal its dissat-

isfaction with the flights. The danger increases if 

strains in the bilateral relationship embolden Beijing 

to take provocative measures. Targeting the U.S. pa-

trol planes with the SAM’s targeting radar would rep-

resent a highly threatening gesture that could rein-

force Beijing’s point, although such a move would 

carry its own risks of aggravating military tensions 

with the United States.  

 

The peacetime deployment of a SAM system to the 

Paracels also establishes precedent for the militariza-

tion of Chinese holdings in the Spratly Islands. Over 

time, China could increase both the scale of military 

weapons and systems on the Paracels as well as grad-

ually introduce military weapons and platforms in 

other contested features, such as the Spratly Islands. 

China could cite any number of military activities on 

the part of the United States or other regional powers 

as justification for such an expansion. But the net ef-

fect would be to gradually strengthen China’s mili-

tary edge over a rival disputant and raise the stakes 

for the United States and any country that might seek 

to curb Chinese control of the features. 

http://www.guancha.cn/military-affairs/2016_02_17_351297.shtml
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In a crisis involving the South China Sea, deploy-

ment of HQ-9 and similar systems to the Paracels, 

Hainan Island, the southeast coast and, perhaps, the 

Spratly Islands could strengthen Chinese control of 

the local airspace. Deployment of HQ-9–armed de-

stroyers, such as the Type 052C or 052D, could pro-

vide additional coverage of the airspace, posing a se-

vere threat to aircraft sortied by Chinese opponents. 

PLA Navy Destroyer zhidui at Zhanjiang, Guang-

dong Province, and in Sanya both include several 

such destroyers (China Military Online, September 

7, 2015; China News, June 3, 2013). Combined with 

deployments of military aircraft and ships and sur-

face-to-surface missiles, the SAM umbrella could 

place China in a strong position to dominate any of 

its rival neighbors in any crisis around the disputed 

features and raise the risk of a major escalation in a 

confrontation involving the United States. 

 

It is true that in a major war, assets stationed on the 

Paracels, Spratlys, or other islands would be highly 

vulnerable to attack. After all, the features remain 

well within range of land-based cruise missiles, such 

as Vietnam’s P-800 Oniks (range: 600 nm), among 

other threats. The confined space on remote islands 

renders useless the HQ-9’s mobility. But attacking 

missiles on the islands would require striking what 

China regards as its territory, which would bring its 

own risks of escalation. If the United States, Vi-

etnam, or other country opted not to hazard major 

war to remove the missile threat, then options to cope 

with the HQ-9 in a militarized crisis or clash would 

become much more limited. 

 

Political and Strategic Significance 

 

Observers debate whether China sent the missiles in 

response to recent U.S. military activities that Beijing 

found objectionable. In January, Western media re-

ported that a U.S. warship passed within 12nm of 

another occupied atoll in the Paracel islands, Triton 

Island (中建岛) (MOD, January 30). The same 

month, China criticized reports indicating growing 

South Korean interest in hosting U.S.-provided Ter-

minal High Altitude Air Defense (THAAD) missiles. 

A “tit for tat” response to perceived U.S. military 

provocations would be very much in keeping with the 

security policy of Xi Jinping’s administration (China 

Brief, June 19, 2015).  

 

Chinese officials and commentators have in fact de-

picted the deployment as a “defensive response” to 

U.S. military activity in the South China Sea. At a 

press conference on February 25, the Ministry of De-

fense spokesman mocked U.S. efforts to make the 

HQ-9 a “hot issue” and claimed the deployment 

served “defensive purposes” (MOD, February 25). A 

few weeks prior to news of the deployment, Chinese 

media reported that Wu Shengli, Commander of the 

PLA Navy, reportedly warned U.S. Chief of Naval 

Operations Admiral John Richardson that China’s 

decision to send military capabilities to the contested 

region would “completely depend on the level of 

threat we face” (China Daily, January 22). In the af-

termath of reports of the HQ-9 deployment, Chinese 

commentary has similarly accused the United States 

of “militarizing” the South China Sea situation and 

depicted the deployment as a “defensive” response to 

U.S. “violations of international law” through naval 

and air operations near Chinese claimed maritime 

features (People’s Daily Online, February 20). An ar-

ticle in the semi-official populist newspaper, Global 

Times, explained that China would “respond with 

countermeasures” to “every provocation from the 

United States” (Global Times, February 19). It ech-

oed Wu’s warning in declaring that China’s choice of 

military deployment would “depend on the kind of 

threat posed by the United States and other outside 

forces.”  

 

Efforts to depict Chinese military actions as being in 

the moral and legal right closely follow the style of 

politics that has prevailed under Xi Jinping. Xi’s 

pledge of a “bottom line” principle set the tone in re-

jecting compromise on any territorial or sovereignty 

issue (China Brief, January 7, 2013). The 2013 de-

fense white paper similarly aims to establish China’s 

moral high ground in repurposing the Maoist dictum 

that China will “never attack, but if attacked, we will 

surely counter attack” from one of defense against in-

vasion to one in which China will “resolutely take all 

measures necessary to safeguard its national sover-

eignty and territorial integrity” (SCIO, April 16, 

2013). The more confident that Beijing feels that it 

has the moral and legal upper hand, the more inclined 

http://news.ifeng.com/a/20150907/44599393_0.shtml
http://news.ifeng.com/mil/2/detail_2013_06/03/26008482_0.shtml
http://news.mod.gov.cn/headlines/2016-01/30/content_4638192.htm
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=44061&no_cache=1#.Vtzi_1K9bww
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http://eng.mod.gov.cn/Press/2016-02/25/content_4644801.htm
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2016-01/22/content_23194947.htm
http://military.people.com.cn/n1/2016/0220/c1011-28136637.html
http://opinion.huanqiu.com/editorial/2016-02/8565535.html
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http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2013-04/16/c_132312681.htm
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it will be to tolerate risk in any crisis involving the 

disputed South China Sea islands.  

 

Conclusion 

 

By itself, the deployment of an HQ-9 SAM system to 

Woody Island only incrementally increases China’s 

control over the air space in the South China Sea (See 

map). Its range falls short of Hainan Island and 

scarcely covers more than a fraction of the vast air-

space of the South China Sea. The most immediate 

threat posed is to aircraft that fly within its range—

principally, U.S. reconnaissance and surveillance air-

planes. Although China has long challenged the le-

gitimacy of those flights, it is unlikely to shoot down 

the airplanes unprovoked. In a crisis featuring a mil-

itary standoff involving U.S. forces in the South 

China Sea, however, Chinese willingness to risk a 

crisis to demonstrate its resolve would greatly in-

crease the danger. U.S. commanders would have to 

weigh the hazards of flying within range of the sys-

tem against the importance of signaling U.S. resolve 

and collecting intelligence. However, the threat goes 

beyond the United States. All other countries that 

traverse the South China Sea have reason to exercise 

caution. Indeed, Australian authorities have already 

expressed concern about potential threats to aircraft 

passing through the region (The Australian, February 

19). Any other regional rival that sought to probe 

China’s resolve to defend any of its claimed features 

in the South China Sea could similarly find itself at 

the receiving end of a military retaliation and all the 

risks of disastrous miscalculation that such a situa-

tion would entail. As China’s confidence in the 

moral, legal, and, over time, the military strength of 

its position increases, its leadership will likely show 

an even greater willingness to tolerate risk for the 

sake of establishing its resolve to defend its claims. 

 

Short of a crisis, the larger significance remains po-

litical and strategic. The deployment signals China’s 

determination to consolidate its gains in the South 

China Sea, regardless of criticism by the United 

States and its allies. Beijing has firmly rejected de-

mands by U.S. authorities to “stop” construction or 

militarization of its holdings in the South China Sea. 

China appears equally determined to demonstrate 

that however much countries in Asia may resent it, 

they are incapable of impeding Beijing’s pursuit of 

control over the critical maritime space. It is no coin-

cidence that China has loudly promoted the potential 

economic gains of its “One Belt, One Road” and 

other regional economic initiatives at the same time 

that it has pushed its coercive, but so far non-violent 

expansion of control over the South China Sea. U.S. 

efforts to build international pressure through joint 

patrols and promotion of arbitration through interna-

tional courts represent the right way to counter 

China’s moves. However, determining the appropri-

ate level of international pressure to dissuade Beijing 

remains a worryingly elusive task. 

 

Timothy R. Heath is a senior international defense 

research analyst at the nonprofit, nonpartisan RAND 

Corporation and member of the Pardee RAND Grad-

uate School faculty. 

 

*** 

 

China’s Fourth Evil: Drug 

Trafficking in the PRC 

By David Volodzko 

 

Cai Dongjia, party secretary for Boshe village in 

Lufeng, Guangdong province, and a man otherwise 

known as “the Godfather of Meth,” was sentenced to 

death last week (Guangdong Courts, March 7). Cai 

was arrested in 2014 when 3,000 police raided his 

village, confiscating three metric tons of 

methamphetamine and uncovering the involvement 

of over one-fifth of the households in Boshe village, 

leading reports to compare it to the television show 

“Breaking Bad” (South China Morning Post, January 

6, 2014). Two weeks ago, police in Harbin—in 

China’s northeastern Heliongjiang province—

apprehended three methamphetamine traffickers 

after a dramatic car chase ended in a collision later 

described as a scene from another American series, 

Fast & Furious (Harbin News, March 9). Although 

drug busts like these are encouraging and the press 

they receive is welcomed by the government, they 

indicate the emergence of unconventional vectors 

and the unprecedented quantities of locally produced 

narcotics, two factors that may require Beijing to 

adopt a new approach, namely, enhanced 

government transparency and direct coordination 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiB3JTEubbLAhWFdj4KHS1wCToQFggcMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.theaustralian.com.au%2Fnational-affairs%2Fforeign-affairs%2Fchina-missiles-trigger-military-exercise-fears%2Fnews-story%2F130b1942890affe81e33326052476309&usg=AFQjCNFZ2ETxWYurNOX9AuOGGS2VLDfCOQ&bvm=bv.116573086,d.cWw
http://www.gdcourts.gov.cn/ecdomain/framework/gdcourt/index/fnjindchccbnbboelhhpgmdlofcghili.do?isfloat=1&disp_template=mjiahoebchjbbboejpgmgmdlofcghili&fileid=20160307102332047&moduleIDPage=fnjindchccbnbboelhhpgmdlofcghili&siteIDPage=gdcourt&infoChecked=null
http://www.smh.com.au/world/chinese-police-seize-3-tonnes-of-meth-in-village-20140106-hv7jx.html
http://news.my399.com/local/content/2016-03/09/content_1788013.htm
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with foreign agencies at both the national and local 

levels. 

 

One of China’s biggest anti-narcotics victories was 

the recent capture of Sai Naw Kham, formerly a thug 

whose loyalty belonged to the Shan warlord and 

opium trader Khun Sa, but who later became head of 

the drug trafficking organization, Hawngleuk Militia, 

and as a result, arguably Burma’s most powerful 

druglord. After initially denying the charges, Kham 

pled guilty to killing 13 Chinese sailors and was 

executed in Kunming, the capital of China’s Yunnan 

province, in 2013 (CCTV, September 20, 2012; 

Xinhua, September 21, 2012; People’s Daily, March 

1, 2013). According to Ai Zhen, a foreign affairs 

official for Yunnan’s Xishuangbanna, which borders 

Burma, Naw Kham’s group was the “most powerful” 

in the entire the Mekong region (China Daily, 

September 20, 2012). 

 

Other recent victories include a number of major 

busts. Last year, Beijing Customs officials caught 

two Tanzanians smuggling 155 heroin capsules in 

their bodies, 2015’s largest bust (China Daily, March 

4). Last month, Nanning officials seized 40 

kilograms of drugs including ecstasy, ketamine and 

nimetazepam (China Daily, February 22). Last week, 

Bao’an police seized 2.1 kilograms of 

methamphetamine (Yangcheng Evening News, 

March 8). As police improve at catching culprits, the 

culprits learn to evade police. However, now there is 

an online drug trade through Chinese websites such 

as Qinjiayuan, which mimic the Silk Road website, 

which served as the first modern internet marketplace 

for drugs (Global Times, July 7, 2015). 

 

Prosecuting Drug Crimes 

 

According to Sun Jungong, spokesman for the 

Supreme People’s Court, from 2007 to 2011, the 

number of drug-related trials increased by roughly 80 

percent (Xinhua, June 26, 2012). Last year, 1.06 

million drug users were arrested in China, 

representing a 20 percent increase from the year 

before and constituting 14 percent of all criminal 

cases. Half of these were first-time offenders, 73.2 

percent were amphetamine users, 60.6 percent of all 

users were between 18 and 35 years old and notably, 

80 percent of traffickers were farmers or unemployed 

(South China Morning Post, February 18). In China, 

drug trafficking is predominantly a young farmer’s 

game. As the problem continues to explode, it is 

therefore China’s poorest who will likely suffer most 

while authorities redouble their efforts, as seen by 

their execution of individuals found guilty of drug 

crimes (China Daily, May 28, 2015). Given that 

these are members of the one-child generation, their 

executions extinguish family lines, reinforcing the 

cycle of poverty that likely drove these youths to try 

their hand at drug trafficking in the first place. 

 

Moreover, as pointed out in an earlier issue of China 

Brief, China is currently suffering a serious security 

vacuum whereby law enforcement has become more 

and more concentrated in urban centers, leaving rural 

areas increasingly open to criminal activity and 

putting rural residents, and therefore China’s poorest 

communities, at greater risk than ever before (China 

Brief, September 4, 2015). Beijing’s harsh policing 

and punishment of drug-related crimes may 

exacerbate ethnic conflict in rural regions without 

addressing the fact that, in addition to national 

security concerns, the illicit drug market is also 

fueling a looming health crisis. For example, 

methamphetamine use is currently contributing to a 

spike in HIV cases (China Daily, February 24). 

 

Beijing also uses its media control to promote anti-

drug films, television shows, radio programs, and to 

extract confessions from celebrities found guilty of 

illegal drug use. In August 2014, Jaycee Chan, Jackie 

Chan’s son, was caught in Beijing with over 100 

grams of marijuana; individuals found possessing 

more than 50 grams potentially face the death penalty 

(China Radio International, August 18, 2014). He 

later made a taped confession, featured on CCTV 13, 

expressing his regret to family and fans, saying, “I 

made a big mistake … I did something wrong” (Hong 

Kong Free Press, February 8). He was released after 

seven months in prison and his father is now making 

an anti-drug film entitled Polar Night (Mtime News, 

June 12, 2015). 

 

As the situation worsens, its transnational nature will 

require greater collaboration by Beijing with the 

international community. China’s illegal drug market 

is presently dominated by heroin, ketamine, 

methamphetamine, other amphetamines, and 

http://english.cntv.cn/program/newsupdate/20120920/103256.shtml
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2012-09/21/c_131865938.htm
http://society.people.com.cn/n/2013/0301/c223276-20647907.html
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2012-09/20/content_15772068.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2016-03/04/content_23743315.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2016-02/22/content_23592743.htm
http://news.ycwb.com/2016-03/08/content_21517901.htm
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/930866.shtml
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2012-06/26/c_131677326.htm
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/society/article/1913978/getting-high-chinas-drug-offenders-rise-more-million-are-arrested
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2015-05/28/content_20840798.htm
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=44337&no_cache=1
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=44337&no_cache=1
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/hkedition/2016-02/24/content_23615562.htm
http://english.cri.cn/12394/2014/08/18/2361s840795.htm
https://www.hongkongfp.com/2016/02/08/ministry-of-truth-a-brief-history-of-televised-confessions-in-china/
https://www.hongkongfp.com/2016/02/08/ministry-of-truth-a-brief-history-of-televised-confessions-in-china/
http://news.mtime.com/2015/06/12/1543563.html
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cannabis. Each of these is on the rise. From 2014 to 

2015, for instance, ketamine seizures increased 140 

percent (South China Morning Post, March 4). Liu 

Yuejin, China’s first counterterrorism chief, said in a 

statement last year that most opioids in China come 

from the Golden Triangle (the mountains of Burma, 

Laos, and Thailand) and the Golden Crescent (the 

mountains of Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan), while 

the primary domestic sources for methamphetamine 

and ketamine are Sichuan and Guangdong (China 

Radio International, June 24, 2015). North Korea is 

also a significant source for methamphetamine (Vice 

China, March 20, 2014). Thus, it is imperative to 

work together in order to staunch the flow of 

narcotics into China. 

 

Domestic seizures are only half the battle. To 

strangle the demand that drives the drug trafficking 

market, China must also tackle exports, since not all 

drug trafficking within the nation is for domestic 

consumption. In the first half of last year, New 

Zealand authorities seized methamphetamine 

shipments from China totaling over $163 million 

(USD), a record figure (Global Times, July 22, 2015). 

Last month, Australian authorities found $900 

million worth of liquid methamphetamine—the 

largest such case in Australian history—hidden in the 

bras of four Chinese nationals (China Daily, 

February 16). Days later, Sydney police made the 

largest methamphetamine seizure in Australian 

history, intercepting a shipping container from Hong 

Kong (South China Morning Post, February 20). 

Further evidence of the international nature of the 

beast is given by the fact that, of China’s five Interpol 

Red Notices for drug smuggling, two are ethnic 

Koreans, one is Nigerian, one is Iranian and one is a 

Canadian of Iranian descent (Interpol, 2016). 

 

In 2015, following the 11th UN Congress on Crime 

Prevention and Criminal Justice, Xie Bohua, the 

Chinese delegation’s counsellor, addressed 

Chairman Hu Jintao, saying, “to have a drug-free 

world, the international community must implement 

international drug control conventions in a 

comprehensive and effective manner” (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, October 7, 2005). He stressed the 

importance of working together to stop the flow of 

precursor chemicals, as well as the duty developed 

countries have to provide financial and technical 

assistance to source nations. That year, Hu initiated 

the Peoples’ War on Drugs and the government 

passed laws that, to this day, actively inhibit the 

precursor black market (Ministry of Commerce, 

November 5, 2015). 

 

International Cooperation 

 

China also works to help less developed countries 

answer the call. To this end, it has signed memoranda 

of understanding with Burma, Cambodia, Laos, 

Thailand, Vietnam and the United Nations (China 

Daily, December 16, 2011). In 2012, China gave 

$600,000 to Laos for the development of drug 

rehabilitation centers and $47.62 million to subsidize 

the farming of crops other than poppy in Burma and 

Laos (Xinhua, June 5, 2012). Also that year, Beijing 

and Moscow agreed to work together to combat drug 

trafficking within the framework of the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization Regional Anti-Terrorism 

Structure (SCO/RATS); Sergei Liu Jianing, director 

of the Russian Academy of Sciences’ Far East 

Institute, commented at the time that the sangu shili 

(三股势力; three evils, i.e. terrorism, separatism and 

religious extremism) was an outmoded concept 

because it didn’t include drug trafficking (Russia 

Beyond the Headlines, September 26, 2012). 

 

In 2008, the Tenth National People’s Congress 

promulgated the nation’s Narcotics Law (Central 

People’s Government, December 29, 2007). Also, 

the National Narcotics Control Commission (NNCC; 

国家禁毒委员会 ), founded in 1990, implements 

drug policies, coordinates with relevant Chinese 

departments and international agencies, works to 

meet China’s obligations under international drug 

control conventions and operates its own website to 

help raise public awareness (Xinhua, April 24, 2015; 

NNCC). According to its 2015 drug report, in 2014 

Chinese authorities captured 68.95 tons of illicit 

drugs including four tons of marijuana, 9.3 tons of 

heroin, 11.2 tons of ketamine and 25.9 tons of 

methamphetamine; including chemical precursors, 

the net capture was 3,847 tons (State Council 

Information Office, December 19, 2015). 

 

China also works to cultivate international efforts 

with Western agencies. It participates in Operation 

Purple, an intergovernmental tracking system for 

http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-crime/article/1920555/hong-kong-police-arrest-46-seize-hk25000-liquor-and-hk40000
http://english.cri.cn/12394/2015/06/24/3801s884455.htm
http://english.cri.cn/12394/2015/06/24/3801s884455.htm
http://www.vice.cn/read/north-korean-meth-motorcycle-gangs-army-snipers-and-a-guy-named-rambo
http://www.vice.cn/read/north-korean-meth-motorcycle-gangs-army-snipers-and-a-guy-named-rambo
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/933293.shtml
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/cndy/2016-02/16/content_23496531.htm
http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-crime/article/1914638/revealed-how-hong-kong-became-crystal-meth-corridor-linking
http://www.interpol.int/notice/search/wanted
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/ceun/eng/xw/t215320.htm
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/ceun/eng/xw/t215320.htm
http://english.mofcom.gov.cn/article/policyrelease/announcement/201511/20151101158956.shtml
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2011-12/16/content_14279772.htm
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2011-12/16/content_14279772.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2012-06/05/c_131633203.htm
http://tsrus.cn/articles/2012/09/26/17499.html
http://tsrus.cn/articles/2012/09/26/17499.html
http://www.gov.cn/flfg/2007-12/29/content_847311.htm
http://www.gov.cn/flfg/2007-12/29/content_847311.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/expo/2015-04/24/c_127729030.htm
http://www.nncc626.com/
http://www.scio.gov.cn/ztk/dtzt/2015/33961/33966/Document/1464661/1464661.htm
http://www.scio.gov.cn/ztk/dtzt/2015/33961/33966/Document/1464661/1464661.htm
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potassium permanganate, a precursor used in the 

production of cocaine, and plays a role in Operation 

Topaz, an intergovernmental effort to restrict the 

flow of heroin precursors (People’s Daily, 2002 

[accessed March 10]). Last year, Minister of Justice 

Wu Aiying led a delegation to the 13th UN 

Conference on Crime Prevention and Criminal 

Justice, and this year, the US-China Joint Liaison 

Group on Law Enforcement Cooperation, which 

deals with anti-drug criminal justice, will convene its 

14th session (China Daily, May 31, 2015). 

 

Historical Context 
 

Beijing’s strong stance on drugs had led to criticism 

that the sentences meted out are too draconian, 

although there is historical warrant for such severity; 

drugs are associated with periods of colonial 

aggression, such as the two Opium Wars, and 

national weakness, as exemplified by the bainian 

guochi (百年国耻; Century of Humiliation).  

 

China has zero tolerance for certain drug offenses 

and makes liberal use of the death penalty in curbing 

the spread of narcotics, regardless of an offender’s 

nationality. Juliana Lopez, a Colombian model and 

television presenter, currently faces the death penalty 

for smuggling drugs inside her laptop during a recent 

shopping excursion to China (Chinese Radio 

International, August 2, 2015). 

 

Last year, President Xi Jinping said, “drugs are a 

menace for society and a significant issue concerning 

public security.” He added that the government 

would strengthen its stance against drugs in the 

future, observing, “a firm opposition to drugs is the 

routine standpoint of the Party and the government” 

(China Daily, June 26, 2015). 

 

Conclusion 

 

But Chinese still faces several challenges, one being 

corruption. A 2006 report by the U.S. embassy in 

Beijing noted, “corruption in far-flung drug 

producing and drug transit regions of the PRC limit 

the accomplishments of dedicated enforcement 

officials,” and as the drug market grows, this problem 

only worsens (U.S. Embassy, Beijing, 2006). Indeed, 

Cai Dongjia isn’t the only Party member to use 

illegal drugs; 41 members were expelled for drug use 

in Yunnan where, according to Yang Fuquan, vice 

president of the Yunnan Academy of Social 

Sciences, drug use is a chief cause of corruption 

(China Daily, December 11, 2014). 

 

In fact, the Guangdong methamphetamine market 

depends on the availability of certain licit chemical 

precursors that are only made available to 

methamphetamine cooks thanks to corruption within 

China’s pharmaceutical industry (South China 

Morning Post, February 22, 2015). Along with 

Yunnan and Guangdong, China’s third major drug 

center is Fujian, where for instance, last year Fujian 

police seized one metric ton of narcotics in a single 

raid (Sina, October 19, 2015). As one author bluntly 

wrote on the popular message board site Tianya 

Club, “Fujian is a hotbed of drug corruption” (Tianya 

Club, July 2, 2006). 

 

Another problem is inefficiency. The sledgehammer 

is inferior to the scalpel, yet particular aspects of 

Chinese bureaucracy prevent the NNCC from 

operating with anything like surgical precision. 

Principally, its lack of transparency perpetually 

hinders international collaboration. For instance, 

bilateral cooperation with U.S. drug enforcement 

officials remains hamstrung by China’s restrictions 

on intelligence sharing, even concerning arrests 

made possible by U.S.-developed leads. Chinese 

policy also requires that all communication be routed 

through Beijing, a far less efficient process than 

direct communication with Chinese agents on the 

ground (U.S. State Department, March 1, 2010; U.S. 

State Department, 2015). Beijing must decide 

whether it wishes to keep a grip on weiwen (socio-

political stability) by continuing to hold its cards 

close to its chest or to instead prioritize victories 

against the illegal drug market, which is eroding that 

status quo. 

 

David Volodzko is the national editor for the 

JoongAng Daily, a writer for The Diplomat, where 

he covers matters related to Chinese politics and 

society, and a former university lecturer. 

 

*** 
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The Chinese People’s Armed 

Police in a Time of Armed 

Forces Restructuring 

By Zi Yang 

 

When China is at peace, foreigners will submit will-

ingly. Therefore, if one wants to repel external threats, 

he must first bring internal peace. 

—Zhao Pu (922–992), Prime Minister of the Northern 

Song Dynasty  

 

China’s People’s Armed Police, or PAP, is the 

world’s largest internal security force. Last reported 

to number 660,000, PAP units are quartered across 

China at every echelon of administration from the 

county-level up. [1] The PAP is one component of 

China’s armed forces (中华人民共和国武装力量), 

along with the army and militia, though it receives 

little attention from international media compared to 

the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). But the ongo-

ing armed forces reforms championed by President 

Xi Jinping have placed the PAP under the spotlight. 

Questions are being raised about the future of the 

PAP, making it a suitable moment to revisit the or-

ganization, especially when previous military re-

forms that aimed to reduce the size of Chinese armed 

forces instead increased the size of the PAP. Given 

the PAP’s core mission of maintaining social stabil-

ity (维稳)—the elimination or containment of any 

genuine threat to public or state security—the PAP is 

likely to retain its size and develop further as an im-

portant tool in guaranteeing the Communist Party’s 

rule of China.  

 

Mission and Esprit de Corps 

 

The history of China’s internal security forces before 

the advent of the PAP is characterized by volatility. 

During the upheavals of the Mao-era, the security 

force’s official designation and chain of command 

swung according to the ever-changing political cli-

mate. [2] Yet its mission remained constant; to pre-

serve the State against any sign of trouble. The PAP 

in its present form was created in 1982 with PLA per-

sonnel—two years after Deng Xiaoping’s first mili-

tary reform campaign—to combat vices associated 

with China’s economic liberalization (Sohu News 

Online, September 4, 2015; Law Science Magazine, 

no. 7 July, 2015). Although more than 280 regula-

tions and policy papers regarding the PAP were is-

sued since its founding, a comprehensive, publically 

available law detailing the role and mission of the 

PAP was formulated only 27 years later during the 

administration of Hu Jintao to delimit the power of 

Zhou Yongkang—a bitter rival who headed the Po-

litical and Legal Affairs Commission (政法委) over-

seeing China’s public security system (公安机关). 

[3] 
 

The “PAP Law” of August 2009 explicitly stated that 

the organization’s raison d’etre is to serve as the 

guardian of state security. Guo Shengkun, China’s 

Minister of Public Security who simultaneously 

holds the titles of PAP First Political Commissar and 

First Party Committee Secretary (武警第一政委, 党

委第一书记), left nothing to the imagination, stating 

that the “The PAP is an armed force under the abso-

lute leadership of the Party, so it must prioritize obe-

dience to the Party’s command” (Ministry of Public 

Security, May 10, 2013). Further clarifying the 

PAP’s role, Xi Jinping, while touring a Beijing armed 

police unit, differentiated the PAP from traditional 

order police, calling it as “first and foremost a 

fighting force” that must “steadfastly follow the core 

demands of safeguarding state security and social 

stability” (Legality Vision, no. 5, May 2014). 

 

The PAP’s Organization 

 

“The PLA and the PAP are twin brothers.” Like the 

PLA, members of the PAP are active duty service-

men (CNKI, 1985). The ranking systems of the two 

forces are identical. During a time of war, the PAP 

serves as an auxiliary to the PLA. [4] But the PAP’s 

chain of command is much more complex given its 

multifaceted internal security duties; it follows a dual 

command system known in official Chinese parlance 

as “integrating the vertical and horizontal” (条块结

合). The power to command the PAP is divided be-

tween the State Council, the highest State organ in 

China headed by the Premier, and the Central Mili-

tary Commission (CMC), the highest military organ 

chaired by the Party General Secretary. Although the 

PAP is recognized by a 1995 regulation as part of the 

http://news.sohu.com/20150904/n420387018.shtml
http://news.sohu.com/20150904/n420387018.shtml
http://mil.cssn.cn/jsx/jszk_jsx/jsfx_jsx/201509/P020150906385054845702.pdf
http://www.mps.gov.cn/n16/n894593/n895609/3788935.html
http://www.mps.gov.cn/n16/n894593/n895609/3788935.html
http://m.xuehuile.com/thesis/4fe1a38f98c045428a226ed0583856c4.html
http://www.cnki.com.cn.dincheng.cn/Article/CJFDTOTAL-LWZZ198533007.htm
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State Council’s order (序列), the ultimate authority, 

as always the case in China, rests with the Party lead-

ership, in this instance the CMC Chairman who sim-

ultaneously holds the title of Party General Secretary. 

[5] The State Council and CMC are tasked with set-

ting general policy agenda for the PAP and taking 

charge during a national emergency, hence their 

“vertical” power. For everyday affairs, local govern-

ment wielding the “horizontal” power commands 

PAP units at the corresponding level.  

 

The Armed Police General Headquarters (GHQ) is 

the highest leadership body within the PAP system. 

The GHQ is made up of nine organs: the command 

staff, the political department, the logistics depart-

ment, the 14 mobile divisions, and a command center 

for each of the PAP’s five branches—the Internal Se-

curity Troops, the Gold Troops, Hydropower Troops, 

Transport Troops, and the Forestry Troops. [6] In ad-

dition, the PAP advises the Public Security Active 

Service Troops that are separately commanded by the 

Ministry of Public Security (China Public Education 

Online, [accessed March 1]). 

 

Backbone of the PAP: the Internal Security 

Troops 

 

The Internal Security Troops (IST; 内卫部队), con-

stitutes about half of the PAP’s total personnel. Pre-

sent in every Chinese administrative division except 

Hong Kong and Macau, IST zongdui (总队; equiva-

lent to a PLA division) are stationed at the provincial-

level, zhidui (支队 ; regiment) at the prefectural-

level, dadui (大队; battalion) and zhongdui (中队; 

company) at the county-level. The main task of the 

IST is to deal with internal security contingencies 

ranging from hostage situations to riot control. Dur-

ing natural disasters, the IST, along with other PAP, 

army and militia units are required to participate in 

disaster relief missions.  

 

Befitting a combat-focused unit, IST training is com-

pleted both on base and in field exercises. A recent 

exercise, conducted by the Ningxia provincial zong-

dui included items such as organized river-crossing, 

chemical warfare training, log PT, manhunt in moun-

tainous areas, team combat, field medical training, 

ruck march, mountain climbing, close quarters com-

bat in water, etc. [7] Contests, at the national and pro-

vincial-level are held periodically to increase com-

petitiveness. The 2013 PAP national contest lasted 

for 11 months and pitted the IST’s best soldiers 

against each other in competitions that lasted well up 

to 14 hours a day (CNKI, 2015).  

 

The education of PAP officers occurs at a number of 

colleges and academies administered by the GHQ. 

But PAP schools do suffer from issues that nega-

tively influence the quality of education. An article 

by a staff of the Shenyang Command Academy re-

veals its library is underfunded and understaffed, 

pointing to larger deficiencies within the broader 

PAP education structure. A consortium system does 

not exist. And decision-making is entirely dictated by 

the will of the library manager (Caizhi, No. 4, 2011). 

Grassroots education of IST troopers is also lacking. 

Despite the law-enforcement role of PAP units, a sur-

vey of 20 zhongdui in Shandong and Shaanxi Prov-

ince shows legal education is close to nonexistent. 

Only a few textbooks on law relate to the work of the 

PAP. In more than three-quarters of the time, the for-

mat of instruction remains old-fashioned monologue 

and note taking. [8]  

 

The Economic Construction Corps 

 

Four other PAP branches are dedicated primarily to 

economic construction in geographically challenging 

areas of the country. The Gold Troops (GT) is the 

most unique among its peers. Founded in March 

1979 as part of the PLA, the GT transferred to the 

PAP in 1985. [9] Its duties include, conducting geo-

logical surveys for gold and other precious minerals, 

guarding goldmines, and mining gold in remote and 

difficult areas. When called upon, the GT, like all 

other PAP units must serve as emergency responders 

to deal with internal security contingencies.  

 

The GT has its own technical school and geological 

research institute and is organized as three zongdui, 

under each there are 12 zhidui (Gold Science and 

Technology, no. 4, August, 2012) .Since its establish-

ment to 2012, the GT has completed 1,600 geological 

surveys and discovered more than 200 gold deposits 

of various sizes totaling 1,851.581 tons. Although 

second in total known deposits, China has led the 

http://gd.offcn.com/zg/2015gabk/
http://gd.offcn.com/zg/2015gabk/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiMzui01ePLAhXKs4MKHVgAB4AQFggkMAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cnki.com.cn%2FArticle%2FCJFDTotal-SJIA201508020.htm&usg=AFQjCNFLD3NpWBaipV3xao3_LnOhc0gZnA
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world in gold production for close to a decade, due in 

large part to the Gold Troops (Wall Street Infor-

mation, June 7, 2014; U.S. Geological Survey, Janu-

ary 2015). 

 

Guarding strategic infrastructure is an important part 

of PAP duties. Given that China is the world’s largest 

consumer of hydroelectric power, the PAP’s Hydro-

power Troops (HT) are tasked with building, guard-

ing, and repairing levees, reservoirs, hydropower sta-

tions, transformer substations, and electric lines (Wa-

ter Resources and Hydropower Engineering, 2013). 

Currently, the HT owns 3,042 pieces of equipment 

used in dam construction with a combined value of 

$220 million, and have participated in more than 60 

national key projects. Two-thirds of China’s land is 

under threat from flood and flood-related disasters, 

the HT is tasked with emergency relief missions. 

Zhang Rongshan, a senior engineer of the HT, has 

lodged a series of criticisms of the HT’s limits in pro-

fessional training, cutting-edge equipment, and re-

search and development geared toward bettering its 

disaster relief capacity.  

 

Connecting China’s western provinces with the rest 

of the country is of utmost importance to the State. 

Not only is infrastructure an economic project, it is 

equally significant in political terms. Greater integra-

tion of Xinjiang and Tibet means the State can better 

assert its authority. The Transport Troops (TT) exists 

for this purpose. Similar to its peers, the TT builds 

and maintains roads and bridges in geographically 

challenging places, especially in western China (PLA 

Life, March 2015).  

 

Garrisoned in a dozen of China’s provinces, the For-

estry Troops (FT) have four main tasks—to conserve 

forest resources, suppress wildfire, protect wildlife 

and disseminate information on fire prevention. [10] 

Currently, FT units are present in six national forests, 

eight virgin forests, 18 natural heritage sites, and 183 

wildlife and plants protection area. While the FT’s 

primary focus is forestry matters; it also participates 

in internal security missions when called upon. The 

Tibet zongdui for example, assisted in securing key 

installations in Lhasa during the 2008 riots.  

 

The Mobile Divisions  

 

During the PLA reform of 1996, 14 grade-B (乙种) 

PLA infantry divisions were transferred to the PAP 

and placed under the direct command of the GHQ as 

mobile divisions (MD). In contrast to ISTs, the MDs 

are fully equipped army divisions in every aspect but 

name only. MDs act as rapid reaction troops in the 

case of a large-scale disturbance, and are enforcers of 

martial law. Each MD division is composed of the 

following combat arms: infantry, artillery, armor, en-

gineers, chemical defense, communications, and spe-

cial forces (Journal of Equipment Academy, no. 2, 

April, 2015). A typical MD, such as Division 63 gar-

risoned in Pingliang City of Gansu Province has a 

long combat history dating back to the Chinese Civil 

War. At present, Division 63 is the only MD in the 

Gansu-Shaanxi-Ningxia-Qinghai quad-state area, 

and is on standby for any signs of trouble in Xinjiang 

or Beijing (Tie Jun, December 2015). However, from 

publically available literature, it appears that MDs 

also participate in civil missions. Servicemen of Di-

vision 63 also assist their PAP comrades in suppress-

ing wildfire and snow removal. Chemical defense 

personnel of MD Division 81, for example, partici-

pated in putting out fires during the August 2015 

Tianjin explosions (Youth Journalist, September 

2015).  

 

Conclusion 

 

Despite cuts to the army and militia in armed forces 

restructurings of the past, Chinese leaders have ex-

pressed a particular fondness for the PAP—preserv-

ing, if not augmenting its size during a time of aus-

terity. An answer to this puzzle is as simple as the 

Chinese adage “keeping internal peace is required in 

repelling external threats” (攘外必先安内). A re-

view of Chinese history shows internal factors 

brought down the vast majority of dynasties. The 

Chinese Communist Party, in fact, came to power at 

a time when a weak central government and local 

power vacuums created fertile ground for revolution-

ary activities. The history of the world communist 

movement only reinforced this established belief 

among Chinese leaders—communist states collapsed 

in the late 1980s and early 1990s due to domestic op-

position. Thus, keeping a strong security force pres-

ence at all stratums of society is of vital importance 

for regime survival. As a result, Xu Guangyu, a re-
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tired PLA General and frequently quoted commenta-

tor speculated Xi Jinping will eventually integrate a 

large number of soldiers trimmed from the army dur-

ing the present round of personnel cuts into the PAP 

(Takungpao, September 4, 2015). 

 

Another concern regarding the PAP’s future is the 

current command system. As recently discussed in 

China Brief, there is a possibility the dual command 

of the PAP will change as part of ongoing military 

reforms (China Brief, February 4). The personifica-

tion of the “leader as the state” has defined the Xi 

Jinping era; the Chinese President have so far demon-

strated clear ambition in political centralization and 

breaking up old power blocs, made evident with the 

gerrymandering of PLA command theaters and purge 

of the officer corps under the guise of anti-corruption 

(The Diplomat, December 17, 2014). A fundamental 

reworking of the PAP’s dual command structure is 

probable according to General Sun Sijing, the PAP 

Political Commissar, who indicated in a recent 

speech of the need to institute the “CMC chairman 

responsibility system” (军委主席负责制) where all 

functional departments respond directly to Xi and the 

CMC (Caixin News Online, December 24, 2015; QQ 

News Online, March 7). But questions remain on 

how this will influence the principle of “integrating 

the vertical and horizontal” and the PAP’s perfor-

mance in future internal security missions. Granting 

the GHQ total autonomy is unlikely because that 

would be against Xi’s goal of political centralization. 

Yet a complete integration of the PAP into the 

CMC’s chain of command means the latter must di-

vert valued time and resources to deal with complex 

everyday internal security issues, which contradicts 

the stated goal of making the PLA a more combat-

capable force (Xinhua, September 3, 2015). The ra-

tionale behind the “vertical and horizontal” system is 

to allow State organs maximum autonomy in exercis-

ing its governance expertise while enabling the Party 

a high degree of control. For example, the IST must 

work with officers of the local public security bureau. 

The local forestry bureau, specialized in forest man-

agement, is best to advise the FT. The CMC, staffed 

with PLA officers trained in the art of war, lacks the 

specialty in internal security or economic construc-

tion.  

 

The PAP, as a favored wing of the Party, is posi-

tioned to survive another round of force reduction un-

scathed. Groomed to defend the Party-state from any 

threats, the PAP will likely be increased in size as 

China’s economic growth slows and the possibility 

of social unrest rises.  

 

Zi Yang is a M.A. candidate at Georgetown Univer-

sity’s Asian Studies Program.  
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*** 

 

The Influence of Russian  

Military Reform on the PLA 

Reorganization 
By Yevgen Sautin 

 

The Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is in 

the midst of the biggest reorganization and reform ef-

fort since the 1980s. Among the major changes an-

nounced, the country’s primary nuclear deterrent, the 

Second Artillery Corps, was upgraded to a separate 

service branch called the PLA Rocket Force 

(PLARF). In addition, the PLA Strategic Support 

Force (PLASSF) was set up to bolster space, cyber, 

electronic warfare, and other high-tech military capa-

bilities. Finally, the ground forces received their own, 

separate headquarters to improve combat effective-

ness. In February, China consolidated seven military 

regions (大军区) into five brand-new theater com-

mands (战区) (China Brief, February 4). Perhaps 

most importantly, the PLA plans to cut 300,000 per-

sonnel. More changes are expected in the next few 

years; the PLA’s military education system, com-

mand structure, and logistics and supply systems are 

all likely to be overhauled.  

 

The reorganization accompanies and complements a 

modernization program intended to create a 21st cen-

tury fighting force that is better equipped, modular 

and able to meet a wide range of objectives. These 

reforms and the planning for them did not take place 

in a vacuum. Chinese military thinkers have keenly 

watched military modernization programs in other 

nations. The experience of Russia’s military reforms 

in the wake of the 2008 invasion of Georgia have 

been of particular interest, and Chinese planners have 

closely followed Russia’s reforms and adopted some 

of their signature concepts. Compounding Russian 

influence, Russia’s military industrial sector is ex-

pected to play an important role in the PLA’s mod-

ernization, with Russian and Soviet legacy designs 

making up key components of China’s newest forces.  

 

Russia’s Military Reforms (2008-Present)  

 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, in 1991, the 

Russian military has been in a state of constant flux. 

The Kremlin recognized that major reforms were ur-

gently needed to account for changing demographics 

and the growing sophistication of modern combat, 

but the economic turmoil of the 1990s combined with 

the Chechen Wars doomed several reform efforts.  

 

Although combat readiness had improved in the 

2000s, the 2008 Georgian War revealed many of the 

Russian military’s shortcomings. Orders were slow 

to travel down the chain of command, a lack of coor-

dination between the air force and troops on the 

ground led to higher casualties, and a breakdown in 

intelligence and planning resulted in the Russian air 

force losing several aircraft to Georgia’s anti-aircraft 

missile batteries. Russian troops were able to over-

whelm the overmatched Georgian army, but the af-

ter-action review left little doubt that changes were 

badly needed.  

  

Shortly after the Georgian war Russia’s Defense 

Minister Anatoliy Serdyukov launched a sweeping 

reorganization of the army. Although Serdyukov’s 

(2008–12) reorganization is only one component of a 

broader, ongoing three-stage plan of rearming and 
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modernizing Russia’s military by 2020, the reorgan-

ization has been by far the most controversial aspect 

of the modernization. In the span of four years, the 

Russian military did away with many of its long-held 

practices. Russia significantly reduced the size of its 

officer corps; the military moved away from a Soviet 

divisional model of organization to a NATO-like bri-

gade structure. [1] Supply and logistics jobs were 

outsourced to private contractors; and the military 

education system was radically altered.  

 

Proponents of the reform argue that the changes im-

proved the combat readiness and professionalism of 

the army. Opponents counter that while reform was 

necessary, Serdyukov’s initiatives were poorly 

thought-out and resulted in widespread chaos and de-

moralization. Serdyukov’s reforms were met with 

fierce opposition from Russia’s military establish-

ment and remain a source of derision. And while 

Western analysts dismissed the criticism as personal 

resentment over losing coveted sinecures, there is an-

ecdotal evidence that the transition to private con-

tractors led to serious service and supply disruptions 

(Ekho Moskvy [Russia], June 3, 2015). Moreover, 

even defenders of the reforms have admitted that the 

army continues to lack the promised high-tech and 

high-precision weaponry (Nezavisimoe Voennoye 

Obozrenie [Russia], July 23, 2010). The controversy 

surrounding the changes ultimately proved to be Ser-

dyukov’s undoing; he was sacked in 2012 and tried 

for corruption. Serdyukov’s dismissal and trial seem 

to have placated critics of the reforms; his successor, 

Sergei Shoigu, has managed to keep most of the 

changes made by his predecessor.   

 

Following Russia’s sudden annexation of Crimea 

and the ongoing campaign in Syria, pundits have 

been quick to declare the Russian military to be a re-

vamped, modern fighting machine—seemingly vin-

dicating Serdyukov. Some Chinese commentators 

have also expressed admiration for Russia’s latest 

military reforms and have openly urged the PLA to 

use the reforms as a model for their own efforts (Peo-

ple’s Daily Online, October 5, 2015). Such views are 

by no means universal; PLA National Defense Uni-

versity Professor Wang Baofu has pointed out that in 

both Ukraine and Syria Russia is mostly using So-

viet-era weaponry and technology. A combination of 

troop reductions and the increase in military élan has 

given Russia some renewed military success, but its 

army is still largely a conscript force reliant on out-

dated weaponry (PLA Daily, November 27, 2015). 

Russia’s large-scale snap exercises such as Vostok 

and Zapad have also impressed both domestic and 

foreign observers, but the 2014 Vostok exercises in 

the Far East exposed persistent problems in coordi-

nation and an acute shortage of modern military 

equipment (RIA Novosti, September 23, 2014).  

 

On the surface, the PLA’s reorganization and reform 

plan overlaps with several key objectives of Russia’s 

recent military reorganization. Military strategists in 

both countries agree that organizing rapid reaction 

forces with an integrated command-and-control 

structure is a top priority. Even though Chinese mili-

tary experts do not believe that copying the U.S. mil-

itary model is feasible for either China or Russia, the 

Western brigade structure of command is generally 

favored (NetEase, February 16).  

 

Personnel Reforms  

 

China has closely followed the evolution of Western 

armies and there is speculation that China will tran-

sition from a mixed division/brigade structure toward 

one predominantly made up of brigades. In 1999, two 

divisions within the 20th Group Army, the 58th 

Mechanized Infantry Division and the 60th Motor-

ized Infantry Division, were reorganized into bri-

gades. Both units had a decorated history starting 

from the Korean War and were chosen to be part of 

an experiment into using a brigade-level command 

structure. Russia’s experience with moving to a bri-

gade structure has been more contentious, and since 

2013 two elite divisions, the 4th Guards Kantemi-

rovskaya Tank Division and the 2nd Guards Taman-

skaya Motor Rifle Division have been reconstituted. 

Ostensibly the move was made to preserve historical 

traditions of legendary units, but there is reason to 

believe that Russian commanders have not entirely 

bought into the Western-style brigade system of 

command. Indeed, the creation of an additional three 

divisions in the Western military district was an-

nounced in January of this year (EDM, January 19).   

 

The announced troop reductions may be the most im-

portant element of the PLA reforms. So far, only the 

Nanjing Military Region Art Troupe has been axed, 
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but there are plans to do away with units that have 

outdated equipment, and personnel that serve in var-

ious non-combat related capacities. The cuts along 

with the creation of new theater commands necessi-

tate major changes in army billeting. The changes 

may prove to be painful in the short term; Russia’s 

experience in consolidating its military districts led 

to significant resentment over inadequate military 

housing. To create a more efficient command struc-

ture, the PLA must trim its officer ranks and increase 

the number and quality of non-commissioned offic-

ers (NCOs), another priority shared with Russia 

(EDM, April 17, 2012; China Brief, October 28, 

2011). This will be a difficult endeavor; at the battal-

ion-level, units are often understaffed, while higher 

up there is a proliferation of noncombat headquarters 

that are staffed by both commanding officers and Po-

litical Commissars (政委).  

 

Little is known about the plans to “deepen the reform 

of army colleges” and the wider military education 

system, but changes will have to be made to better 

prepare officers for the demands of modern warfare. 

Today’s officers are expected to learn several in-

creasingly complicated weapons systems over the 

course of their careers, something that requires strong 

fundamentals. The Chinese military education sys-

tem differs from both the U.S. and Russian models, 

and is often criticized as being too theoretical and 

lacking realistic practical experience. Serdyukov’s 

attempts at revamping the Russian military education 

system were rolled back by his successor, and there 

is little to indicate that China’s efforts will be any 

easier.   

 

Hardware Modernization 

 

Another daunting aspect of the reforms is the need to 

replace outdated weapons systems and equipment. 

Despite the growth in defense spending and procure-

ment, many PLA units continue to use Cold War–era 

relics. During the latest Stride-2015 (跨越) military 

exercises in Zhurihe (朱日和), Type 59 tanks (in ser-

vice since 1959) were deployed alongside more mod-

ern equipment (NetEase, February 16). Such out-

dated equipment is impossible to integrate into mod-

ern communication systems, and the vast quantity of 

antiquated weapons will take years to replace. Mak-

ing matters worse, the Chinese arms industry has 

struggled to produce indigenous high-quality wea-

ponry. In the crucial sphere of air-defense, despite 

making gains in the last fifteen years, China still suf-

fers from inadequate capabilities. The Chinese HQ-9 

(红旗-9) SAM system has been billed to be an im-

provement over the U.S. MIM-104 Patriot and the 

Russian S-300, but China has struggled to attract for-

eign buyers (Sina, April 8, 2015). China has been 

able to copy the Russian S-300, but according to Rus-

sian experts the reverse-engineered model is inferior 

to the original (Nezavisimoe Voennoye Obozrenie 

[Russia], November 27, 2015). Beijing is still cov-

ered by Russian-made S-300 systems. 

 

China’s R&D allocations have grown from $3.1 bil-

lion in 1997 to an estimated $40 billion in 2013 

(amidst an almost exponentially growing defense 

budget), but China continues to trail both Russia and 

the United States in crucial technologies such as 

stealth and aircraft engines (USNI News, November 

10, 2014). [2] To address the technology gap, China 

has turned to both espionage and leveraging the pri-

vate sector through the strategy of “integrating the 

army and the people, locating military potential in ci-

vilian capabilities” (军民结合, 寓军于民). [3] One 

area where Chinese manufacturers have been able to 

make gains is in guided missile technology; accord-

ing to Chinese sources, Chinese know-how now sur-

passes that of the Russians (Sina Military, March 4). 

China is also ahead in developing a fifth-generation 

fighter plane, the J-20. Overall, China’s defense in-

dustry is encountering a similar problem to Russia’s: 

more spending does not necessarily result in the pro-

curement of new equipment in the quantity needed 

for true rearmament. With the Russian armament in-

dustry backed-up with domestic orders, the PLA will 

have to largely rely on Chinese capacity to meet am-

bitious refurbishment goals.  

 

The political dimension of the unfolding PLA re-

forms is also worth comparing to Russia’s efforts. 

President Xi Jinping has stressed that China needs to 

build a modernized, powerful army with Chinese 

characteristics that is loyal to the Chinese Com-

munist Party (CCP) and able to protect national se-

curity and national interests (People’s Daily Online, 

March 3). The CCP’s direct command of the PLA has 

always been a non-negotiable aspect of China’s sys-

tem, and there is no indication that Xi Jinping wishes 
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to attenuate the party’s guiding role as part of the 

PLA’s modernization. In terms of geostrategic vision, 

Beijing has voiced concerns that the international en-

vironment is becoming increasingly uncertain and 

that dangers posed to Chinese security have grown 

(People’s Daily Online, March 3). On the surface 

such a view of the world is largely in congruence 

with the Kremlin’s position, but that is where the 

similarities end. Beijing has shown no indication it 

wants to be a standard-bearer for any putative anti-

Western bloc. Instead and despite the occasional 

tough rhetoric, Beijing has opted for a gradual chip-

ping away of the status quo where it sees it to be un-

fair to China’s long-term interests. That said, some 

PLA officers have called for greater protection of 

“overseas Chinese and overseas Chinese interests,” 

in a language uncannily similar to Putin’s justifica-

tion for the Georgian War and Crimea’s annexation 

(Global Times, October 25, 2011). Analogous lan-

guage was included in China’s 2015 Defense White 

Paper (China Daily, May 26, 2015). Whether PLA’s 

reforms lead to an increase in assertiveness remains 

to be seen.  

 

One area where decades-long doctrinal views may fi-

nally shift is in regard to foreign bases. The Chinese 

anti-piracy efforts off the Horn of Africa demon-

strated the difficulty of repairing and supporting 

ships out at sea, and to that end China has already 

reached an agreement with Djibouti to establish its 

first foreign base (China Brief, January 26). Tradi-

tional reluctance notwithstanding, China’s growing 

naval capabilities, coupled with growing interna-

tional responsibilities and interests in potentially un-

stable developing countries, may result in a more ac-

tive Chinese global military presence.  

 

Conclusion  

 

The PLA has embarked on an ambitious course of re-

form and restructuring. Replacing outdated equip-

ment alone will be a major challenge that will stretch 

far beyond 2020. China has closely studied the suc-

cesses and mistakes of Western and Russian military 

reform efforts, gaining insight into best practices and 

potential pitfalls. While it is too early to render any 

judgment, the PLA should not be underestimated in 

its capability to carry out big changes; it successfully 

carried out major troop reductions in the 1980s and 

1990s, rebuilt the military education system after the 

Cultural Revolution, and gave up control over many 

sectors of the Chinese economy.  

 

Notes 

 

1. The Soviet army was organized into divisions 

that were usually comprised of 5–6 regiments, 

including support and fire regiments. The to-

tal number of soldiers varied from as few as 

5,000 to upwards of 20,000, with most divi-

sions having around 12,000 troops. The 

NATO brigade structure typically has three 

battalions plus supporting units. Usually a 

brigade consists of approximately 3,200 to 

5,500 troops, roughly half the size of a Soviet 

division.  

2. Roy Kamphausen and David Lai (Editors) 

The Chinese People’s Liberation Army in 

2025, (Strategic Studies Institute and U.S. 

War College Press: 2015), p. 145. 

3. Ibid. 

 

Yevgen Sautin currently works in the financal sector. 

He received an M.A. from the University of Chicago 

and speaks and reads Chinese and Russian. Mr. 

Sautin was a David L. Boren Fellow at the National 

Taiwan University and a Junior Fellow at the Car-

negie Endowment for International Peace.  

 
*** *** *** 

 
China Brief is a bi-weekly journal of information and 

analysis covering Greater China in Eurasia.  

China Brief is a publication of The Jamestown Foun-

dation, a private non-profit organization based in 

Washington D.C. and is edited by Peter Wood.  

The opinions expressed in China Brief are solely those 

of the authors, and do not necessarily reflect the views 

of The Jamestown Foundation. 

For comments and questions about China Brief, please 

contact us at wood@jamestown.org 

 
 

 

 

http://politics.people.com.cn/n1/2016/0301/c1001-28159701-3.html
http://www.360doc.com/content/11/1025/14/363711_159043209.shtml
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2015-05/26/content_20820628.htm
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=45017&no_cache=1

