
China’s Global Power  

Projection Hit With “Strategic 

Overdraft” 
By Willy Lam 

 

Despite the tough challenges facing the Chi-

nese economy, President and “core leader” Xi 

Jinping is going ahead with ambitious plans to 

project Chinese power worldwide including the 

landmark One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative. 

Xi is expected to announce a new series of pro-

jects linking China with Asia, Central and Eastern 

Europe, the Middle East and Africa at an OBOR 

international forum scheduled for mid-May Bei-

jing. Xi, who is personally supervising the 

scheme in via the Central Leading Group on 

OBOR Construction Work, apparently hopes to 

boost China’s agenda-setting capacity in global 

economic discourse. Xi and his colleagues have 

taken advantage of U.S. President Donald 

Trump’s nationalist and anti-globalization 

stance to emphasize Beijing’s eagerness to pro-

vide leadership in combatting protectionism 

and promoting free trade.  

 

While OBOR is being given top billing across the 

gamut of state media, a small number of rela-

tively liberal Chinese academics are raising mis-

givings about the viability and sustainability of 

Xi’s global undertaking. Foremost among these 

critics is Renmin University international affairs 

specialist Shi Yinhong (时殷弘), who is also a 

counselor or advisor to the State Council. In a 

late 2016 article entitled “China Must Guard 

Against Strategic Overdraft,” Shi pointed out 

that the Chinese Communist Party leadership 

must exercise caution regarding “strategic mili-

tary” (sabre rattling by the People’s Liberation 
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Army) and “strategic economics” (projecting 

power through economic means such has un-

derwriting projects along the OBOR). He argued 

that China must “prevent excessive expansion-

ism, which will result in ‘strategic overdraft’”  

(战略透支) (Phoenix TV, October 4, 2016; Lianhe 

Zaobao [Singapore], September 21, 2016). [1] 

 

While Professor Shi is referring to President Xi’s 

overall foreign policy, which ranges from build-

ing air and naval bases on reclaimed land in the 

South China Sea to improving relations with de-

veloping countries by forgiving $60 billion of 

debt, the OBOR game plan could be the best ex-

ample of what Western critics call “imperial 

overreach” (The American Interest, March 1). The 

OBOR consists of the Silk Road Economic Belt, 

which stretches from China through Central Asia 

to Eastern Europe; and the 21st Central Maritime 

Silk-Road, which extends from Southeast Asia 

through the Indian Subcontinent to Eastern Af-

rica. Under the “big is better” principle, however, 

there is a tendency for the Xi leadership to sub-

sume economic and infrastructure cooperation 

with countries throughout Europe, the Middle 

East, and Africa under the OBOR umbrella. As of 

early this year, 80 Chinese state-owned enter-

prise conglomerates are negotiating infrastruc-

ture and related items with government officials 

in over 65 countries (Sohu.com, April 10; 

HKTDC.com [Hong Kong], May 23, 2016).  

 

There is no official estimate as to the funds in-

volved in this gargantuan venture. However,  ex-

perts at McKinsey, a consultancy, estimate that 

comprehensive improvement of infrastructure in 

Asia and Africa alone could cost $2–3 trillion—

roughly 12 times the financial outlay of the 

Marshall Plan for rebuilding Europe after WWII 

(Channel NewsAsia, April 22; Fortune, December 

12, 2016). So far, a number of massive projects 

are already underway, including the $50 billion 

undertaking for building and improving port 

and railway facilities in eastern Pakistan, have 

been underwritten by Chinese financial institu-

tions. Given that the so-called Chinese Economic 

Miracle came to an end early this decade, ques-

tions have been asked about whether Beijing 

has the means to sustain its ambitious pro-

grams. China’s foreign-exchange reserves, which 

peaked at $4 trillion in mid-2014, has dropped 

to $3 trillion early this year. With China’s state-

owned banks already laden with non-perform-

ing loans, the Fitch credit rating agency warned 

that these institutions’ investments in OBOR 

could “create new asset-quality risks for 

[China’s] banking system” (CNBC, January 16).  

 

There is also the question of whether, in return 

for its magnanimous commitment to helping 

developing countries in Southeast Asia, South 

Asia, and Central Asia, China will garner a com-

mensurate level of good will. As Professor Shi 

noted, supposed beneficiaries of Chinese lar-

gesse all have their “long-term interests in areas 

of sovereignty, self-reliance, and security.” He 

warned that if OBOR strategies do not take full 

consideration of these sensitive matters, Beijing 

investments could “ignite nationalism-oriented 

political controversies in the internal politics of 

[beneficiary] countries.” It is notable that coun-

tries such as Sri Lanka and Myanmar have re-

quested renegotiations of Chinese infrastructure 

investments largely due to opposition raised by 

nationalists in each two country (Times of India, 

February 16; Transnational Institute [Amster-

dam], July 18, 2016).  

 

Apart from using economic means to bond 

China with a host of developed and developing 

countries, Beijing is also confident that OBOR 

would showcase not only Chinese technology 

but also Chinese companies’ compliance with 

global standards. However, quite a few of China-

http://pit.ifeng.com/a/20161004/50060678_0.shtml
http://www.zaobao.com/znews/greater-china/story20160921-668655
http://www.zaobao.com/znews/greater-china/story20160921-668655
https://www.the-american-interest.com/2017/03/01/a-strategy-for-chinas-imperial-overstretch/
http://mt.sohu.com/20170410/n487539986.shtml
http://china-trade-research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/The-Belt-and-Road-Initiative/The-Belt-and-Road-Initiative-65-Countries-and-Beyond/obor/en/1/1X000000/1X0A663F.htm
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asiapacific/commentary-one-belt-one-road-gaining-traction-but-unanswered-8743648
http://fortune.com/china-belt-road-investment/
http://www.cnbc.com/2017/01/26/ancient-silk-road-revival-plans-could-be-the-new-risk-to-chinese-banks.html
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/china/china-silk-road-project-in-sri-lanka-delayed/articleshow/57179710.cms
https://www.tni.org/en/publication/chinas-engagement-in-myanmar-from-malacca-dilemma-to-transition-dilemma
https://www.tni.org/en/publication/chinas-engagement-in-myanmar-from-malacca-dilemma-to-transition-dilemma
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financed projects could suffer from similar prob-

lems that have adversely affected previous 

mega-investments made by SOE conglomerates 

in Southeast Asia and Africa, namely that these 

projects are built on guanxi (“political connec-

tions”) rather than globally accepted terms in 

fields including fair competition, open bidding, 

Western-style auditing and overall transparency.  

 

Early this year, the European Commission an-

nounced that it was investigating the 350-kilo-

meter high-speed railway connecting the Ser-

bian capital of Belgrade to Budapest in Hungary. 

The state-owned giant, China Railway Corpora-

tion will be the main contractor and provider of 

technology. The Commission is looking into the 

long-term financial viability of the $2.89 billion 

railway, and more importantly, whether this pro-

ject had gone through public tenders stipulated 

by EU laws (Asia Times, April 4; First Financial 

News (Shanghai), March 1; Ming Pao (Hong 

Kong), February 2). The Belgrade-Budapest rail-

road is part of an ambitious China-Europe Land-

Sea Fast Transport Route that will link western 

Chinese cities all the way to the Greek port of 

Piraeus, which is partly owned by Chinese inter-

ests (English.Gov.cn, February 8; China Daily, 

February 8). Cui Hongjian, a Europe expert at the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs-administered China 

Institute of International Studies, has indirectly 

attributed the investigation to Brussel’s political 

distrust of China. Cui argued that the European 

Commission “harbors a relatively contradictory 

mentality regarding Chinese participation” in 

large-scale infrastructure projects in the EU (Ta 

Kung Pao [Hong Kong], February 22; Global 

Times, February 21).  

 

According to a People’s Daily commentary By 

Zhou Hanmin (周汉民), the OBOR is not only an 

effort to “tell the China story well and spread 

China’s message properly” but also an attempt 

to build up a “community of destiny” with na-

tions, particularly those in the developing world. 

The commentator also noted that the OBOR was 

intimately connected with President Xi’s Chinese 

Dream, one of whose key goals is that the coun-

try would emerge as a superpower by 2049, the 

centenary of the establishment of the People’s 

Republic of China (People’s Daily, April 6). There 

is no denying, however, the fact that the over-

arching ambition evinced by the OBOR scheme 

has raised the suspicion of rich and poor coun-

tries alike that it is primarily a Chinese exercise 

in self-aggrandizement of unprecedented pro-

portions. Moscow is said to be unhappy that 

thanks to Beijing’s generous financial and tech-

nological aid to Central Asia, China is about to 

displace Russia as the dominant influence 

among several former client states of the Soviet 

Union. In the eyes of New Delhi, Beijing’s invest-

ments in civilian and military ports in Sri Lanka, 

Bangladesh, Pakistan, Myanmar and the Mal-

dives constitute a “string of pearls” containment 

policy against India (South China Morning Post, 

March 6; Asia Times, February 2, The Asan Forum 

[Korea], December 16). Western Europe politi-

cians have expressed misgivings about China’s 

apparent “divide and rule” tactics toward the EU, 

which could be accomplished through its tight 

embrace of the 16 Central and Eastern European 

countries (European Council on Foreign Rela-

tions, December 14, 2016; European Institute for 

Asian Affairs, January 2014). 

 

Security Overstretch  

 

Apart from OBOR, the most obvious area where 

Beijing may have gone overboard in power pro-

jection is its pugilistic posture in the South China 

Sea and the East China Sea. The construction of 

air and naval bases on reclaimed South China 

Sea islets whose sovereignty is contested by sev-

eral ASEAN members has raised the possibility 

http://www.atimes.com/chinas-obor-expansion-faces-geopolitical-scrutiny-eu/
http://www.yicai.com/news/5236728.html
http://www.yicai.com/news/5236728.html
http://news.mingpao.com/pns/dailynews/web_tc/article/20170222/s00013/14877009398
http://news.mingpao.com/pns/dailynews/web_tc/article/20170222/s00013/14877009398
http://english.gov.cn/news/international_exchanges/2017/02/08/content_281475562158030.htm
http://finance.takungpao.com/dujia/2017-02/3423732.html
http://finance.takungpao.com/dujia/2017-02/3423732.html
http://news.sina.com.cn/o/2017-02-21/doc-ifyarref6276168.shtml
http://news.sina.com.cn/o/2017-02-21/doc-ifyarref6276168.shtml
http://opinion.huanqiu.com/plrd/2017-04/10433159.html
http://www.scmp.com/culture/books/article/2076345/why-xi-jinpings-trade-initiative-hasnt-bought-china-affection
http://www.atimes.com/article/game-changers-ahead-long-maritime-silk-road/
http://www.theasanforum.org/caught-between-two-big-powers-central-asia-under-the-weight-of-russian-and-chinese-influence/
http://www.theasanforum.org/caught-between-two-big-powers-central-asia-under-the-weight-of-russian-and-chinese-influence/
http://www.ecfr.eu/publications/summary/chinas_investment_in_influence_the_future_of_161_cooperation7204
http://www.ecfr.eu/publications/summary/chinas_investment_in_influence_the_future_of_161_cooperation7204
http://www.eias.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/EU-Asia-at-a-glance-Richard-Turcsanyi-China-CEE.pdf
http://www.eias.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/EU-Asia-at-a-glance-Richard-Turcsanyi-China-CEE.pdf
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of at least small-scale skirmishes between the 

Chinese armed forces on the one hand, and 

those of the U.S. and its Asian allies on the other. 

According to Shi Yinhong, a balance must be 

struck between upholding sovereign rights and 

maintaining stability. The respected academic 

argued that from 2012 to late 2014, Beijing suc-

cessfully focused on projecting military power in 

regional flashpoints. “If [the PLA] did a lot in up-

holding [sovereign] rights in the earlier period, 

we should in the forthcoming period do more in 

maintaining stability,” Shi noted. “[Beijing] needs 

to prevent the rapid development of strategic 

competition and confrontation between China 

and the U.S.,” he warned, adding that the Chi-

nese leadership should continue to improve re-

lations with ASEAN members that have oceanic 

interests.  

 

There are, however, no indication that the CCP 

leadership will tone down its aggressive military 

posture. While meeting the commanders of 84 

newly reconstructed PLA units in mid-April, Xi, 

who is Chairman of the policy-setting Central 

Military Commission, called upon officers and 

soldiers to “prepare for warfare at any time” and 

to “uphold [high] standards of combat power.” 

That commander-in-chief Xi is determined to 

use military means to buttress the country’s 

global geopolitical putsch was demonstrated 

when he went in late April on an inspection trip 

to a Dalian shipyard that was building China’s 

second aircraft carrier (Ming Pao, April 23; Min-

istry of Defense, April 18). 

 

Conclusion 

 

That China’s reliance on the no-holds-barred 

flexing of military and economic muscle might 

not go down well with established powers par-

ticularly in the Western world is demonstrated 

by the fact that only one government leader 

from Europe –Italian Prime Minister Paolo Gen-

tiloni—will be attending the OBOR international 

forum. This is despite the fact that Beijing has 

issued invitations to the leaders of more than 

100 countries to attend what Chinese media call 

China’s biggest show for 2017 (Zhejiang Eco-

nomic Net, April 19; VOA news, April 18). Since 

coming to power in late 2012, Xi has repeatedly 

spun out bold and all-encompassing visions and 

schemes such as the Chinese Dream, the OBOR 

game plan, as well as a 65- point directive on 

“comprehensively deepening reforms.” While 

these grand strategies have enabled Xi to amass 

power at unprecedented speed, the onus is on 

the “core leader” to prove that he can actually 

deliver on both his domestic and international 

pledges. After all, “strategic overdraft” could 

mean not only more indebtedness for govern-

ment coffers and banks but also result in stoking 

the flames of the “China threat” theory in coun-

tries ranging from India and Japan to ASEAN 

members with territorial rows with China.  

 

Notes  

1. See also Shi Yinhong, “Prudence Crucial 

for the One-Belt-One-Road Initiative,” in 

Shao Binhong, ed. Looking for a Road: 

China Debates Its and the World’s Future, 

Brill Books, 2016, pp 203-210. 

 

*** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://premium.mingpao.com/cfm/Content_News.cfm?Channel=ca&Path=33684606411/caa1.cfm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/shouye/2017-04/18/content_4778668.htm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/shouye/2017-04/18/content_4778668.htm
http://www.zjs.org.cn/qq/20170419/0419207092.html
http://www.zjs.org.cn/qq/20170419/0419207092.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/few-from-west-to-attend-china-one-belt-one-road-obor-conference/3815447.html
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What is Known and Unknown 

about Changes to the PLA’s 

Ground Combat Units 
Dennis J. Blasko 

 

The long-awaited changes in the operational 

and tactical units of the People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) have begun with a formal announce-

ment by President Xi Jinping in April 2017. After 

initiating major reforms in late 2015 and 

throughout 2016, the Central Military Commis-

sion (CMC), service headquarters, and military 

regions (now theater commands) have been re-

organized resulting in the reallocation of many 

personnel and the demobilization of an un-

known number of active duty personnel. But, as 

part of the ongoing 300,000 man reduction, 

even larger cuts in personnel will follow as head-

quarters and units at corps/army-level and be-

low are eliminated, re-subordinated, or restruc-

tured. 

 

By 2020, when the structural changes now un-

derway are scheduled for completion, the PLA 

should number two million active duty person-

nel. Though the reforms since 2015 are the most 

significant set of changes for the PLA since the 

1950s, they are but an intermediate step, the 

2020 milestone, in the PLA’s “three-step devel-

opment strategy” initially announced in 2006. 

The strategy’s final goal was modified in 2008 

and defined as “reach[ing] the goal of moderni-

zation of national defense and armed forces by 

the mid-21st century.” [1] As such, more adjust-

ments to the PLA’s structure and capabilities can 

be expected over the next three decades as 

technology improves and China’s domestic and 

the international situations change. Throughout 

this process the reforms will be evaluated to de-

termine if they meet the objectives of building a 

strong military to defend China’s core security 

requirements, capable of deterring and winning 

informationized wars, and accomplishing a vari-

ety of military operations other than war such as 

anti-terrorism, internal stability maintenance, 

disaster relief, and international peacekeeping 

and humanitarian relief operations (MOD, May 

26, 2015). 

 

After a general introduction to the recently an-

nounced reforms, reported developments to in 

the Marines and Airborne forces will be ad-

dressed. 

 

The Announcement of “84 Corps-level Units” 

 

In April 2017, President Xi Jinping made the first 

general reference to a new set of operational re-

structurings when he spoke of the adjustment 

and establishment of “84 corps-level units” 

(ChinaMil, April 18). However, he provided no 

further details and did not define what a “corps-

level unit” is, nor did he indicate how these units 

are distributed among the four services, Army, 

Navy, Air Force, and Rocket Force, and the newly 

established Strategic Support Force and Joint 

Logistics Support Force. 

 

Previously, foreign analysts considered “corps-

level units” to include the Army’s 18 group ar-

mies, the Tianjin, Shanghai, and Chongqing Gar-

rison commands, and most of the provincial Mil-

itary Districts (MD), except for the Beijing Garri-

son and the Tibet and Xinjiang MDs. [2] In the 

Navy, these units included the three fleet Naval 

Aviation Headquarters and multiple commands, 

such as the Yulin, Fujian, Lushun, and two sub-

marine bases. For the Air Force, they included 

the 15th Airborne Corps, the Shanghai, Nanning, 

Urumqi, and Dalian Air Force Bases, and several 

regional command posts. In the Rocket Force, 

they included the six numbered bases (51-56) 

http://www.china.org.cn/china/2015-05/26/content_35661433.htm
http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/view/2017-04/18/content_7567179.htm


ChinaBrief                                                      May 11, 2017 

 6 

that command launch brigades and an engi-

neering command. [3] The new Strategic Sup-

port Force also likely commands multiple bases 

involved with space launch and tracking and 

cyber and information operations formerly un-

der the control of the four General Departments. 

 

Shortly after Xi’s announcement, the Hong 

Kong-based Ming Pao newspaper estimated the 

new 84 “corps-level units” will include 15 Army 

organizations (including 13 group armies and 

two experimental bases) and 28 provincial Mili-

tary Districts; 10 naval headquarters including 

three fleet Naval Aviation Headquarters, five ba-

ses, an experimental base and a new Marine 

headquarters; 12 Air Force units including 10 ba-

ses, an experimental base, and the 15th Air-

borne; seven launch brigades and two additional 

bases in the Rocket Force; and seven space-af-

filiated and three cyber and information bases in 

the Strategic Support Force (Ming Pao, April 20). 

To date, the official Chinese media has been 

slow in providing details about Xi’s announce-

ment (though new developments are men-

tioned almost daily). For the past few months 

presumably as the changes to the 84 “corps-

level units” were beginning, official PLA press re-

ports referred only to “a unit [or type of unit] of 

a certain Theater Command” in contrast to the 

practice since 2013 of frequently identifying the 

group army to which the unit belongs. 

 

Theater Command Service Headquarters 

 

When the seven military regions were abolished 

and five new joint theater commands (TC) estab-

lished, another set of new organizations was also 

created: in each of the TCs a Theater Command 

Army headquarters was established, as well as 

TC Navy and TC Air Force headquarters. No TC 

Rocket Force headquarters were formed. The 

new TC Army headquarters largely perform the 

same functions as the Navy’s three fleets and the 

Air Force’s military region air forces did under 

the previous structure. [4] Under the principle 

that the “CMC takes charge of the overall admin-

istration, Theater Commands focus on combat, 

military services focus on construction,” the TC 

Service headquarters operate under a dual 

chain-of-command, reporting in parallel to both 

their joint regional TC headquarters and their 

service headquarters in Beijing. 

 

TC Service headquarters, not the TCs them-

selves, perform direct command over the oper-

ational units of their service located in the area 

of responsibility of the TC. In that manner, oper-

ational units have only a single chain-of-com-

mand directly to their TC Service headquarters. 

The TC Service headquarters are responsible for 

passing orders down to units from both their TC 

and service headquarters and likewise keeping 

both higher headquarters informed of the status 

and operations of their units. Having operated 

under a similar structure in the former military 

region system, TC Navy and Air Force headquar-

ters should be accustomed to working under 

such a dual chain-of-command, but this setup is 

new for the Army, where previously units re-

ported to military region headquarters because 

there was no national-level Army headquarters. 

It is likely that it will take some time for the new 

system to be perfected among the joint TC 

headquarters, TC Army headquarters, and Army 

headquarters as all organizations must learn 

how to interact with each other and train their 

staffs to perform their tasks efficiently. 

 

Additionally, TC Army headquarters have re-

sponsibilities that are not obvious from the ini-

tial announcement of their formation. 

 

 

 

http://www.mingpaocanada.com/tor/htm/News/20170420/tcab1_r.htm
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The Army 

 

During personnel reductions and structural re-

forms in the mid-1980s, 24 group armies were 

formed. These combined arms formations usu-

ally consisted of several infantry and armored di-

visions supported by artillery, anti-aircraft, engi-

neer, communications, and other support ele-

ments and were distributed unevenly among the 

seven military regions. Prior to the force reduc-

tion of 1997, Army mobile combat units in-

cluded over 100 infantry and armored divisions, 

but only approximately 20 infantry and armored 

brigades and only about seven each Army Avia-

tion and Special Operations Force (SOF) units. 

[5] By the end of the 2003 reduction, the num-

ber of group army headquarters had been cut 

by six to 18, a number that remained constant 

until 2017. In the course of these reductions, 

many divisions were eliminated or transformed 

into brigades (at first one brigade per division, 

then in recent years two brigades per division), 

14 were transferred to the People’s Armed Po-

lice, one was re-subordinated to the Navy to be-

come the second Marine brigade, and several 

were sent to the reserve force. [6] Some units 

from disbanded group armies were reassigned 

to new headquarters. 

 

As a result, only two (the 40th and 47th) of the 

18 group armies had similar compositions of in-

fantry and armored units. [7] All others were 

uniquely configured, as were the independent 

combat units assigned to the Beijing Garrison 

Command, Xinjiang MD, and Tibet MD. In early 

2017, the number of operational maneuver 

Army units assigned to group armies, along with 

independent units, was estimated to include a 

total of approximately 21 divisions (20 infantry 

of various types and one armored), 65 brigades 

(48 infantry and 17 armored), 12 Army Aviation 

units (seven brigades and five regiments), and 

11 SOF units (nine brigades and two regiments; 

additionally, some divisions and brigades com-

mand smaller SOF units at battalion-level or be-

low). About half the infantry divisions and bri-

gades were classified as mechanized, either 

heavy or light, while the remainder of infantry 

units were considered motorized, with about 

four or five classified as mountain infantry bri-

gades. Only six group armies and the Xinjiang 

and Tibet MDs had both an Army Aviation unit 

and an SOF unit. The decline in divisions over 

these two decades was as dramatic as was the 

rise in the number of brigades and Army Avia-

tion and SOF units. 

 

In late April 2017, the Ministry of National De-

fense spokesman confirmed that the former 18 

group armies would be reduced to 13 and re-

numbered from 71 to 83 (ChinaMil, April 28). [8] 

This numbering scheme was selected to make a 

break from past designations, as from 1927 until 

now the PLA had assigned the numbers 1 

through 70 to its corps/armies. Many personnel 

from the four disestablished group army head-

quarters probably will be demobilized or retired, 

while others reassigned to remaining headquar-

ters. 

 

The Ming Pao newspaper made the following as-

sociations between old and new designators 

and grouped them according to TCs as seen in 

the table below (Ming Pao April 11). So far, this 

schema has proven accurate, though many de-

tails of the leadership, location, and composition 

of the units assigned to the new group armies 

have not been made public. The only Theater 

Command not to have any of its group armies 

eliminated is the Eastern TC opposite Taiwan. 

 

http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/view/2017-04/28/content_7582014.htm
http://www.mingpaocanada.com/tor/htm/News/20170411/tcab1_r.htm
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According to the author’s understanding of the 

pre-reform ground order-of-battle, the five dis-

banded group armies were comprised of the fol-

lowing infantry and armored units: 

 

 14th GA: one mechanized infantry bri-

gade, one motorized infantry brigade, 

one or two mountain infantry brigades, 

and one armored brigade 

 47th GA: one mechanized infantry bri-

gade, two motorized infantry brigades, 

and one armored brigade 

 40th GA: one mechanized infantry bri-

gade, two motorized infantry brigades, 

and one armored brigade  

 20th GA: two mechanized infantry bri-

gades and one armored brigade 

 27th GA: two mechanized infantry 

brigades, two motorized infantry 

brigades, and one armored brigade 

 

In total, approximately 16 infantry 

brigades of all types and five ar-

mored brigades are affected by the 

reductions, along with an artillery 

brigade, air defense brigade, and a 

variety of engineer, communication, 

chemical defense, and logistics units 

for each group army. Some of these 

units may be dissolved completely 

(most likely those with older equip-

ment and any newer equipment 

transferred to other units to replace 

their old weaponry), others may be 

reassigned to other headquarters, 

some may be transformed into dif-

ferent types of units, assigned to the 

reserve force, and some are likely to 

be transferred the other services. 

Additionally, personnel billets from 

the Army could be cut and applied 

to the other services to better balance the pro-

portion of personnel among the services. 

 

Significantly, none of the disbanded group ar-

mies were assigned either an Army Aviation or 

SOF unit and the only two group armies with 

the same composition of infantry and armored 

units were disbanded. We do not know if the 

Chinese intend to standardize the organization 

of group armies during this period of reform. To 

do so would require the elimination of all re-

maining divisions or the transfer of several divi-

sions from one group army to another. It seems 

likely, however, that all group armies eventually 

will be assigned both an Army Aviation and an 

SOF brigade and additional support units. 
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Military Districts 

 

Under the former military region structure, the 

provincial MDs were under the command of the 

military region headquarters and commanded 

Military Sub-districts (MSD)/garrisons and 

county and grassroots People’s Armed Force 

Departments (PAFD). The MD headquarters 

themselves commanded reserve units in their 

provinces, while the MSDs/garrisons com-

manded border and coastal defense units. 

PAFDs commanded militia units. As part of the 

CMC organizational reform, the CMC National 

Defense Mobilization Department was given the 

responsibility for “leading and managing the 

provincial military commands” (81.cn, February 

4, 2016). Because their organization grade level 

was one step above the other provincial MDs, 

the Beijing Garrison and the Tibet and Xinjiang 

MDs were placed under the “management” of 

the national-level Army headquarters (ChinaMil, 

January 12, 2016; Pengpai, August 16, 2016). 

Pending clarification from official PLA sources, 

this arrangement probably means that these 

three headquarters report first to the TC Army 

headquarters in the area where they are as-

signed before reporting to Army headquarters 

in Beijing. However, MD headquarters are no 

longer commanded only by Army officers: an Air 

Force major general was reported to have taken 

command of Henan MD in April (Pengpai, April 

12). 

 

Moreover, a few isolated but important reports 

suggest that the MDs have been removed from 

the chain-of-command for border and coastal 

defense units. A report from Heilongjiang states 

that border defense units are being transferred 

to Army command and a separate report indi-

cates that coastal defense units in Shantou have 

been transferred to Army command  

(Guangming, April 1; Pengpai, April 1). Both 

Army headquarters in Beijing and TC Army 

headquarters have a “Border and Coastal De-

fense Bureau/Division” within their respective 

Staff Departments, which would provide 

command to the many dozens of border and 

coastal defense units. One other report has 

noted a Guangdong Reserve Division also being 

transferred to the Army, but no mobilization 

staff organizations have been identified (yet) in 

either Army headquarters or TC Army headquar-

ters to oversee reserve unit activities (Pengpai, 

April 7). 

 

Changes to the responsibilities of the MD chain-

of-command will probably result in MD and 

MSD headquarters having their staff structures 

modified and the number of officers assigned to 

these organizations reduced significantly. These 

headquarters and units are composed of a large 

number of personnel and could be greatly cut 

potentially reaping efficiencies brought about 

by better communications and transportation 

within the provinces. 

 

Marines 

 

Prior to the current organizational reforms, the 

Navy had two Marine brigades estimated with 

approximately 6,000 personnel each, based only 

in the South Sea Fleet. In recent weeks there 

have been many reports predicting a massive 

expansion of the Marine force, potentially up to 

100,000 or more. One Army brigade, the 77th 

Motorized Infantry Brigade, stationed in Shan-

dong in the Northern TC, already has been re-

ported as being transferred to the Marines (but 

has not been confirmed by official Chinese 

sources) (China Topix, March 16). If true, this de-

velopment suggests the creation of a Marine or-

ganization in the North Sea Fleet. 

 

http://www.81.cn/zgyby/2016-02/04/content_6899576.htm
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/china-military-news/2016-01/12/content_6854444.htm
http://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1514876
http://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1660971
http://pic.gmw.cn/channelplay/12052/5300867/0/0.html
http://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1653214
http://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1656910
http://www.chinatopix.com/articles/112482/20170316/china-strengthening-peoples-liberation-army-navy-marine-corps-expense.htm#ixzz4gPhoysL5
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Some of this reporting is dubious as it refers to 

six brigades comprising the 100,000 person 

force. That would equate to over 16,000 person-

nel per brigade, 10,000 more than the current 

strength of a Marine brigade, and larger than an 

Army division. Other suspicious details include 

that this will “boost [the Navy’s] strength to 

270,000 personnel from the existing 235,000.” 

This obviously could not include a 100,000-man 

Marine expansion, though increasing the size of 

the Navy (not only the Marines) is expected. 

 

A more sober recommendation for the Marine 

force was written by Army Major General An 

Weiping who suggested forming a Marine for-

mation in each of the three fleets composed of 

a Marine brigade, aviation brigade, support bri-

gade, and SOF brigade (China Information Secu-

rity, January 7). The three additional brigades 

would likely be much smaller than the Marine 

brigade and would most efficiently come from 

the Army. Such a structure would probably num-

ber around 40,000 personnel, which would be 

approximately the size of a corps, and require a 

headquarters (such as is mentioned in the May 

20th Ming Pao article). 

 

Another option for increasing the size of the Ma-

rines would be to transfer one or both of the two 

designated Army Amphibious Infantry Divisions 

to the Navy and convert them to brigades. Re-

gardless of how it is done, the Marines are likely 

to increase in size. This will require the Navy to 

concurrently build a much larger force of sea-

going amphibious ships, such as the Type 071 

LPD or other large ships capable of handling 

Marines, landing and/or air-cushion vessels, and 

helicopters, such as the reported Type 075 under 

construction (Global Times, May 9). 

 

The only official word from the Ministry of Na-

tional Defense about the Marines has been: “At 

present, the relevant reform measures including 

the adjustment of the Marine Corps are pressing 

ahead steadily according to plan” (ChinaMil, 

March 31). 

 

Airborne 

 

There have been unconfirmed reports of ex-

panding the 15th Airborne Corps by converting 

its three divisions to two brigades each and add-

ing an organic aviation brigade, support bri-

gade, and SOF brigade (a support structure 

much like An Weiping’s suggestion for the Ma-

rines) (China Defense Blog, April 29). While that 

specific structure has yet to be seen, there have 

been multiple reports of unspecified types of 

Airborne brigades in recent weeks (for example 

see 81.cn, April 28; CNTV, April 29). Similarly, an 

expanded Airborne force will require many more 

long-distance heavy-lift transports—like the Y-

20—than are currently in the Air Force’s inven-

tory. 

 

Implications 

 

Changes to the orders-of-battle for the Army, 

Marines, and Airborne as mentioned above have 

many implications for future PLA capabilities 

and operations. First, none of these changes will 

happen overnight. People and units will be 

transferred to different locations and units will 

have to learn to work with headquarters and 

units they have never worked with before. This 

will certainly cause anxiety and tension for many 

soldiers and leaders. Modifications to what 

seemed like good ideas on paper are inevitable. 

 

Fewer Army units will allow for increased levels 

of field training, such as seen in the trans-re-

gional exercises of the past decade. The fewer 

troops spread further apart would be expected 

to be trained and ready to move long distances 

http://cnitsec.org/index.php/index/articontent/menuid/61/tabid/113/id/3648/type/0.html
http://cnitsec.org/index.php/index/articontent/menuid/61/tabid/113/id/3648/type/0.html
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1046052.shtml
http://english.chinamil.com.cn/view/2017-03/31/content_7545914.htm
https://china-defense.blogspot.com/2017/04/15th-airborne-corps-new-orbat.html
http://www.81.cn/tzjy/2017-04/28/content_7582148.htm
http://tv.cntv.cn/video/C10334/251ae6087736452d8ad72df1f8da9933
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to reinforce units in other regions. All units must 

be prepared to operate on short notice in new 

locales and coordinate with unfamiliar head-

quarters and units. In addition to Navy and Air 

Force units training outside China’s borders, ad-

ditional Army exercises in foreign countries are 

likely. More training with more advanced equip-

ment also means more wear and tear on equip-

ment and more time and expense for mainte-

nance. But a smaller number of units requires 

less new equipment than the larger Army of pre-

vious generations. Newer, higher-technology 

equipment requires more highly educated, 

trained, and motivated personnel, who remain in 

service for longer periods of time, than in dec-

ades past. The PLA’s professional military educa-

tion system will also undergo many changes to 

prepare officers and NCOs for their more ad-

vanced and complex assignments. 

 

A smaller Army means that its proportion of the 

defense budget will probably decrease, even as 

levels of funding continue to rise. Currently, the 

relative personnel strength of the services to 

each other is unknown as is the distribution of 

funding among the services. Nonetheless, even 

as the Army gets smaller, it will likely be the larg-

est of the services. But breaking the “Big Army” 

concept is an essential requirement in trans-

forming the PLA to conduct maritime operations 

farther from China and aerospace operations in 

support of all PLA campaigns. 

 

If the expansion of the Marines and Airborne 

comes to fruition, the PLA’s potential for expe-

ditionary operations will increase significantly 

(pending the construction of the sea- and air-lift 

to move them beyond China’s borders). Expedi-

tionary missions will strain existing PLA logistics 

capabilities, a problem that the Joint Logistics 

Support Force, in part, is intended to resolve. But 

new operating concepts will be necessary, such 

as logistics bases outside of China. Likewise, 

these operations demand levels of command 

and control, intelligence, space, and mapping 

support that now, to some extent, are consoli-

dated in the new Strategic Support Force. More 

developments in these fields will undoubtedly 

occur and the PLA’s tooth-to-tail ratio will 

change as additional support is necessary for 

distant operations. 

 

Conclusion 

 

No matter how functionally proficient these or-

ganizational changes and increased levels of 

training make the PLA’s operational and tactical 

units, the quality of its joint TC, service head-

quarters, and unit staffs will be crucial for the 

planning, command, and control of campaigns. 

Success boils down to leadership in units and 

headquarters at all levels. Therefore, even as 

more changes to PLA organization are an-

nounced, it is likely there will be many more of-

ficial references to the critical self-evaluation 

first published in 2015: Some commanders 1) 

cannot judge the situation, 2) cannot under-

stand the intention of higher authorities, 3) can-

not make operational decisions, 4) cannot de-

ploy troops, and 5) cannot deal with unexpected 

situations (81.cn, January 22). As the PLA contin-

ues its modernization and reform, the greatest 

unknown is whether its leadership is ready for 

the new challenges ahead. 

 

Notes 

 

1. The State Council Information Office of 

the People’s Republic of China, “China’s 

National Defense in 2008,” January 2009 

http://eng.mod.gov.cn/publica-

tions/2017-04/11/content_4778231.htm. 

In 2006, the final goal was stated as “be-

ing capable of winning informationized 

file:///C:/Users/Peter%20Wood/Downloads/v
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/publications/2017-04/11/content_4778231.htm
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/publications/2017-04/11/content_4778231.htm
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wars”; however, in the following two 

years, the PLA leadership probably real-

ized that by 2049 warfare would have 

changed substantially in nature from “in-

formationized wars” and thus left unde-

fined the precise form of war the PLA 

must be able to fight. 

2. When speaking of “corps-level units,” Xi 

probably was referring to organizations 

of both corps leader-grade and corps 

deputy-leader grade. 

3. United States Department of Defense, 

Defense Intelligence Agency, Directory of 

PRC Military Personalities, Washington 

DC, 2016, pp. xxxv, xxxvi, and 177. 

4. The three fleets, the North, East, and 

South Sea Fleets, remain functional as the 

TC Navy headquarters for their respective 

TCs. 

5. The spokesman called these formations 

“corps,” previously the Chinese used the 

term “combined corps.” 

6. Dennis J. Blasko, “The PLA Army/Ground 

Forces” in The PLA as Organization Refer-

ence Volume v2.0, eds. Kevin Pollpeter 

and Ken W. Allen, Defense Group Inc., 

2015 p. 263. Not all units, however, were 

manned and equipped at full strength 

and were therefore grouped into three 

levels of readiness categories. In addition 

to mobile combat units, the PLA posted 

scores of static border and coastal de-

fense units along China’s periphery. 

7. The remaining divisions also were re-

duced in size from their former Soviet or-

ganization model of four maneuver regi-

ments to three maneuver regiments per 

division. 

8. The order-of-battle details in this and fol-

lowing paragraphs are based on the au-

thor’s analysis of open Chinese sources; 

they are close to, but not exactly the 

same as, the numbers found in the 2016 

DOD report to Congress, The Military Bal-

ance 2017, and the 2016 Directory of PRC 

Military Personalities. 

 

*** 

 

The CMC General Office: Re-

centralizing Power in the PLA 
Joel Wuthnow  

 

One of the key themes of Xi Jinping’s attempts 

to reform the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is 

the need to recentralize power under the Central 

Military Commission (CMC), the PLA’s highest-

level decision-making organ which Xi has led 

since November 2012. The thinking is that PLA 

modernization previously stalled (and corrup-

tion flourished) because too much authority had 

been ceded to the four general departments, 

seven military regions, and other power centers 

in the PLA that were more interested in protect-

ing their own “vested interests” than in reform. 

Over the last few years, Xi has tried to restore 

power to the center in several ways: abolishing 

the general departments, increasing the auton-

omy of supervisory organs such as the Audit Of-

fice and the military legal system, and oversee-

ing a major anti-corruption campaign in the PLA. 

[1]  

 

Yet all these changes leave open a question: how 

does an 11-member CMC (not to mention Xi 

personally) exercise oversight over a 2.3 million-

person organization? An important part of the 

answer lies in the CMC General Office (CMC-

GO), which has provided staff support to CMC 

members since 1949. Though long a key admin-

istrative agent, the responsibility, and influence 

of the CMC-GO has grown as Xi has sought to 
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revitalize the CMC’s authority and assert his po-

sition as CMC chairman. Available evidence indi-

cates that that the CMC-GO has supported these 

goals in three ways: managing an enlarged CMC 

bureaucracy, providing trusted counsel to Xi, 

and carrying out new legal and propaganda 

roles. Its ability to carry out these missions is 

thus key to Xi’s ability to implement his larger 

reform program.  

 

Managing an Expanded Bureaucracy  

 

As with other general offices across the Party 

and state apparatus, the CMC-GO’s essential 

role is to provide staff support for senior leaders. 

Its official mission, according to the Ministry of 

National Defense, is to process “all CMC com-

munications and documents, coordinate meet-

ings, and convey orders and directives to other 

CMC subordinate sections.” [2] These are such 

indispensable functions that the CMC-GO was 

largely unaffected by historical events that dis-

rupted other parts of the PLA, such as the Cul-

tural Revolution and the large-scale military re-

structurings of the 1950s and 1980s. [3] Led by 

a director and several deputy directors, the 

CMC-GO originally carried out its duties from an 

office adjacent to the Zhongnanhai leadership 

compound before moving to the top floors of 

the Bayi (August 1st) building in 2000.  

 

Under Xi, the CMC-GO continues to serve as a 

liaison between the CMC, the four services, and 

the five new theater commands (TCs). Yet 

changes to the internal CMC structure under Xi’s 

leadership have placed new demands on the 

general office. In January 2016, Xi announced a 

new CMC organization composed of 15 depart-

ments, commissions, and offices. [4] These in-

cluded the successor organizations of the four 

general departments, as well as separate train-

ing, administration, and national defense mobi-

lization departments (previously under the Gen-

eral Staff Department). Supervisory organs like 

the Discipline Inspection Commission (previ-

ously under the General Political Department, 

GPD), and smaller offices responsible for niche 

areas such as strategic planning and foreign mil-

itary exchanges also appeared.  

 

Although these organizations are under nominal 

CMC oversight, in practice there is a need for a 

bureaucratic interface to provide coordination 

between the CMC members and subordinate 

departments. This is not only a practical require-

ment, given constraints on CMC members’ time 

and attention, but also helps to align the new 

CMC bureaucracy with the PLA’s existing grade 

structure. In particular, several of the new CMC 

offices (such as the Audit Office and the Office 

of International Military Cooperation) are two or 

more grade levels below the CMC and normally 

would be expected to report via an intermediary 

like the CMC-GO. [5] Serving this role gives the 

general office a significant ability to influence 

the relationship between CMC department di-

rectors and CMC members and to decide when 

and how information will be transmitted to and 

from senior leaders. Yet it also creates the re-

sponsibility of ensuring that CMC directives are 

being implemented by subordinate organiza-

tions.  

 

To increase the CMC-GO’s ability to control the 

bureaucracy, Xi has increased the status of its 

current director, Lieutenant General Qin 

Shengxiang (秦生祥). Two recent changes are 

worth noting. First, Qin has been dual-hatted as 

director of the CMC Reform and Organization 

Office, which helps develop and execute reform 

plans for the PLA (Pengpai, August 28, 2016). 

Second, Qin has been elevated in grade from TC 

Deputy Leader to TC Leader (Pengpai, February 

http://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1520531
http://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1626724
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25, 2017). This is significant both because it 

places Qin on the same or higher grade as all but 

four of the 15 CMC department directors, and 

because it raises the bureaucratic status of the 

CMC-GO itself to an unprecedented level. [6] 

These changes have led some to compare Qin’s 

influence to that of former CMC Secretary Gen-

eral Yang Baibing (Sing Tao Daily, January 12, 

2016). More symbolically, the CMC-GO is also 

listed first in protocol order, even ahead of the 

successors to the four general departments, 

which underscores its role in managing the new 

CMC organization (ChinaMil, January 11, 2016).   

 

Xi’s Eyes and Ears  

 

Another key function that the CMC-GO has 

played is providing trusted advice and infor-

mation to senior leaders. Deng Xiaoping and 

Jiang Zemin both placed long-time personal 

secretaries (秘书) in the CMC-GO to serve as 

their “eyes and ears” in the PLA. [7] Xi Jinping 

himself served as a secretary to then-Defense 

Minister Geng Biao in the CMC-GO between 

1979 and 1982. Although only in his 20s, Xi was 

likely deemed suitable because of the close re-

lationship between Geng and Xi’s father, Xi 

Zhongxun, during the anti-Japanese war. Later, 

Geng’s daughter recalled that “my father 

thought that Jinping was a very reliable young 

man, who studied hard” (People’s Daily, Decem-

ber 23, 2012). The experience also likely demon-

strated to Xi the critical roles played by the gen-

eral office.  

 

As a CMC leader, Xi followed Deng and Jiang’s 

example by appointing a close associate to a key 

CMC-GO post. Specifically, Zhong Shaojun (钟绍

军), who currently serves as one of the CMC-GO 

deputy directors and head of Xi’s personal CMC 

office, was formerly a civilian official who aided 

Xi when he was Zhejiang Party Secretary, and 

later as Shanghai Party Secretary (New York 

Times, September 30, 2015). After Xi was ap-

pointed CMC vice chairman in 2010, Zhong was 

given a military rank of senior colonel and 

placed in the CMC-GO; he was later promoted 

to Major General. Although Zhong maintains an 

extremely low public profile, rarely appearing in 

Chinese media reports, he is an important gate-

keeper and confidante to Xi on military matters.  

 

New Missions  

 

The CMC-GO also plays a role in a variety of 

other functional areas. Its policy research bureau 

(调研局) gained attention from 1987 to 1992 

when its then director, Li Jijun, published a num-

ber of influential papers on local war strategy. [8] 

That bureau remains a source of military advice; 

in 2016, Major General Cai Hongshuo, a senior 

researcher, was appointed deputy director of 

the experts’ committee of the CMC Leading 

Small Group on reform, chaired by Xi (Pengpai, 

July 28, 2016). The CMC-GO also oversees the 

PLA’s secrecy commission (保密委员会) that su-

pervises the PLA’s system of maintaining classi-

fied information. [9] Perhaps its most sensitive 

role is overseeing the Central Guards Bureau (警

卫局), which provides bodyguards for top Chi-

nese Communist Party and PLA officials and pro-

vides security for key sites. 

  

Over the last few years, the general office has 

assumed two additional roles designed to sup-

port the larger goal of recentralizing authority 

under the CMC. First is issuing military regula-

tions, which was a responsibility of the former 

General Political Department (GPD). [10] One 

PRC legal affairs expert explains that the CMC-

GO has the responsibility for “implementing the 

CMC chairman’s instructions,” meaning that the 

documents it issues “should have the power of 

military regulations” (Legal Daily, January 28, 

http://calgary.singtao.ca/198504/2016-01-12/post-%E8%BB%8D%E5%A7%94%E8%BE%A6%E5%85%AC%E5%BB%B3-%E6%AC%8A%E5%8A%9B%E4%B8%8A%E6%BC%B2/?variant=zh-hk
http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/news-channels/2016-01/11/content_6852857.htm
http://wap.chinaiiss.com/simple/view/4174891/all
https://sinosphere.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/09/30/the-gatekeeper-in-xi-jinpings-inner-circle/?_r=0
https://sinosphere.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/09/30/the-gatekeeper-in-xi-jinpings-inner-circle/?_r=0
http://www.thepaper.cn/baidu.jsp?contid=1505064
http://epaper.legaldaily.com.cn/fzrb/content/20160128/Articel09004GN.htm
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2016). For instance, a 2015 instruction, distrib-

uted “with the approval of CMC chairman Xi 

Jinping,” outlined new auditing procedures for 

the PLA, while a 2016 instruction required units 

to fulfill CMC-mandated training objectives  

(Jiefangjun Bao, February 10, 2015, Xinhua, De-

cember 28, 2016).   

  

A second new mission for the CMC-GO is in the 

area of propaganda. In the past, the CMC-GO 

did not play a notable propaganda role, ceding 

this function to the former GPD. Under Xi, how-

ever, the general office has issued a variety of 

circulars, most of them enjoining soldiers to 

carefully study Xi’s remarks on select topics. One 

2016 circular, for instance, drew attention to Xi’s 

remarks on the 80th anniversary of the Long 

March, while another encouraged PLA person-

nel to study Xi’s speech to cadres on the spirit of 

the 6th Plenum of the 18th Party Congress, 

which called on Party members, among other 

things, to “defend the core” (referring to Xi him-

self) (Xinhua, October 24, 2016, Xinhua, February 

26, 2017). [11] 

 

The common link in the CMC-GO’s recent activ-

ities in the legal and political arenas is the im-

perative to buttress Xi’s influence in the PLA. 

Major General Tian Yixiang, another CMC-GO 

deputy director, explained that the “number one 

work responsibility” of the general office is to 

“defend and implement the CMC chairman re-

sponsibility system” (Jiefangjun Bao, April 28, 

2016). The “CMC chairman responsibility sys-

tem” is a phrase popularized over the last few 

years that implies that ultimate authority over 

PLA affairs rests with Xi, rather than the CMC vice 

chairmen (who were granted significant auton-

omy under the Jiang and Hu administrations). 

[12] Issuing instructions under Xi’s name and 

publicizing Xi’s remarks on military topics is thus 

a way for the CMC-GO to carry out its duty to 

promote the role of the CMC chairman.    

 

Constraints   

 

Although the CMC-GO has played a significant 

role in returning authority to the CMC, and ele-

vating Xi’s status as CMC chairman in particular, 

there are a few key constraints on its influence. 

First, its expanded authority is largely contingent 

on its relationship with Xi. This has two implica-

tions: the general office’s influence could ebb if 

Xi’s successor decides to move power back to 

the former general departments or elsewhere in 

the PLA; and Xi could reduce the authority be-

stowed on the office’s leadership if he feels that 

they are no longer serving his interests (just as 

Deng Xiaoping removed Yang Baibing as head 

of the now-defunct CMC Secretariat in 1992). 

[13] 

 

Second, Xi’s ability to rely on confidantes in the 

CMC-GO to better understand developments in 

the PLA is limited. Zhong Shaojun himself is only 

one individual; it is unclear who Xi’s other 

trusted advisers in the general office are (though 

he certainly employs a cadre of lower-level per-

sonal secretaries). Xi does not, for instance, ap-

pear to have a longstanding personal relation-

ship with Qin Shengxiang, who previously over-

saw the GPD’s Organization Department. More-

over, Zhong himself does not have a long pedi-

gree of service in the PLA, which could limit his 

ability to grasp internal developments and 

transmit them to Xi.  

 

Third, attempts by the CMC-GO leadership to 

enforce compliance by subsidiary organizations 

could encounter bureaucratic resistance. There 

is already evidence of an effort by individuals 

who claim to be affiliated with the former GPD 

to undercut Qin Shengxiang’s influence by tying 

http://jz.chinamil.com.cn/n2014/tp/content_6348980.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2016-12/28/c_1120207271.htm
http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2016/10-24/8042065.shtml
http://news.xinhuanet.com/mil/2017-02/26/c_1120532105.htm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/topnews/2016-04/28/content_4651306.htm
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him to disgraced former CMC vice chairmen Guo 

Boxiong and Xu Caihou (Boxun, April 2014; 

Boxun, March 2017). This could indicate frustra-

tion with Qin’s expanded authority or the ways 

in which he has sought to use it. More broadly, 

any of the new CMC organizations could use 

common tactics, such as withholding embar-

rassing details on their performance, to circum-

vent the CMC-GO.  

 

Conclusion 

 

An important test of the CMC-GO’s ability to 

manage the CMC bureaucracy will come over 

the next few years as PLA reform deepens, in-

cluding through a planned 300,000-person 

downsizing, force structure adjustments, and a 

major PLA leadership turnover. Those changes 

will place added burdens on Xi and his fellow 

CMC members not only to effectively communi-

cate with the larger PLA, but also to understand 

and break through any bureaucratic logjams. 

The CMC-GO will place a key role in this respect 

by providing advice, reinforcing Xi’s status as 

CMC chairman, and managing the enlarged 

CMC bureaucracy. However, given its con-

straints, it is unclear that the office has the ability 

to fight and win battles against committed bu-

reaucratic foes.  
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*** 

 

Thinking the Unthinkable: 

Are American Organizations 

in China Ready for a Serious 

Crisis? 
Matt Brazil 

 

Since the 2016 General Election, American rela-

tions with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 

have followed a rollercoaster-like trajectory. 

Days before his inauguration, President Trump 

briefly reversed decades of predictable Ameri-

can conduct in a telephone conversation with 

Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen and hinted a de-

parture from the “one China policy,” 

(CNA.com.tw, December 3, 2016; Reuters, Janu-

ary 12). During his confirmation hearings, Secre-

tary of State Rex Tillerson proposed blocking ac-

cess to China’s artificial islands in the South 

China Sea and triggered an outraged response 

from Beijing (C-SPAN, January 11, Global Times, 

January 13).  

 

Then came the public reversals. With little expla-

nation, Trump endorsed “One China” during his 

call with Chinese President Xi Jinping in early 

February (Xinhuanet, February 10). PRC Prime 

Minister Li Keqiang subsequently expressed op-

timism about the U.S.-China relationship in the 

lead up to the Xi-Trump meeting in early April 

(XinhuaNet and New York Times, March 15). 

During Secretary of State Tillerson’s visit to Bei-

jing a week later, he adopted Chinese phraseol-

ogy to describe the bilateral relationship, some-

thing that previous U.S. administrations had 

carefully avoided (Xinhuanet and Washington 

Post, March 19). 

 

If this was solace for some who seek signs of sta-

bility in this important bilateral relationship, the 

events that followed betrayed potential for fu-

ture instability . The new American president ap-

pears committed to punishing China for its trade 

surplus, and the U.S. Navy plans to enhance 

“freedom of navigation operations” near China’s 

artificial islands in the South China Sea (Navy 

Times, February 12). Meanwhile, early Chinese 

objections to American THAAD anti-missile de-

fenses in South Korea became a hotter topic 

with their rushed deployment in March, and 

April brought disquiet to Chinese policymakers 

in the form of the U.S. missile strike against Syria 

and the deployment of the USS Carl Vinson 

strike group to Northeast Asia (Hangzhou Mili-

tary television, July 11; China Daily, March 15; 

Navy Times, April 9). Trump now views Chinese 

assistance with North Korea as essential.  

http://www.cna.com.tw/news/firstnews/201612030038-1.aspx
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-china-idUSKBN1400TY
https://www.c-span.org/video/?421335-1/secretary-state-nominee-rex-tillerson-testifies-confirmation-hearing&start=2847
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1028568.shtml
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-02/10/c_1120444690.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017lh/2017-03/15/c_1120630436.htm
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/15/world/asia/china-us-li-keqiang-press-conference.html?emc=edit_tnt_20170315&nlid=19369282&tntemail0=y&_r=0
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-03/19/c_1120653939.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/in-china-debut-tillerson-offers-reassurance-receives-praise/2017/03/19/62094abc-0c66-11e7-8884-96e6a6713f4b_story.html?utm_term=.d53a7ed4ea2b
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/in-china-debut-tillerson-offers-reassurance-receives-praise/2017/03/19/62094abc-0c66-11e7-8884-96e6a6713f4b_story.html?utm_term=.d53a7ed4ea2b
https://www.navytimes.com/articles/navy-south-china-sea
https://www.navytimes.com/articles/navy-south-china-sea
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NX8_K6MDo-8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NX8_K6MDo-8
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/2017-03/15/content_28561064.htm
https://www.navytimes.com/articles/korea-crisis-deepens-as-the-us-dispatches-the-carl-vinson-strike-group-to-the-region?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=New%20Campaign&utm_term=%2ASituation%20Report
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As if to underline the potential for instability, a 

recent speech by the popular military commen-

tator Jin Yinan indicates that Chinese military 

planners view the Trump presidency as a less 

than serious threat to their plans for changing 

the balance of power in the Western Pacific. [1]  

 

This dizzying ride comes at the end of an ex-

tended downturn in Sino-American ties and es-

calating risk to foreign organizations in the PRC 

(China Brief, October 5, 2012, and May 11). If a 

serious bilateral crisis develops between China 

and the U.S. or with a number of other potential 

antagonists—notably Taiwan, Japan, South Ko-

rea, Vietnam, Britain, Australia, and Canada—

their nationals in China may become unaccept-

ably vulnerable to expulsion or detention.  

 

This article focuses mainly on foreign business-

people in China, due to their large number and 

the legal “duty of care” shouldered by corporate 

employers (SHRM.org, 2010; Internation-

alSOS.com, 2016). However, roughly half the for-

eigners in China are students, who along with 

tourists, missionaries, employees of non-gov-

ernment organizations (NGOs), and diplomats, 

would face similar risks based on nationality (In-

stitute of International Education, 2016). 

 

The Chinese Communist Factor in the “Big 

Emerging Market” [2] 

 

Ninety percent of American businesses recently 

surveyed still report profitability in China, 

though 80 percent reported feeling 

unwelcomed (U.S.-China Business Council 2016 

Membership Survey).  Moreover, American busi-

ness leaders are less optimistic overall, citing an-

imosity of the host government, slower growth, 

and investment barriers (Bloomberg, April 18). 

Since companies are in business to make money, 

most invested in China will likely react to uncer-

tainty by choosing a standard “wait and see” ap-

proach in 2017: stay put but slow expansion, 

control hiring and travel, and reexamine security. 

These are all familiar steps for business any-

where when risk escalates.  

 

However, unlike most other nations that attract 

multinational corporate investment and offer a 

growing consumer market, the PRC is ruled by a 

huge, 88 million member entity— the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP). It has the dominant role 

in the economy, assists “national champions” to 

compete against foreign firms with the help of 

government regulators, wields an intrusive and 

powerful security apparatus, lavishly funds pro-

grams to covertly acquire foreign high technol-

ogy, is engaged in a widespread purge against 

corruption within, and has successfully culti-

vated a widespread popular suspicion of the 

U.S., Japan and certain other nations. Despite 

China’s relatively low crime rate, the CCP’s pro-

gram presents an atypically high-risk profile for 

resident and visiting foreigners, be they tourists, 

business people, students, missionaries, diplo-

mats, or others.  

 

American people and assets in the China may be 

more in at risk this year than at any time since 

1989 (China Brief, May 11, 2016). Official and 

popular suspicion of foreigners is also reflected 

in China’s continuing anti-spy campaign that 

urges citizens to report suspected espionage ac-

tivity in exchange for large potential rewards 

(Beijing Ribao and BBC, April 10; Chinese State 

Security video via SCMP, April 12). Though these 

and other signs of a declining U.S.-China rela-

tionship are easy to observe in the headlines, 

some American organizations with exposure 

there remain less than prepared for a real crisis 

and may overestimate the ability of the U.S. 

Government to assist them in an emergency.  

https://jamestown.org/program/foreign-businesses-in-china-out-on-a-limb/
https://jamestown.org/program/addressing-rising-business-risk-in-china/
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/risk-management/pages/protect-expat-workers-overseas.aspx
https://www.internationalsos.com/duty-of-care
https://www.internationalsos.com/duty-of-care
http://www.iie.org/Services/Project-Atlas/China/International-Students-In-China#.WKTQKhLysU2
http://www.iie.org/Services/Project-Atlas/China/International-Students-In-China#.WKTQKhLysU2
https://www.uschina.org/reports/uscbc-2016-member-company-survey
https://www.uschina.org/reports/uscbc-2016-member-company-survey
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-04-18/amcham-says-u-s-firms-in-china-face-worst-conditions-in-decades?utm_source=The+Sinocism+China+Newsletter&utm_campaign=4b9416355f-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_04_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_171f237867-4b9416355f-29623605&mc_cid=4b9416355f&mc_eid=fc1a468ee0
https://jamestown.org/program/addressing-rising-business-risk-in-china/
http://bjrb.bjd.com.cn/html/2017-04/10/content_124418.htm
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-39550673
http://www.scmp.com/video/china/2086742/beijingers-urged-report-foreign-spies-500000-yuan-reward
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Lack of Preparedness 

 

Major demonstrations and anti-foreign violence 

are assumed risks in international business, but 

the history of the People’s Republic since 1949 

carries many examples of mass action being 

purposely driven or encouraged by the central 

government. Demonstrations and mob violence, 

not to mention arbitrary detention, remain part 

of the CCP’s toolbox. If foreigners became en-

dangered in a deteriorating scenario and their 

home country agencies were called upon to as-

sist a mass evacuation of stranded citizens, such 

a mission would likely prove impossible without 

generous, and rapid, host government (read 

CCP and military) cooperation.  

 

Interviews with security experts with extensive 

China experience and broad knowledge of in-

dustry trends indicate that some foreign firms in 

China have extensive plans in place to remove 

their non-Chinese employees and dependents 

in an emergency. The most prepared have a 

clear and rehearsed emergency evacuation plan, 

briefings to employees, and seats reserved in 

advance, via “evacuation insurance,” on char-

tered aircraft.  

 

However, these same experts say that many or 

most firms do not go beyond an ad hoc, inci-

dent-by-incident approach and eschew detailed 

preparations. In the words of one well-informed 

security executive, if a mass evacuation were 

needed, foreign companies mostly intend “to 

throw money at it” without much pre-planning. 

A contributing factor to this problem, according 

to a professor of business strategy at IESE, is the 

widespread inability of modern business leaders 

to understand signs of geopolitical risk (IESE, 

[accessed April 20]; Stratfor, April 14).  

 

The numbers of foreigners in China make this 

low level of readiness a serious issue. The last 

time a major evacuation occurred was after the 

June Fourth 1989 Tian’anmen Incident, when 

there were probably less than 100,000 foreign-

ers living in the PRC. But their numbers in-

creased at more than three percent per annum 

in the intervening 24 years. Official statistics 

show that there were 848,500 foreigners resi-

dent in China in 2013, and approximately 12 per-

cent, or 101,000, were Americans, with over 

127,000 Japanese in 2009 (Guangming Daily, 

April 8, 2015; China Daily, March 9, 2015; Japa-

nese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009). Should a 

situation of high risk to foreign residents arise 

today, hundreds of thousands might try to de-

part China all at once, clogging ordinary means 

of transport. Larry Wortzel of the U.S.-China 

Commission, who was a key figure in the evacu-

ation in 1989, noted that the operations by the 

American and Japanese embassies to remove a 

few thousand citizens from Beijing and nearby 

Tianjin were only possible with the assistance of 

the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and the Min-

istry of Public Security (MPS). He noted that 

“without their cooperation, it would have been 

the Boxer Rebellion all over again.”[3] 

 

“Riding out” a political crisis or widespread civil 

disturbance is by far the easiest and least expen-

sive business contingency plan, as long as the 

CCP and its subordinate government remain 

committed to protecting foreign businesses on 

their soil. But history shows circumstances under 

which this situation might quickly change. 

 

Hostage Taking and Expulsions: Part of the 

Chinese Playbook 

 

Taking hostages is a fixture in Chinese history 

and modern practice. It was a formal part of Chi-

nese statecraft until the 17th Century, including 

http://blog.iese.edu/rosenberg/
https://www.stratfor.com/weekly/closing-gap-between-business-and-geopolitics
http://epaper.gmw.cn/gmrb/html/2015-04/08/nw.D110000gmrb_20150408_1-16.htm
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2015-03/09/content_19753120.htm
http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/toko/tokei/hojin/10/pdfs/1.pdf
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taking “external hostages” to 

control barbarian states dur-

ing ordinary times, and dur-

ing hostilities to facilitate ne-

gotiations for armistice or 

surrender. [4]  

 

In modern times, extrajudicial 

hostage taking over business 

disputes, often condoned by 

local authorities, has become 

common. A few of many ex-

amples: American senior ex-

ecutives confined for days to 

weeks in separate incidents 

during 2007 and 2013 in Bei-

jing, when Chinese staff 

feared layoffs; the bankrupt 

consumer products company 

whose Chinese suppliers 

stormed their representative 

office and took American em-

ployees hostage for about a 

week (Wall Street Journal, 

June 26, 2013) [5] Hostage 

taking is even a strategy of choice in a Chinese 

business publication: if a debt becomes uncol-

lectable, enlist the help of the local Public Secu-

rity Bureau to temporarily hold the debtor 

(China Law Blog, May 2016). 

 

As illustrated in the comparisons below, private 

disputes are different than a state-sponsored 

detention, but the lesson to absorb is that use of 

detained people as pawns is more acceptable in 

China than elsewhere, which raises the risk to 

resident foreigners of all stripes. If the current 

leadership wished to make a list of precedents 

for holding foreigners without conventional 

criminal charges, it might look like this:  

 
 

By coincidence, the ordeal of the Garretts began two 
months after the Canadian government accused 
China in July 2014 of state-sponsored spying against 
the National Research Council in Ottawa (Xinhua, 
January 28, 2016; CBC News, July 29, 2014). Espio-
nage charges were laid followed by deportation, 
possibly a signal example that the CCP is willing to 
use detentions and expulsions in a random way to 
pressure a foreign government. More recently, the 
dispute with South Korea over the THAAD deploy-
ment triggered the unexpected expulsion of an un-
certain number of South Korean missionaries. De-
spite the declining number of Western and Korean 
missionaries after three years of CCP pressure, pos-
sibly thousands remain in China, subject to sudden 
official hostility (Christianity Today, March 8, 2017; 
Toronto Globe and Mail, August 25, 2014; billionbi-
bles.org). 
 

https://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2013/06/26/why-chinese-workers-sometimes-hold-foreign-execs-hostage/
http://www.chinalawblog.com/2016/05/china-hostage-situations-with-a-new-twist.html
http://news.xinhuanet.com/2016-01/28/c_1117929498.htm
http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/chinese-cyberattack-hits-canada-s-national-research-council-1.2721241
http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2017/march/china-kicks-out-korean-missionaries-south-north-thaad-jilin.html
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/china-broadens-crackdown-on-foreign-missionaries/article20187253/?page=all
http://www.billionbibles.org/china/missionaries-in-china.html
http://www.billionbibles.org/china/missionaries-in-china.html
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The 2001 EP-3 incident likely provides the most hints 
of how the CCP leadership would consider using 
Americans in China should a bilateral conflict sud-
denly arise. Chinese military leaders talked about 
preparing to fight the U.S., internal security bodies 
wanted to put the Americans on trial, and others 
who worked the bilateral relationship wanted to re-
lease the crew gradually or right away, and keep the 
aircraft. One Chinese advisor noted that “The inter-
nal negotiations were much more difficult than the 
negotiations with the US.” CCP General Secretary 
Jiang Zemin allowed the crew to depart China after 
11 days, and their aircraft was disassembled and 
shipped back to the U.S. as freight. [6] 
 
If tensions with the U.S. should escalate today, a 
similar internal debate should be expected—but this 
time the decider is Xi Jinping, a “hard authoritarian” 
who at least aspires to firmer control compared to 
recent CCP leaders. [7] Xi has taken an increasingly 
unforgiving stance against the American presence in 
Asia and may consider himself more secure in au-
thority than did Jiang (China Brief, October 4, 2016). 
Strong though he may be, Xi’s choices in a crisis may 
be constrained by an accompanying rise in popular 
anger against foreigners. Moreover, the large num-
ber of Chinese immigrants in the U.S. also poses a 
problem in controlling a bilateral crisis.  
 
Popular Anger, East and West 
 
Anti-American and anti-Japanese demonstrations in 
China after various incidents in 1999, 2005 and 2012 
show the potential for sudden hostility against for-
eigners, stemming in part from the idea that China 

suffered a “Century of Humiliation” (百年国耻 , 

Bainian guochi) at the hands of the West and Japan, 
ending in 1949. [8] Recognizing the historical validity 
of this idea and the deep impression it has made on 
the sensibilities of hundreds of millions of Chinese 
allows clearer understanding of the vulnerability for-
eign organizations and people in China, even in the 
best of times. 
 
There are over two million Chinese immigrants in 
the U.S. including at least 238,500 Chinese students 

(Migration Policy Institute, January 28, 2015; Insti-
tute of International Education, 2015). Given the un-
usual levels of hostility exhibited by some Americans 
during the 2016 election, it is reasonable to antici-
pate some anti-Chinese violence in America if U.S.-
China tensions rise past a certain point. This alone 
might prompt Beijing to retaliate against Americans 
in China. Indeed, some policymakers in Beijing may 
already take a dark view of the risk to Chinese on 
U.S. soil, if one considers the Chinese Exclusion Act 
of 1882; the American internment of persons of Jap-
anese ancestry during World War II; the growing 
numbers of Chinese immigrants in the US, and the 
isolation of small pockets of Chinese students in 
some college communities. 
 
Getting Mad, Getting Even  
 
Reciprocity may be the most important element in 
understanding risk. If the U.S. side does something 
that offends the PRC, they might consider the im-
pact of further escalation on Chinese in the U.S., but 
more likely respond in a way that meets the offense 
head on and sidesteps telegraphing weakness to 
avoid enraging Chinese “netizens” and others. For 
example, presidential tweets which Chinese leaders 
find insulting, have thus far been met with mere ed-
itorials or statements by the Chinese Foreign Minis-
try. Trump’s third set of comments in mid-January 
on the One China policy were met with progressively 
stronger language (China Daily, January 15). But 
what about more concrete actions, such as hinder-
ing China’s access to its artificial islands in the South 
China Sea, or U.S. military actions against North Ko-
rea without Chinese agreement?  
 
Given the number of Americans in China and the 
presence of significant investment assets, Xi Jinping 
would have a menu of options. At the lowest level, 
shipments to and from foreign organizations could 
be delayed or impounded, and visas could be denied 
or canceled. A further escalation might include clos-
ing the many American-run “international” schools 
and NGO operations around the country, shuttering 

https://jamestown.org/program/beijing-talks-tough-new-cold-war-asia/
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/chinese-immigrants-united-states/
http://www.iie.org/Services/Project-Atlas/United-States/International-Students-In-US#.WHu9l7YrLos
http://www.iie.org/Services/Project-Atlas/United-States/International-Students-In-US#.WHu9l7YrLos
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2017-01/15/content_27959479.htm
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restaurants and grocery stores specializing in West-
ern food, and harassing Americans trying to enter 
U.S. diplomatic posts.  
 
To step up the pressure, the CCP could encourage 
mass demonstrations, cancel flights leaving for the 
US, or stop allowing Americans, individually or as a 
group, to enter airports for international depar-
tures. In a further escalation, American residents in 
a single area (e.g. a medium-sized “tier 2” city like 
Nanning, Changsha, Lhasa, or Dalian) might be relo-
cated or simply cordoned off by a military unit. 
Interned Americans might be treated well but de-
nied electronic communications, especially mobile 
phones, to avoid security compromises and the gen-
eration of viral videos, though they could be allowed 
ordinary postal services with special handling, again 
to protect Americans against the righteous anger of 
the populace. In the meantime, if events in the U.S. 
included attacks on Chinese people, the resulting 
popular anger in China could further force the hand 
of the CCP in dealing with foreigners under their 
control.  
 
Mitigate Risk Now 
 
In light of these developments, a foreign organiza-
tion’s contingency plans for China should be written 
in versions that account for two broadly stated sce-
narios.  
 
First, the “lite” Plan A, when trade disputes or other 
bilateral irritations mostly affect assets. Both sides 
would probably be engaged in serious negotiations, 
exerting pressure but striving to maintain good faith. 
The host government might escalate restrictions on 
entry visas and work permits, slow down imports 
and exports, impose unusually high tariffs, and so 
on, perhaps even detain a vulnerable person, but 
avoid widespread harassment of foreign citizens. 
Profitability would go down and inconvenience 
would go up as managers and staff struggle with a 
stream of distracting problems. For example, be-
sides irritants from the host government, depend-
ents might become nervous and decide to leave, 
even in the middle of a school year.   

 
However, given present circumstances and China’s 
track record of aggressive measures against foreign-
ers, plus the potential of popular outrage, a more se-
rious Plan B is also called for. It should include a solid 
evacuation plan, with reserved means of transport 
and phased departures under defined circum-
stances. Relying on an ad-hoc, throw-money-at-it-if-
we-must approach under these unusual historic 
conditions assumes a high risk that is no longer ac-
ceptable. 
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