
At the end of April, Chinaõs Defense Ministry an-

nounced it would be conducting òlive fire drillsó 

near the border with North Korea ( MOD, April 

27). This followed weeks of rumors that the PLA 

was deploying in large numbers close to the Ko-

rean peninsula, which the MOD spokesperson 

subsequently denied (MOD, April 27). North Ko-

rean revelations of new missile types, several 

missile tests and histrionic response to U.S. de-

ployment of THAAD missiles have all contrib-

uted to escalated tensions between China, the 

U.S. and both North and South Korea. Further 

emphasizing the gravity of the situation, U.S. 

President Donald Trump said that òwe could end 

up in a major, major conflictó (Reuters, April 28). 

An examination of Chinaõs Northern Theater 

Command, its military organization responsible 

for Northeast Asia, provides insight into Chinaõs 

interests in this region, and particularly toward 

the Korean peninsula.  

 

Guarding the Northern Gate  

 

Each of Chinaõs Theater Commands (TC) is de-

fined by its geography and the international 

borders it defends. Chinaõs Eastern Theater 

Command is largely focused on Taiwan. The 

Western TC protects Chinaõs borders with India 

and guards internal stability and counter-terror-

ism stemming from Central Asia. The Southern 

TC deals with the South China Sea, and the  

Central TC protects Beijing and reinforces other 

theaters (for detailed analysis of each theater 

command see the following profiles in China 

Brief: Eastern TC, Southern TC, Western TC). The 

Northern Theater Commandõs (NTC) role is sim-

ilarly driven by geography and Chinaõs relations 

with its neighbors.  

 

The NTC covers five provinces: Inner Mongolia, 

Heilongjiang, Jilin, Liaoning and Shandong. In-

ner Mongolia is crescent shaped, and forms 

most of Chinaõs northern border with Mongolia. 

Heilongjiang forms the northeastern -most bor-

der with Russia, and is named after the Chinese 

name for the Amur River (lit. Black Dragon River; 

) which separates the two countries. Jilin 

province forms a part of central Dongbei and the 

eastern half of the border with North Korea. 

Liaoning province curves around the Bohai gulf 

and touches both Hebei province (which sur-

rounds Beijing and Tianjin) and the western half 

of the border with North Korea. Liaoning also in-

cludes strategic geography that connects Beijing 

with the rest of the northeast. This strategic ge-

ography has shaped historical events and even 

today dictates the deployment of some of 

Chinaõs military units. 

 

In Liaoning Province, Jinzhou controls the en-

trance to the northeastern end of the Shanhai 

Pass, part of the "Liaoxi Corridor" ( ), 

which connects land transportation between 

North China and Northeast China. The other end 

is protected by Shanhaiguan ( ῏), a gate in 
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the Great Wall wedged between the Khingan 

Mountains ( ῐ ) to the north and the  

Bohai Gulf to the South.  

The Ming Dynastyõs defeat at Shanhaiguan in 

1644 opened the path to Beijing and then into 

greater China, paving the way for a Qing victory. 

Nationalist and Communist forces fought over 

the same terrain during the Chinese Civil Warñ

in particular during the Ping -Jin Campaign (

), which ended with Communist control of 

Beijing and the establishment of the Peopleõs 

Republic in 1949. Even today, PLA units are de-

ployed to protect this strategic bottleneck.  

 

To the southeast is the Yalu River, which forms 

the vital western half of the border between 

China and North Korea. It served as a tripwire for 

Chinese involvement in the Korean War (or òWar 

to Resist America and Aid [North] Koreaó; 

Ԉ). Chinaõs intervention in October 1950, 

as UN forces neared the Yalu River, changed the 

strategic landscape of Northeast Asia. Chinese 

forces, along with Soviet air cover, pushed the 

UN back, and after a long series of assaults and 

counter-assaults, concluded an armistice with 

both sides occupying a line roughly contiguous 

with the 38th parallel. As a result 

of the Armistice (not an end to 

the war), and North Koreaõs mil-

itary threat, the U.S. keeps 

28,500 troops (or personnel) 

stationed in South Korea. For 

China, North Koreaõs 1,300 km 

border is a major source of in-

stability. The small, isolated 

country is a trafficker of meth-

amphetamines, a source of po-

litical refugees, and origin of vi-

olence as members of the Ko-

rean army regularly cross into 

China to commit robberies or 

even murders (China Brief, Jan-

uary 9, 2015).  

 

Further to the north , the Ussuri River (Ӌ ) 

became the subject of tensions in the 1960s. 

Sino-Soviet relations deteriorated in the mi-

1950s, eventually culminating in a brief conflict 

over Zhenbao Island (Damansky Island; ), 

which had the potential to spill into a broader 

conflict. Declassified threat assessments indicate 

that U.S. policymakers closely monitored the 

ramp-up of forces in the area before and in the 

immediate aftermath of the conflict. Chinese 

force disposition during this period was focused 

on counter-attacking after a Soviet incursion 

along multiple axesñfrom the west from the Ka-

zakh Soviet Socialist Republic, a strike through 

Mongolia toward Beijing and a multi -pronged 

assault through northeast China. Reflecting a re-

alistic view of its forces capabilities and Chinaõs 

òLure the Enemy Deepó (῀) and òActive 

Defenseó () strategies, Chinaõs forces 

were arrayed well back from the border to take 

Note:  Full-size maps are included  in  the  Appendix  
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advantage of Chinaõs strategic depth. [1] Ac-

cording to a declassified National Intelligence 

Estimate from 1973: 

 

Peking elected not to confront the Soviet 

forces directly along the border; instead 

the Chinese have been building fortified 

areas in good defensive terrain well back 

from the border, thus compensating in 

part for the greater mobility and fire-

power of the Soviet forces. [2]  

 

China did not change its Strategic Guidelines (

) to reflect an improvement in relations 

with the Soviet Union until 1985. Interestingly, 

the concentration of forces further south, away 

from the border with Russia does not appear to 

have changed significantly since 1973. When 

China changed its military regions into Theater 

Commands at the end of 2015 it also changed 

the protocol  order, moving the NTC from its pre-

decessorsõ position as most important, to num-

ber 4, behind the Eastern, Southern, and West-

ern TCs, indicating that the 

threat from Russia has re-

ceded, just as the importance 

of Taiwan, the South China 

Sea, and Chinaõs borders with 

Central Asia have increased. 

However, the economic im-

portance of the area remains 

unchanged.  

 

Economics 

 

An additional element of 

Northeastern Chinaõs strategic 

importance is its rich eco-

nomic resources. The region 

possesses great mineral 

wealth. The coal industry has a 

major presence here, and 

Daqing ( ), to the northwest of Harbin, is the 

site of Chinaõs largest oil field. Its discovery in the 

late 1950s helped jumpstart Chinaõs industrial 

economy (CNPC, [accessed May 4]). The region 

is also an important breadbasket (China Brief, 

June 1, 2016). Chinese farms run right up to the 

border with Russia, and Chinese investors have 

even purchased tracts of land within Russia, 

prompting Russian fears of a Chinese takeover 

(Moscow Times, April 14). Nevertheless, Chinese 

trade with Russia is rising, and in 2016 bilateral 

trade reached $65 billion, emphasizing the im-

portance of border rail hubs like Suifenhe (

) (MOFCOM, January 16). The area is also vital 

to Chinese maritime trade, and the NTC includes 

or protects four of Chinaõs top ten largest ports, 

including Tianjin, Tangshan, Qingdao and Dalian 

(Global Times, August 20, 2015). As can be seen 

in the map below, the 140 million Chinese peo-

ple living in Northeast China are densely situ-

ated in Central Dongbei and along the shore of 

the Bohai Gulf. Notably, the densest areas, con-

centrated around Changchun, Shenyang and 
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Dalian, are all near North Korea, and would be 

affected by an outbreak of violence on the Ko-

rean Peninsula. The Korean Peninsulaõs west 

coast and the river crossing at Dandong, in par-

ticular, is the primary route for trade and would 

be the primary axis of advance in a crisis. The 

NTC is tasked with protecting this vital region 

and its composition and deployments reflect 

that task. 

 

The NTCõs Structure  

 

While NTC units in Liaoning, Heilongjiang and 

Jilin were all part of the former Shenyang Mili-

tary Region (MR), units in Shandong province 

previously fell under the Jinan MR. Geograph-

ically split from other units in the NTC by the Bo-

hai Gulf, Shandongõs inclusion in the NTC makes 

strategic sense. Particularly in a scenario involv-

ing the Korean Peninsula, or a defensive sce-

nario involving protection of the ca pital region, 

careful interservice coordination would be nec-

essary. In several crisis scenarios on the Korean 

Peninsula, moving troops from Shandong via 

ships and air might  be necessary. Air Defenses 

and aviation units creating a buffer zone be-

tween Beijing and the Yellow Sea would need to 

coordinate units on both peninsulas.  

 

Reflecting the need for joint coordination, the 

NTCõs top command structure includes mem-

bers of two services. NTC Commander Song 

Puxuan ( ) is a Ground Force officer, while 

Commissar Fan Xiaojun ( ) is from the Air 

Force (Pengpai, April 17). Before taking his cur-

rent post,    GEN Song served in a number of 

important positions, including as head of 

Chinaõs National Defense University and Com-

mander of the Beijing Military Region.  LTG Fan 

Xiaojunõs career includes a number of notable 

posts, including serving as Commissar for the 

15th Airborne Corps and as Director of the PLA 

Air Force Political and Political Work Depart-

ments (Baidu Baike, [accessed May 4]).  

 

The PLA recently announced a further reorgani-

zation that reduced the number of Group Ar-

mies (GAs) from 18 to 13 and implemented a 

new numbering system (MOD, April 27). This de-

mobilization includes the 40th GA in Jinzhou. 

This leaves the NTC with the 26th (now 79th) at 
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