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New China Coast Guard Regulation Buttresses PRC Aggression in  

the South China Sea 

 

by Arran Hope 

China Coast Guard harasses Philippine vessel on June 17. (Source: Wikipedia) 

Executive Summary: 

• The new “Regulation of the China Coast Guard (CCG) Organization on Enforcing Law and Order” 

formalizes the increasingly assertive actions taken by Chinese forces in parts of the South China Sea (SCS), 

empowering the CCG to detain foreign vessels and persons for up to 60 days (Art. 257) and to implement 

temporary maritime “warning zones” (Art. 35) for purposes such as “military use of the sea." 

• Assertive behavior by the CCG this week has led to several injuries of Philippines sailors, as the PRC 

continues to violate its obligations under UNCLOS while pushing the envelope on the US–Philippines 

Mutual Defense Treaty. 

• PRC assertiveness in the SCS has been on a constant upward trend for decades, but the current flashpoint 

with the Philippines is the most serious moment in the last decade. 

• That the PRC will continue to pursue its strategy to become a “maritime great power” is reflected in its 

rhetoric, for example warning others that “infringement or provocation is futile.” 

 

https://zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E4%BB%81%E7%88%B1%E7%A4%81#/media/File:CCG20240619_1.png
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On June 15, a new China Coast Guard (CCG; 中国海警) regulation titled the “Regulation of the CCG 

Organization on Enforcing Law and Order (海警机构行政执法程序规定)”came into force, having 

been passed one month prior (CCG, accessed June 21). Across 16 chapters and 281 articles, it builds on 

the 2021 CCG Law (海警法) and formalizes the increasingly assertive actions taken by Chinese forces 

in parts of South China Sea (SCS) since last Fall (Xinhua, January 22, 2021). 

Physical coercive actions by CCG vessels and crew members within the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) 

of the Philippines this week—waters that the PRC claims are part of its “blue national territory (蓝色国

土) signal a new high water mark in the current escalatory trajectory (Xinhua, September 11, 2021). 

Beyond dangerous use of water cannon (which injured several Philippine mariners in March), ramming, 

and blocking maneuvers, other actions in the latest fracas were new. These include the first “boarding 

inspection” by PRC sailors, and the use of axes to puncture rigid-hulled inflatable boats that were later 

towed away (see Twitter/@jaytaryela, June 21). At least eight Philippines sailors were injured, with one 

losing a thumb (CCG, June 17; USNI News, June 19). Despite this flurry of aggressive activity from the 

PRC side, questions remain about its objectives, the timing of this phase of escalation, and whether or 

not any recent or perhaps imminent behavior might fall under the definition of an “armed attack” under 

Article V of the US-Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty (US DoS, August 2, 1951.) 

PRC Historic Claims Contradict International Law 

PRC assertiveness in the SCS has been the norm for decades. A 2022 report that uses a novel dataset 

to argue that, between 1970 and 2015, “increasing Chinese assertiveness [was] a basic continuity,” 

noting that there were only four years in this period in which the PRC “did not engage in some form of 

new, increased, or expanded assertive activity.” The most recent such year was 1990 (NBR, May 2022). 

PRC claims are encapsulated in the “nine-dash line,” clarified in a 2009 submission to the UN in which 

the PRC stated that it has “indisputable sovereignty over the islands in the South China Sea and the 

adjacent waters, and enjoys sovereign rights and jurisdiction over the relevant waters as well as the 

seabed and subsoil thereof” (UN, 2009). The nine-dash line—recently expanded to a ten-dash line in a 

feat of “cartographic expansionism” (China Brief, October 6, 2023)—overlaps with the maritime claims of 

six other governments: the Philippines, Vietnam, Taiwan, Malaysia, Brunei, and Indonesia. The PRC has 

been treating this entire expanse as its own jurisdictional waters since the 1980s (NBR, May 2022). 

In 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) at the Hague ruled against the PRC and in favor of the 

Philippines, finding that the PRC’s “historic rights” to the SCS were contrary to UNCLOS, of which the 

PRC is a signatory (PCA Cases, July 12, 2016). In response, the PRC has declared the tribunal’s 

arbitration “illegal, null and void. It is nothing more than a piece of waste paper” (PRC Embassy to 

Turkey, July 12, 2021). The PRC has thus continued to act in defiance of the ruling, with minimal 

pushback. This is in part because sovereignty claims are outside UNCLOS’s scope of jurisdiction (CRS, 

August 21, 2023).  

https://www.ccg.gov.cn/2024/xxgk_0515/P020240524367656949098.pdf
https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2021-01/23/content_5582024.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2020-09/11/c_1126480627.htm
https://x.com/jaytaryela/status/1804222845066842613
https://www.ccg.gov.cn/wqzf/202406/t20240617_2310.html
https://news.usni.org/2024/06/19/china-coast-guard-impounds-philippine-navy-boats-seizes-firearms-in-latest-second-thomas-shoal-incident
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1951v06p1/d95
https://www.nbr.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/publications/sr99_dynamicsofassertiveness_may2022.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/vnm37_09/chn_2009re_vnm.pdf
https://jamestown.org/program/beijings-aggression-behind-emerging-india-philippines-defense-relationship/
https://www.nbr.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/publications/sr99_dynamicsofassertiveness_may2022.pdf
https://www.pcacases.com/pcadocs/PH-CN%20-%2020160712%20-%20Award.pdf
http://tr.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/fyrth/202107/t20210712_8924458.htm
http://tr.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/fyrth/202107/t20210712_8924458.htm
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10607
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New Powers Enhance Scope for PRC Activity in SCS 

The PRC’s 2021 Coast Guard Law expanded the scope under which CCG can use weapons to include 

their use against foreign organizations (MND, January 22, 2021). It also omitted a definition of “waters 

under the jurisdiction of China,” though an earlier draft stated that these included undefined “other 

waters” (Lawfare, February 16, 2021). These developments have provided the legal basis for 

transforming the CCG into an organization whose mission includes national defense. In terms of force 

structure, the CCG is under the People’s Armed Police, which in turn is under the unified command of the 

Central Military Commission. This has led to increased collaboration with the PLA, including the transfer 

of retired PLA Navy ships and former PLA Navy officers to the CCG (Japan MOD, accessed June 20). 

The new regulation builds on the 2021 law, as well as on two criminal procedure regulations from 2023 

(MFA, May 15). CCG actions this week such as “forced towing (强制拖离)” that were sanctioned in the 

2021 law are now supplemented with powers to detain foreign vessels and persons for up to 60 days 

(Art. 257), and to implement temporary maritime “warning zones (警戒区)” (Art.35) for purposes such as 

“military use of the sea.” [3] As with the 2021 law crucial definitions remain deliberately vague. [2] This 

includes definitions of “waters under China’s jurisdiction” as well as the scope of the use of force, which 

includes “other law enforcement actions (…等法律)” (Art. 2). The regulation also does not acknowledge 

the sovereign immunity under international law of foreign vessels operated by foreign governments. 

While the PRC claims these waters as its own territory, these claims are not recognized in international 

law. As such, this plausibly constitutes an additional and illegal extraterritorial application of PRC law. 

Statements by PRC officials and state media outlets provide an additional angle on how the PRC views 

actions by the Philippines within what it perceives as its own “indisputable” territory. CCG spokesman 

Gan Yu (甘羽) has made statements affirming that the CCG will “continue to carry out rights defense 

and law enforcement activities in waters under China’s jurisdiction” and warning that “any form of 

infringement or provocation is futile (任何形式的侵权挑衅都徒劳无益)” (CCG, May 20; CCG, June 

17). He described CCG actions as taking “control measures such as warning and blocking, boarding and 

inspection, and forcible removal of the Filipino vessel (警告拦阻、登临检查、强制驱离等管制措

施),” all of which were “reasonable, lawful, professional and standardized” (CCG, June 17). State media 

outlet CCTV noted that the language on forcible removal (“强制驱离”) was new, while also framing the 

Philippines’ actions provocatively as a “pre-dawn invasion (凌晨侵闯)” (CCTV News, June 19). 

Some scholars have echoed the government’s strident rhetoric. In April, Zhao Hongwei (赵宏伟), a 

former researcher at the PLA’s Academy of Military Sciences, avowed in an article that “this summer 

should be the time for action (行动时机，应该选在今夏)” in the SCS (Wechat/Haiwai Kan Shijie, 

April 15). He envisions overcoming the Philippines’ claims to allow an “East Asian Community of Shared 

Destiny” to emerge. Zhao’s views have been characterized as “provocative” and “closer to the extremes,” 

but the CCG’s actions since penning his article suggest that parts of the military command structure have 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/fgwx/flfg/4877678.html
https://www.lawfaremedia.org/article/chinas-new-coast-guard-law-and-implications-maritime-security-east-and-south-china-seas
https://www.mod.go.jp/en/d_act/sec_env/ch_ocn/index.html
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/mfa_eng/
https://www.ccg.gov.cn/lbt/202405/t20240520_2247.html
https://www.ccg.gov.cn/wqzf/202406/t20240617_2310.html
https://www.ccg.gov.cn/wqzf/202406/t20240617_2310.html
https://news.cctv.com/2024/06/19/ARTIEfP0ydAJv1CloyUXXbNQ240619.shtml
https://web.archive.org/web/20240528173403/https:/mp.weixin.qq.com/s/GEUON72-kRmkXIDqQ7y5PQ
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similar views (Sinification, June 1). Other comments, such as journalists praising Coast Guard crew 

shouting across the water “this is China. Go back to the Philippines,” or social media comments calling 

for the use of force, also suggest that these views are fairly common (Twitter/XH_Lee23, June 20). 

Zhao’s views also echo longstanding ambitions for the PRC’s maritime strategy. The PRC has long 

desired to become a “maritime great power (MGP; 海洋强国).” In 2003 for instance, Hu Jintao led a 

politburo study session that found that maritime power had historically been key to the rise of great 

powers. He subsequently inserted language about MGP in the Work Report to the 18th Party Congress in 

2012. MGP has an expansive definition, a core component of which is the PRC’s maritime strategic 

interests. These include national sovereignty, security, and development (Naval War College Review, 

Spring 2018; Qiushi, August 31, 2017). Xi has built on his predecessor’s foundations, consistently stating 

that maritime strategy is integral to broader strategic goals such as achieving national rejuvenation by 

2049 (see for example, NDRC, March 7) . 

PRC Actions Draw Condemnation, Limited Response 

The drama of the last week may not be unprecedented in the SCS, but it has exceeded conduct seen in 

recent years in terms of severity. It is unclear what has prompted these developments. More immediately, 

escalation this week may be in response to Manila’s submission to the UN to register its extended 

continental shelf (ECS) in the Western Palawan region in the West Philippine Sea, which the PRC foreign 

ministry has criticized (PNA, June 15; Xinhua, June 16). Given the uptick in activity since the 2021 law 

entered into force and the continual ratcheting up of pressure over the last five decades, recent 

assertiveness should be seen as the increasingly forceful execution of long-standing policy. 

The Philippines has been steadfast in its public statements. The Philippines’ Department of foreign Affairs 

has criticized the PRC for “ blatant escalation of tensions” (DFA, May 26). Three years ago, President 

Duterte stated that “no amount of willful disregard by any country, however big and powerful, can 

diminish the arbitral award’s importance” (PNA, September 22, 2021). His successor, Ferdinand 

“Bongbong” Romualdez Marcos Jr., more recently called out the PRC for “illegal, coercive, aggressive, 

and deceptive actions” that “continue to violate [the Philippines’] sovereign rights and jurisdictions” (IISS, 

May 31). This week, General Romeo Brawner Jr, the chief of staff of the Philippines armed forces, 

likened PRC behavior to “piracy” (USNI News, June 19). The CCG’s actions do not fit international legal 

definitions of piracy, as they are acting under the command of a state (UN, accessed June 20). The 

United States has also condemned the PRC for its destabilizing actions, though so far it has stopped 

short of providing material assistance to its treaty ally. 

Conclusion 

There have been several instances in which, following international agreements and rulings, the PRC has 

decreased its assertiveness in the SCS. This happened following the UNCLOS ruling in 2016, when 

Philippine vessels were able to fish in Scarborough Shoal without interference for the first time since 

https://www.sinification.com/p/south-china-sea-china-should-tow
https://twitter.com/XH_Lee23/status/1803792698840928419
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1734&context=nwc-review
http://www.qstheory.cn/dukan/qs/2017-08/31/c_1121561793.htm
https://www.ndrc.gov.cn/wsdwhfz/202403/t20240307_1364687.html
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1227002
https://english.news.cn/20240617/1dd1e1ca25eb46cdad3599732c9a5fb2/c.html
https://dfa.gov.ph/dfa-news/statements-and-advisoriesupdate/34766-dfa-statement-on-the-new-china-coast-guard-regulations
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1154267#:~:text=%E2%80%9CNo%20amount%20of%20willful%20disregard,over%20nearly%20the%20entire%20SCS.
https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri-la-dialogue/shangri-la-dialogue-2024/plenary-sessions/keynote-address/
https://news.usni.org/2024/06/19/china-coast-guard-impounds-philippine-navy-boats-seizes-firearms-in-latest-second-thomas-shoal-incident
https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/part7.htm
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2012. It also occurred following the signing of the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South 

China Sea (DOC), when military activity from the PRC became notably less common between 2004 and 

2008 (NBR, May 2022). In each case however, there has been only temporary reprieve to any largesse. 

PRC assertiveness has in effect operated as a one-way ratchet for decades, with each new attempt to 

push the boundaries forming the basis for subsequent expansion. This suggests that it will continue to 

find ways to escalate and enforce its maritime claims unless Party leaders perceive significant reasons 

not to pursue its current longstanding strategic objectives. PRC understanding of power in the SCS has 

changed little from the framing of former Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi, who stated at the ASEAN 

Regional Forum in 2010 that “China is a big country and other countries are small countries and that is 

just a fact.”  

 

Arran Hope is the editor of China Brief. 

 

Notes 

[1] While this week may have seen the first instance of towing, it should be noted that in 2016 a US Navy 

unmanned buoyancy glider was taken by PLA forces in international waters (USNI, December 16, 2016). 

[2] This is the case for many other PRC laws of concern. For instance, see China Brief, March 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nbr.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/publications/sr99_dynamicsofassertiveness_may2022.pdf
https://news.usni.org/2016/12/16/breaking-chinese-seize-u-s-navy-unmanned-vehicle
https://jamestown.org/program/implications-of-article-23-legislation-on-the-future-of-hong-kong/
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Cognitive Domain Operations Against Vietnam Hint at Broader Ambitions 

 

by Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga and Jackson Smith 

 
An image depicting cognitive domain operations against Vietnam. (Source: AI-generated) 

 

Executive Summary: 

• Translation forms a crucial part of People’s Liberation Army (PLA)-directed research. This is done to support 

influence operations, enhance cooperation with the Russian military, and even understand US policy discussions 

on social media.  

• Recent research from institutions such as the PLA Strategic Support Force’s (PLASSF) Information Engineering 

University indicates that the PLA can conduct cognitive domain operations against not just Taiwan or the United 

States, but almost anywhere—including authoritarian states such as Vietnam. 

• The PLA has spent at least five years building corpora of foreign language texts to train machine translation tools, 

though the scarcity of quality resources has been an issue in creating useful tools. The extent to which LLMs will 

become an additional tool in this research is unclear. 

• At least some PLA machine translation efforts rely on foreign open-source tools, such as Google Translate and 

DeepL.  
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Editor’s note: the PLA Strategic Support Force dissolved after this article was drafted. The piece 

retains a PLASSF-centric analysis, though does not diminish the utility of the content. 

The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is updating and expanding its long-standing efforts to target countries 

with cyber-enabled influence operations (IO). It is already planning for IO against Vietnam, while similar 

efforts are likely underway against Burma, India, and others. Vietnam provides a useful case study as it 

demonstrates that Chinese efforts go beyond what is most often captured in the headlines and because the 

PLA rarely states so blatantly that it is employing specific operational concepts against specific adversaries. 

Cognitive domain operations (CDO; 认知域作战) is the new primary operational concept for Chinese 

military IO. It serves as a technologically-driven update to the more widely known “Three Warfares (三战)”—

psychological warfare, public opinion warfare, and legal warfare (see China Brief, September 8, 2023). [1] 

The US Department of Defense (DoD) defines CDO as “combin[ing] psychological warfare with cyber 

operations to shape adversary behavior and decision making,” with the assessed intention to “use CDO as 

an asymmetric capability to deter US or third-party entry into a future conflict, or as an offensive capability to 

shape perceptions or polarize a society” (DOD, October 19, 2023). DoD further explains that the PLA is 

interested in leveraging artificial intelligence (AI) and other emerging technologies such as big data and brain 

science for CDO, as the PLA “perceives that these technologies will lead to profound changes in the ability to 

subvert human cognition” (see also, RAND; June 1, 2023; September 7, 2023, February 1). 

PLA IO Planning Against Vietnam 

Direct evidence of PLA planning for IO against Vietnam comes in the form of a 2022 master’s thesis from the 

PLA Strategic Support Force’s (PLASSF) Information Engineering University (IEU; 战略支援部队信息工

程大学) that translates part of a Vietnamese military text. [2] The source text is a 2020 book titled 

“Characteristics of Vietnamese Military Culture (越南军事文化本色),” published by the Vietnam Institute 

for Military Social Sciences and Humanities and edited by a Vietnamese senior colonel. [3] As the thesis 

explains, the book is “highly concise and authoritative, reflecting the mainstream thinking of the Vietnamese 

military and academia on military culture, and has high reference value.” 

The purpose of the translation is to “provide research as a basis to better conduct cognitive domain 

operations against Vietnam (更好地开展对越认知域作战)” in the context of geopolitical competition in 

the “great power game (大国博弈).” The author adds that she wanted to “enable domestic academic circles 

to better understand Vietnam’s views and positions, and to provide reference for our external propaganda 

work, cognitive domain operations, etc.” Such explicit linkage between graduate student research supporting 

PLA CDO efforts raises the possibility that other similar work could also support IOs in a more structured 

arrangement. 

This master’s thesis is unusually authoritative and likely provides a rare glimpse into Chinese military 

planning and activities. The author’s school, IEU, falls under the PLASSF Network Systems Department 

https://jamestown.org/program/pla-social-media-warfare-and-the-cognitive-domain/
https://media.defense.gov/2023/Oct/19/2003323409/-1/-1/1/2023-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA.PDF
https://rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA853-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA2679-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/testimonies/CTA3191-1.html
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(NSD) (now the Cyberspace Force [网络空间部队] following the April 2024 elimination of the PLASSF) 

(DOD, October 19, 2023). [4] The author was previously at the PLA’s University of Foreign Languages (外

国语学院) in Luoyang, which is responsible for training the PLA’s foreign language professionals. These 

are institutions one would expect to provide linguistic support to foreign language IOs, such as CDOs. 

Interestingly, the author offers a preemptive disclaimer, writing that the translation does not represent her 

own views and that “the translator does not agree with what it says about China.” This suggests that the PLA 

can be sensitive about what can be considered politically acceptable, even within the bounds of academic 

translation. 

Vietnam was the adversary in the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) last major conflict (1979) and, until the 

2020 border clash with India, its last major use of force (in 1988 over Johnson South Reef). Nevertheless, 

Western research has paid less attention to PLA operational planning against Vietnam than to other regional 

contingencies—a 2015 RAND conference volume on PLA contingency planning does not address Vietnam, 

for instance. [5] This is despite publicly available research that suggests PLA planning against Vietnam, such 

as a research effort over 2016-2017 by Southern TC PLAAF researchers on aerial power projection for 

maritime operations for what is clearly a South China Sea (SCS) contingency. [6]  

The history of IO conducted by the PRC against Vietnam, however, has been well documented by foreign 

researchers. Recent reports have documented PRC efforts to shape Vietnam’s information environment and 

gray-zone coercion against regional countries, including in the information domain (CNA, September 2020; 

RAND, March 30, 2022). Moreover, Ryan Martinson has shown that PLA Navy wargaming for Vietnam 

includes planning for psychological warfare. [7]  

Researchers at Base 311 under the PLASSF NSD (now the Cyberspace Force; CSF)—the PLA’s only 

known unit for foreign IOs—have also written on Vietnam over the years, suggesting Hanoi is a focus of its 

efforts. 2014 saw an uptick of research when the PRC and Vietnam had a low-level crisis over Beijing 

moving its HY981 oil rig into disputed waters in the SCS. Base 311 researchers that year documented 

Vietnamese views of the PRC and Vietnamese propaganda about the SCS. [8] 

Broader Translation Efforts Suggest Grander Ambitions 

Additional PLASSF IEU theses suggest a specific PLA effort since at least 2019 to train machine translation 

tools based on acquiring foreign language texts. This could be intended to support AI-driven CDO against 

other countries. [9] PLASSF IEU produces many master’s theses and PhD dissertations that involve some 

translation, primarily focused on the United States, Russia, and South Korea. The breadth of translations that 

are explicitly focused on supporting machine translation, however, suggests the PLASSF may be 

undertaking a broader effort to build up corpora to support AI-driven CDO. [10]  

PLA analysts have noted the role of machine translation and building corpora in supporting PLA IO. A 2021 

article by two NUDT researchers as part of a research grant on “national defense language capabilities (国

防语言能力)” argued that the PRC “can rely on ‘cloud’ technology to build a comprehensive service 

https://media.defense.gov/2023/Oct/19/2003323409/-1/-1/1/2023-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA.PDF
https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/09/chinese-information-shaping-in-vietnam
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA594-1.html
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platform for the ‘critical languages’ of our military’s public opinion struggle,” in part involving machine 

translation, to “solve the problems faced by our military’s news and communication departments at all levels” 

(Military Correspondent, May, 2021). [11] Similarly, a 2023 article by PLASSF IEU Luoyang campus 

researchers highlighted the role of machine translation in IO, namely fueling the “Great Translation 

Movement” as a targeted Western IO against the PRC (Military Correspondent, January, 2023). Building 

corpora is also a widely recognized enabler of PLA IO. One 2017 article argued, “We can rely on currently 

relatively mature corpus technology, data mining technology, open source intelligence information 

technology, and subliminal information technology” (Military Correspondent, March, 2021; China Military 

Online, October 21, 2020). [12] This PLA effort dates to at least 2005 with an “Intelligent English-Chinese 

Machine Translation System (英汉智能型机器翻译系统).” [13] 

Figure 1: Information Engineering University Translation Theses and Dissertations by Target Country (2001-2022) 

Source: Authors’ research on PLASSF IEU publications. 

A 2020 PLASSF IEU master’s thesis explains that a large corpus is important for neural machine translation 

(NMT). [14] Ideally, there would be a “large number of parallel corpora,” making it preferable to use a “neural 

network machine translation model based on reinforcement learning on supervised algorithms.” However, if a 

smaller corpus available—“low resource conditions”—then the author calls for using “transfer learning 

technology to prevent neural networks from overfitting during training and improve the generalization ability.” 

Lastly, if the “parallel corpus is extremely scarce but sufficient in a monolingual corpus,” the last resort is to 

use “unsupervised machine translation technology,” which the author leaves as a topic of future research.  

The PLA has apparently lacked sufficient corpora to target many of these countries in the past few years. 

Theses on India, Russia, and the United States lament having to rely on transfer learning “in order to solve 

the low resource (or language variants) problem,” [15] note that Russian-Chinese translation “is still in the 

38%

29%

9%

6%

6%
3%

US Russia RoK

Japan Vietnam India

Myanmar UK Turkey

Ukraine Australia Chinese Ethnic Minority Groups

https://web.archive.org/web/20240617191126/http:/www.81.cn/rmjz_203219/jsjz/2021nd5q/bktg_203302/10039961.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20230222065235/http:/www.81.cn/rmjz_203219/jsjz/2023nd1q_244462/yldzgzyj_244467/16203063.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20240617192620/http:/www.81.cn/rmjz_203219/jsjz/2021nd3q/bktg_203323/10013058.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20240617193001/http:/www.81.cn/ll_208543/9922615.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20240617193001/http:/www.81.cn/ll_208543/9922615.html
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experimental stage,” [16] and affirm that “quantity and quality” of corpora are “the basic conditions for training 

neural network machine translation models.” [17] A 2021 thesis focused on supporting machine translation of 

Japanese military texts acknowledges that some human involvement is still necessary for superior 

translation. [18] It suggests using “Machine Translation + Post-Editing,” as machine translation outputs 

“cannot be put into use directly.” The thesis’ stated aim is to “understand the current situation of research on 

Japan’s military strategy so as to take corresponding countermeasures.” 

A key question in the era of generative AI is whether the PLA will embrace LLMs for this type of translation 

work or remain focused on NMT, both of which have strengths and weaknesses. If LLMs are being 

embraced, it is possible that novel tools have been able to partially resolve some of these issues. 

Other Dissertations Focus Further Afield 

The role of these translation-focused PLASSF IEU theses in supporting IO is given further credence by a 

2021 MA thesis focusing on Burmese. [19] The thesis links its purposes to supporting propaganda, 

specifically writing that “Burmese foreign language translation is … a key measure for China to ‘build’ a good 

image in Myanmar.” The thesis frames this in broad terms, noting that “discourse is power” and that the PRC 

must “build a set of external discourse systems (对外话语体系) that have distinctive Chinese 

characteristics and can be understood and accepted by the international community.” A 2019 thesis, 

meanwhile, built an “Indian English-Chinese neural translation system” and focused on Indian social media 

discourse. [20] While this thesis does not obviously frame its efforts in support of IOs, social media is a 

known focus of PLA CDO efforts (DOD, October 19, 2023; China Brief, April 12, 2021; RAND, September 7, 

2023).  

Not all PLA translations serve IO, however. A 2022 thesis instead explains it is supporting growing PRC-

Russia military cooperation, [21] while a PhD thesis from that year apparently supports enhanced bilateral 

military cooperation with Türkiye—an important strategic Belt and Road Initiative partner. [22] Both theses 

discuss the scarcity of data and the need to reduce communication barriers to facilitate cooperation, 

including overcoming a shortage of human professional translation staff currently in the PLA. In the latter 

thesis, the author also makes a vague reference to “fulfilling military mission requirements (满足未来军事

任务需),” though this is left unexplained. 

Other PLASSF IEU work focuses on understanding US policy conversations, specifically on social media. 

One 2022 master’s thesis scraped data from the Twitter accounts of 30 Biden administration senior officials, 

including President Biden and at least 15 cabinet members, as well as the official accounts of over 30 US 

government organizations (e.g., CIA, NRO, NIC, etc.). [23] The researchers explained their methodology as 

“tagging the linguistic features of social networks in the military-political domain, constructing a word 

segmentation model based on the BPE algorithm, splicing and aligning the linguistic features of English and 

Chinese training data at the encoding and decoding ends, and incorporating the features into fine-tuned 

neural network structures based on mBart pre-trained model and transformer neural network structures.”  

https://media.defense.gov/2023/Oct/19/2003323409/-1/-1/1/2023-MILITARY-AND-SECURITY-DEVELOPMENTS-INVOLVING-THE-PEOPLES-REPUBLIC-OF-CHINA.PDF
https://jamestown.org/program/exploring-chinese-military-thinking-on-social-media-manipulation-against-taiwan/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PEA2679-1.html
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The value of the analysis, the thesis explains, is that “a large amount of valuable information can be 

extracted from the political opinions, policies, and mission deployments released by military and political 

figures and institutions through social networks, thereby obtaining open-source intelligence.” It also notes 

that, “in the context of big data, the traditional manual translation model can no longer meet the requirements 

for high-quality and on-demand translation of data in the military-political domain in social networks.” The 

thesis frames itself in the context of “social media warfare (社交媒体战),” which has “opened up a new 

dimension of warfare in the information age, and social networks have become a battlefield of public opinion 

where countries compete fiercely.” 

Insights 

This batch of PLASSF IEU dissertations and theses reveals several insights. First, PLA CDO efforts go 

beyond merely targeting Taiwan and the United States and can likely target anyone. Earlier evidence comes 

from Base 311 research on other countries, such as the Philippines and Japan. [24] If Beijing is using 

resources to target Vietnam, there is a good chance Beijing is also targeting US allies and partners in Asia. A 

recent Microsoft report found that just one PRC IO actor—Spamouflage—produced content in 58 languages 

targeting a wide range of countries, including Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan, just within the past year 

(Microsoft, April 4; see The Heritage Foundation, February 21).  

Multiple Chinese military instructional texts on psychological warfare highlight the importance of targeting 

adversary alliances. [25] Since at least 2004, PLA texts have acknowledged the PRC’s intention of targeting 

adversary alliances in wartime as part of the PLA’s Three Warfares strategy. For example, a 2014 PLA 

National Defense University textbook notably calls for “Disintegrating (瓦解) enemy military alliance (车事

同盟) relations.” As modern wars usually rely on certain military alliances and it is difficult for enemy military 

alliances to achieve complete coordination of interests, the textbook argues, “unbalancing the levers of 

interests among allies or alliance forces (联盟力量) has become an important means of weakening their 

overall combat potential.” [26] For a real-world example, Japan has long been worried about Chinese IO 

efforts targeting Okinawa to support local pro-independence sentiment and eject US forces based there 

(CSIS, July 23, 2020). 

Second, these CDO efforts target both democratic and authoritarian countries. This means that efforts to 

counter malign influence are germane to all states concerned by the PRC’s rise. So far, the United States 

and European countries have focused their counter-disinformation outreach almost exclusively on other 

global democracies. This overlooks authoritarian swing states that are also important to great power 

competition. Indeed, the thesis’ acknowledgement that CDO against Vietnam was in the context of great 

power competition, clearly against the United States, highlights the PRC’s big picture view of its IO efforts. 

Third, at least some PLA machine translation efforts rely on foreign open-source tools, such as Google 

Translate and DeepL. [27] While this is very difficult, if not impossible, to restrict in practice, it highlights the 

risk of open-source tools as LLMs become more powerful. Overall, this reaffirms the understanding that CDO 

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/security/security-insider/intelligence-reports/east-asia-threat-actors-employ-unique-methods
https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/south-korea-must-counter-chinese-influence-operations-and-the-us-should-provide-support
https://www.csis.org/analysis/chinas-influence-japan-everywhere-yet-nowhere-particular
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is the PLA’s preferred operational concept for IOs and can have a global reach to support the PRC’s growing 

ambitions. 

Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga is a Senior Policy Researcher at the RAND Corporation and a former editor 

of China Brief. 

Jackson Smith is a research assistant at the RAND Corporation, where he focuses on Indo-Pacific security 

issues including Chinese IO and geopolitical strategic competition. 
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PRC Influence via the Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign 

Countries 

 

by Cheryl Yu 

 
CPAFFC Chair Yang Wanming visiting Cagayan, Philippines, on December 16, 2023. (Source: Wikipedia) 

Executive Summary: 

• The Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC; 中国人民对外友好协

会) is one united front organization among thousands that, along with its affiliate organizations, continues to 

work with numerous local government officials and organizations across the United States. 

• CPAFFC supports people-to-people diplomacy, public diplomacy, and city-to-city diplomacy to advance the 

Party’s global agenda beyond the reach—and notice—of national governments overseas. 

• A lack of transparency about united front organizations’ perceptions leads to local officials in the United States 

and elsewhere unwittingly being coopted into promoting party narratives and burnishing the PRC’s reputation. 

• Examples of CPAFFC activity include the US-China Bay to Bay Dialogue at the UC Berkeley California-China 

Climate Institute, relationships cultivated with the ‘Flying Tigers’ veteran air force pilots, exchanges with the 

University of Virginia, and the series of China-US Sister Cities Conferences. 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_People%27s_Association_for_Friendship_with_Foreign_Countries#/media/File:2023-12-16_CPAFFC_Cagayan_002.jpg
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At the end of May, California Governor Gavin Newsom attended the US-China Bay to Bay Dialogue (中美湾

区对话) in Berkeley (Xinhua, May 31). A UC Berkeley California-China Climate Institute press release 

proclaimed that the dialogue spurred new initiatives between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the 

United States (Berkeley CCCI, May 29). It neglected to mention, however, that the dialogue was cohosted by 

the Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC; 中国人民对外友好协

会). In October 2020, CPAFFC was called out by then-Secretary of State Pompeo for seeking to “directly and 

malignly influence state and local leaders to promote the PRC’s global agenda” (US State Department, 

October 28, 2020). 

CPAFFC is a Ministry of Foreign Affairs-linked organization that falls under the united front system, which is 

used to control and mobilize organizations and individuals on the Party’s behalf. Like his predecessors, 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Chairman Xi Jinping has emphasized that the united front is instrumental in 

realizing the Party’s domestic and international ambitions. [1] Despite being a key part of the Party’s united 

front system, CPAFFC and its affiliated organizations continue to work with numerous local government 

officials and organizations across the United States. 

CPAFFC and its Three Missions 

Established in 1954, CPAFFC was set up to “lay and expand the social foundation for friendly relations 

between the PRC and other nations, and garner broad international support for the cause of socialism with 

Chinese characteristics” (CPAFFC, May 2012). The organization usually forms part of the government’s 

foreign affairs offices at the local level despite self-identifying as a non-governmental organization (NGO). It 

is often headed by officials belonging to the united front system. Its current president, Yang Wanming (杨万

明), was formerly deputy director of the Central Hong Kong and Macau Work Office. Its previous president, Li 

Xiaolin (李小林), was a member of the CPPCC—the highest-ranking body in the united front system, of 

which Li’s father, Li Xiannian (李先念), was once chairman. Another former president, Lin Songtian (林松

添), is now deputy director of the CPPCC’s Foreign Affairs Committee.  

Lin has stated that the organization’s three main roles are to “spearhead people-to-people diplomacy, serve 

as the backbone of public diplomacy, and act as a bridge in city diplomacy” (Huai’an City Government, March 

7, 2023). At an event in October 2021 commemorating the centenary of the birth of American nuclear 

physicist Joan Hinton, [2] Lin stated that CPAFFC would continue to “unite all forces that can be united, 

actively engage in fostering mutual understanding between the Chinese and foreign peoples, and promote 

the great cause of building a community of common destiny for mankind” (Guangxi Government, October 22, 

2021). [3] In this way, CPAFFC supports the Party’s global ambitions. 

Spearheading ‘People-To-People’ Diplomacy 

People-to-people diplomacy usually entails relationship-building via NGOs and individuals of different states. 

For the PRC, however, it reflects of the CCP’s mass line and its theory of the united front (CPIFA, 2019). At a 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/20240531/d5ed9569f1d14551bbc984ad5d677182/c.html
https://ccci.berkeley.edu/news/2024/05/us-china-cities-and-states-strengthen-ties-advance-climate-action
https://2017-2021.state.gov/designation-of-the-national-association-for-chinas-peaceful-unification-nacpu-as-a-foreign-mission-of-the-prc/index.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20231230193039/https:/www.cpaffc.org.cn/index/xiehui/xiehui_list/cate/3/lang/1.html
https://archive.is/vJAlg
https://archive.ph/up9d5
https://web.archive.org/web/20240225024754/https:/cpifa.org/cms/book/163
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Tsinghua University seminar in 2009, Li Xiaolin articulated the concept as “targeted cooperation with foreign 

organizations and individuals” through which they “come to understand and love the PRC.” The aim of these 

activities is to “create a favorable and friendly atmosphere … toward the PRC.” All this occurs “under the 

organization and support of the [PRC] government at all levels” (Charhar Institute, April 10, 2013). [4] 

In May 2014 at an event to celebrate the 60th anniversary of the CPAFFC, Xi Jinping stated that the 

organization should “make friends widely and establish good relationships” and “create more platforms for 

cooperation and guide foreign institutions and outstanding talents to participate in the PRC’s modernization 

efforts” (Xinhua, May 15, 2014). Lin Songtian has also described people-to-people diplomacy as “mobilizing 

the enthusiasm of local friendship associations, sister cities, and friends to form a synergistic effort” (CIIS, 

May 24, 2022). If done successfully, it should lead to foreigners “sympathizing with, supporting, and 

explaining the cause of the CCP” (CPIFA, 2019). 

A good example of CPAFFC’s people-to-people diplomacy is the relationship it has built with the First 

American Volunteer Group (AVG) of the Republic of China Air Force, also known as the Flying Tigers. 

Following Xi Jinping’s letter to the Sino-American Aviation Heritage Foundation and Flying Tigers veterans in 

late October 2023, CPAFFC hosted the 80th Anniversary of the US 14th Air Force’s Participation in China’s 

War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression at Beijing’s museum to commemorate the war (China 

Diplomacy, October 31, 2023). The foundation, Flying Tigers veterans and their families, and California local 

government officials attended the event. Jeffrey Greene, the foundation’s current chair, stated at the event 

that “the veterans of the Flying Tigers, as well as the younger generation, will continue to tell stories of the 

friendly exchanges between our two countries when they return to the United States.” Earlier this year, 

CPAFFC President Yang visited the Jack Lund Schofield Middle School in Las Vegas, Nevada (Lhasa 

Government, February 5). The school is the first “Flying Tigers Friendship School” in the United States. It was 

established under an MOU signed in September 2022 by representatives from the school and the Liuzhou 

People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries (柳州市人民对外友好协会), a local branch of 

CPAFFC. During the visit, Yang announced an exchange and study program for students to visit the PRC to 

enhance friendships and strengthen relationships between Chinese and American youth (China Military, June 

15, 2023). 

Another example is that of the Beijing People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries (BPAFFC; 

北京市人民对外友好协会), a branch of CPAFFC that receives guidance from CPAFFC. BPAFFC 

recently invited a student delegation from the University of Virginia (UVA) to visit Beijing (Tsinghua University, 

January 10). The trip constituted a January Term course titled “Game Change: Bridging the US-China Divide 

through Sport” whose instructors were Stephen Mull, Vice Provost for Global Affairs at UVA and former 

Acting Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, and Justin O’Jack, Chief Representative of the UVA 

China Office (UVA, accessed June 11). UVA students attended the US-China Youth Ping-Pong Exchange at 

Tsinghua University co-hosted by BPAFFC to commemorate China-US “Ping Pong Diplomacy” and the 45th 

anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic ties between the PRC and the United States (Tsinghua 

University, January 10). The delegation also attended a reception jointly held by CPAFFC and the Chinese 

https://archive.is/UOKFp
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2014-05/15/c_1110712488.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20220524170855/https:/www.ciis.org.cn/gjwtyj/dqqk/202201/P020220119394084112599.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20240225024754/https:/cpifa.org/cms/book/163
http://cn.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/2023-10/31/content_116784293.shtml
http://cn.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/2023-10/31/content_116784293.shtml
http://wsb.lasa.gov.cn/wsbgs/wszs/202402/d2ceb405da8e4bdbb7f9deae0edd2a61.shtml
http://wsb.lasa.gov.cn/wsbgs/wszs/202402/d2ceb405da8e4bdbb7f9deae0edd2a61.shtml
http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/CHINA_209163/TopStories_209189/16231471.html
https://www.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1182/109271.htm
https://global.virginia.edu/j-term-course-game-change-bridging-us-china-divide-through-sport
https://www.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1182/109271.htm
https://www.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1182/109271.htm
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People’s Institute of Foreign Affairs (CPIFA; 中国人民外交学会), an initiative established by then-PRC 

Premier and Minister of Foreign Affairs Zhou Enlai in 1949 as the first people-to-people diplomacy entity 

(CPIFA, Accessed June 14). As head of the delegation, Mull hoped that UVA students would “experience 

China’s long history and culture and establish a lasting friendship between both parties.” In the future, he 

added, UVA hopes to “organize more Chinese-American student exchange activities to encourage more 

American students to come to China and experience it” (News China, January 11).  

People-to-people diplomacy is a proven tool for the PRC to foster favorable international perceptions and 

enhance its soft power. Student programs set up through CPAFFC promote the Party’s narratives of what the 

“real China” is like, while bypassing official diplomatic channels. These activities persist despite US State 

Department warnings that US citizens should “reconsider travel to Mainland China due to the arbitrary 

enforcement of local laws, including in relation to exit bans, and the risk of wrongful detentions” (US DoS, 

April 12). When executed effectively, such engagements create a dissonance between the participants' 

personal experiences and the concerns expressed by their own government. 

‘Serving as the Backbone of Public Diplomacy’ 

Public diplomacy, according to a Former Director of the State Council Information Office, covers international 

exchange activities that express and explain a country’s situation and policies to foreigners. This is done by 

the government, public organizations, the media, and individuals (Qiushi, April 11, 2018). For CPAFFC, 

public diplomacy is expected to serve the government’s needs by using its relationships and resources to 

support the dissemination of propaganda. Xi expects CPAFFC to “participate widely in activities of 

international NGOs, spreading China’s voice and telling China’s stories well, and presenting to the world an 

authentic, multidimensional, and comprehensive China” (Xinhua, May 15, 2014). In practical terms, Lin 

Songtian takes this to mean “mobilizing think tanks, the media, and online platforms both domestically and 

internationally, and effectively connecting, establishing, and utilizing these networks and platforms, and 

striving to achieve the ‘four haves (四有)’ goal of ‘having places to speak, having people to speak to, having 

people to listen, and having people to believe in what is heard’” (CIIS, May 24, 2022). 

In October 2023, CPAFFC co-hosted the 8th China Global Think Tank Innovation Forum with the Center for 

China & Globalization (CCG), an organization that is part of the united front system (CCG, October 23, 2023). 

The event, says CPAFFC President Yang, “enabled CPAFFC and CCG to strengthen links and exchanges 

with think tanks around the world and lay a foundation for future dialogue and cooperation.” He encouraged 

attendees to “implement pathways to serve building a community of common destiny for mankind through 

their work.” Michael Pillsbury, Joseph Nye, Doug Bandow, and Colin Bradford were among those who took 

part. [5] 

Earlier this year, Yang took a 12-day trip to the United States, visiting Washington D.C., Nevada, Texas, 

California, and Washington. The aim of the trip was to “promote the implementation of the important 

consensus reached at the San Francisco meeting between the PRC and US heads of state at the grassroots 

and local levels.” During his trip, he met with former US officials, including former governor of Missouri Bob 

https://www.cpifa.org/class/7
http://news.china.com.cn/2024-01/11/content_116934277.shtml
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/traveladvisories/china-travel-advisory.html
http://news.china.com.cn/2024-01/11/content_116934277.shtml
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2014-05/15/c_1110712488.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20220524170855/https:/www.ciis.org.cn/gjwtyj/dqqk/202201/P020220119394084112599.pdf
https://archive.is/isQrP
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Holden and former Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs Thomas A. Shannon Jr., as well as think 

tanks such as the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the Stimson Center, and the Wilson Center 

(Guangxi Government, February 5). Yang also met Clarence E. Anthony, CEO and Executive Director of the 

National League of Cities (NLC), which its website calls “the largest and oldest organization representing 

America’s cities, towns, and villages, and their leaders” (NLC, accessed June 11).  

The PRC uses public diplomacy to shape narratives overseas and foster strategic alliances. Those who 

attend CPAFFC events provide platforms for advancing PRC messaging, implicitly condoning its activities 

regardless of the meetings’ outcomes. These meetings are then covered in state media for domestic 

audiences, allowing US entities to provide the CCP with a veneer of legitimacy. 

‘A Bridge in City Diplomacy’ 

CPAFFC has a long history of helping build friendly relationships between cities. In March 1992, it initiated 

the China International Friendship Cities Association (中国国际友好城市联合会) to promote exchanges 

and cooperation between PRC and foreign cities and local governments in economic, political, cultural, and 

social domains (Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture Government, September 8, 2008; Dongguan 

City Government, February 15, 2012). This cooperation is, in part, intended to serve the development of the 

PRC and its provinces. In May 2014, at the 60th Anniversary of the Founding of CPAFFC, Xi Jinping used 

the term “city diplomacy” to describe this kind of work—the first time it had been used by a national leader 

(Charhar Institute, September 1, 2017). He demanded that CPAFFC “vigorously carry out the work of the 

PRC’s international sister cities, enhance exchanges between local governments at home and abroad, and 

promote resource sharing, complementary advantages, and win-win cooperation)” (Xinhua, May 15, 2014).  

At this year’s Bay to Bay Dialogue in Berkeley, Yang Wanming said that he hoped to use this dialogue as “a 

new starting point to actively promote provinces, states, and cities in China and the United States to fully 

demonstrate local vitality,” aligning with the organization’s role in acting as a bridge in city diplomacy (Xinhua, 

May 31). The dialogue appeared to have achieved CPAFFC’s desired results. At the event, Governor 

Newsom stated that the two bay areas “have broad common interests in areas such as jointly addressing 

climate change, new energy technologies and industries, and sustainable development.” The fact that this 

other “bay area” is an initiative started by Xi Jinping that leverages Hong Kong’s international status to 

support Beijing’s military-civil fusion development strategy went unmentioned (China Brief, January 19).  

In November 2023, CPAFFC hosted the Fifth China-US Sister Cities Conference (第五届中美友城大会) 

in Suzhou alongside the Jiangsu government. At the opening ceremony, Vice Chairman of the CPPCC Zhu 

Yongxin (朱永新) read out a letter to the conference from Xi (Jiangsu CCP Committee, November 4, 2023). 

Attendees came from over 10 PRC provinces and nearly 20 US counties and cities. California’s delegation 

included six city and county heads and was organized by the US-Sino Friendship Association (美华友好协

会), a united front organization headed by Simon Pang (冯振发) (Shanghai Government, November 8, 

2023). Pang has been awarded the honorary title of “Sino-US Friendship Envoy (中美友好使者)” from 

http://wsb.gxzf.gov.cn/yhjw_48207/yxyc_48208/t17953557.shtml
https://www.nlc.org/people/clarence-anthony/
https://www.xsbn.gov.cn/wsqwb/53131.news.detail.dhtml?news_id=884280
http://dgfao.dg.gov.cn/index/news/7186.html#:~:text=%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E5%9B%BD%E9%99%85%E5%8F%8B%E5%A5%BD%E5%9F%8E%E5%B8%82%E8%81%94%E5%90%88%E4%BC%9A%E6%98%AF%E4%B8%AD%E5%8D%8E%E4%BA%BA%E6%B0%91%E5%85%B1%E5%92%8C%E5%9B%BD,%E7%89%B9%E5%88%AB%E8%A1%8C%E6%94%BF%E5%8C%BA%E5%92%8C%E5%8F%B0%E6%B9%BE%E7%9C%81)%E3%80%82
http://dgfao.dg.gov.cn/index/news/7186.html#:~:text=%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E5%9B%BD%E9%99%85%E5%8F%8B%E5%A5%BD%E5%9F%8E%E5%B8%82%E8%81%94%E5%90%88%E4%BC%9A%E6%98%AF%E4%B8%AD%E5%8D%8E%E4%BA%BA%E6%B0%91%E5%85%B1%E5%92%8C%E5%9B%BD,%E7%89%B9%E5%88%AB%E8%A1%8C%E6%94%BF%E5%8C%BA%E5%92%8C%E5%8F%B0%E6%B9%BE%E7%9C%81)%E3%80%82
http://www.charhar.org.cn/newsinfo.aspx?newsid=12093
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2014-05/15/c_1110712488.htm
https://jamestown.org/program/a-greater-bay-area-chinas-initiative-to-build-a-new-silicon-valley/
https://www.zgjssw.gov.cn/yaowen/202311/t20231104_8141617.shtml
https://wsb.sh.gov.cn/spaffca/20231108/8c42be1b30aa4099b67ef09b1b4c9d08.html/
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CPAFFC and is also an Overseas Honorary Director of Shanghai People’s Association for Friendship with 

Foreign Countries (SPAFFC) (Sohu, December 12, 2019; Shanghai Government, November 8, 2023). 

SPAFFC receives guidance from CPAFFC (Shanghai Government, September 7, 2022). In December 2021, 

Pang was appointed by President Biden as a commissioner to the President’s Advisory Commission on 

Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians, and Pacific Islanders (White House, December 20, 2021). Carol Lopez, 

Chair Emeritus of Sister Cities International—an organization founded by President Eisenhower in 1956 to 

“bring peace through people-to-people diplomacy”—also attended the event, as did others such as the mayor 

of Rochester, Minnesota and a former majority leader of the California State Senate (People’s Daily, 

November 4, 2023).  

Subnational diplomacy provides a key avenue for the CPAFFC to advance the Party’s agenda. The US 

officials and civil society members who attend the events and meetings it hosts are often not fully aware of 

how the CCP operates by using local partnerships to promote national-level strategies that harm US 

interests. The Party exploits these spaces where the United States currently lacks the capacity to respond 

effectively. 

Conclusion  

CPAFFC is one among thousands of organizations the Party instrumentalizes to achieve its global ambitions. 

Most of these organizations operate as nonprofits or NGOs, including a large number in the United States. 

CPAFFC is one of the few that have been noticed. In October 2020, the US State Department described 

CPAFFC as being “tasked with co-opting subnational governments” and consequently withdrew its 

participation in a 2011 MOU between the United States and the PRC that supported the creation of a US-

China National Governors Forum (US Department of State, October 28, 2020). Nevertheless, the 

organization remains active in arranging meetings with local US officials and fostering relationships between 

the United States and the PRC. Many state and local officials, universities, think tanks, and other 

organizations in the United States seem unaware of the broader objectives behind the initiatives and 

exchanges that CPAFFC facilitates. More concerning is the sense that at least some of these officials and 

organizations appear comfortable ignoring CCP attempts to expand its influence in the United States.  

Cheryl Yu is a Fellow in China Studies at the Jamestown Foundation and the author of an upcoming report 

on united front groups in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and Germany. 

Notes 

[1] For more on how the CCP aims to use united front work to achieve its global ambitions, see the following: 

Tobin, Daniel. “How Xi Jinping’s ‘New Era’ Should Have Ended U.S. Debate on Beijing’s Ambitions.” U.S.-

China Economic and Security Review Commission, March 13, 2020. 

https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/testimonies/SFR%20for%20USCC%20TobinD%2020200313.pdf; 

Tobin, Liza. “Xi’s Vision for Transforming Global Governance: A Strategic Challenge for Washington and Its 

Allies.” Texas National Security Review, November 2018. https://tnsr.org/2018/11/xis-vision-for-transforming-

global-governance-a-strategic-challenge-for-washington-and-its-allies/; Jinping, Xi. “Speech at a Ceremony 

https://archive.is/b9fx1
https://wsb.sh.gov.cn/spaffca/20231108/8c42be1b30aa4099b67ef09b1b4c9d08.html/
https://wsb.sh.gov.cn/yxzt2022_yxzc/20220324/a076ac6dbabc4568987e1f14a03b99c7.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/12/20/president-biden-announces-intent-to-appoint-commissioners-to-the-presidents-advisory-commission-on-asian-americans-native-hawaiians-and-pacific-islanders/
http://paper.people.com.cn/rmrb/html/2023-11/04/nw.D110000renmrb_20231104_1-02.htm
https://2017-2021.state.gov/designation-of-the-national-association-for-chinas-peaceful-unification-nacpu-as-a-foreign-mission-of-the-prc/index.html
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/testimonies/SFR%20for%20USCC%20TobinD%2020200313.pdf
https://tnsr.org/2018/11/xis-vision-for-transforming-global-governance-a-strategic-challenge-for-washington-and-its-allies/
https://tnsr.org/2018/11/xis-vision-for-transforming-global-governance-a-strategic-challenge-for-washington-and-its-allies/
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Marking the Centenary of the Communist Party of China.” Xinhua July 1, 2021. 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/special/2021-07/01/c_1310038244.htm; Mattis, Peter. “Out with the New, 

In with the Old: Interpreting China’s ‘New Type of International Relations’.” China Brief, April 25, 2013. 

https://jamestown.org/program/out-with-the-new-in-with-the-old-interpreting-chinas-new-type-of-international-

relations/; Joske, Alex. “Reorganizing the United Front Work Department: New Structures for a New Era of 

Diaspora and Religious Affairs Work.” China Brief, May 9, 2019. https://jamestown.org/program/reorganizing-

the-united-front-work-department-new-structures-for-a-new-era-of-diaspora-and-religious-affairs-work/; 

Mattis, Peter and Joske, Alex. “The Third Magic Weapon: Reforming China’s United Front.” War on the 

Rocks, June 24, 2019. https://warontherocks.com/2019/06/the-third-magic-weapon-reforming-chinas-united-

front/. 

[2] Joan Hinton and her husband Erwin Engst were firm believers in communism and adherents of Mao 

Zedong, as was Joan’s brother, William H. Hinton, one of the most prominent pro-CCP Americans of the 20th 

Century. Between 1975 and 1977, they were invited by the US–China Peoples Friendship Association to give 

speeches in the United States, of which William H. Hinton was the first national chairman. They were all 

considered “Good Friends of the Chinese People.” 

[3] The phrase “Unite all forces that can be united” is part of the guiding language of the united front. In April 

1956, at a meeting with representatives from parties in Latin American countries, Mao Zedong said, “we must 

unite with all those who can be united. In this way, we can reduce the number of enemies to the smallest 

number … for us, the more friends the better and the fewer enemies the better.” In 1981, the CCP Central 

Committee passed a resolution that stated, “we must unswervingly unite all forces that can be united to 

consolidate and expand the patriotic united front.” In July 2021, Xi Jinping too said that the CCP “constantly 

consolidates and develops the broadest united front, unites all forces that can be united, and mobilizes all 

positive factors that can be mobilized” and that “the patriotic united front is an important magic weapon for the 

CCP to unite all Chinese people at home and abroad to realize the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” 

United front work is “the CCP’s efforts to strengthen and expand the united front by influencing and co‑opting 

targets.” See Joske, Alex. “The Party Speaks For You.” Australian Strategic Policy Institute, June 9, 2020. 

https://www.aspi.org.au/report/party-speaks-you 

[4] The full quote reads as follows: “People-to-people diplomacy is under the organization and support of the 

government at all levels. Specific institutions and individuals have emerged in a non-governmental form to 

carry out targeted cooperation with foreign organizations and individuals. Through these exchanges and 

collaborations, foreign organizations and individuals come to understand and love the PRC, and 

subsequently leverage these organizations and individuals’ influence in their own countries to gradually 

create a favorable and friendly atmosphere and public opinion toward the PRC, promoting the deepening of 

bilateral relations (在各级政府的组织和支持下，由特定的机构和人⼠以民间形式出现，有针

对性地与国外组织和个人开展合作。 通过这些交流合作，使国外的组织和个人了解中国、

热爱中国，进⽽借重这些组织和个人在本国的影响力，逐步在该国 形成对华友好的积极⽓

氛和舆论环境，推动该国对华关系的发展深化。民间外交可以以更直接、更具亲和力的形

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/special/2021-07/01/c_1310038244.htm
https://jamestown.org/program/out-with-the-new-in-with-the-old-interpreting-chinas-new-type-of-international-relations/
https://jamestown.org/program/out-with-the-new-in-with-the-old-interpreting-chinas-new-type-of-international-relations/
https://jamestown.org/program/reorganizing-the-united-front-work-department-new-structures-for-a-new-era-of-diaspora-and-religious-affairs-work/
https://jamestown.org/program/reorganizing-the-united-front-work-department-new-structures-for-a-new-era-of-diaspora-and-religious-affairs-work/
https://warontherocks.com/2019/06/the-third-magic-weapon-reforming-chinas-united-front/
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式做好 外国公众和主流社会人⼠的友好工作，可以更有效地展⽰本国的文化吸引力和政治

影响力，改善国际舆论环境，维护国家利益).” 

[5] Michael Pillsbury is a Senior Fellow at The Heritage Foundation; Joseph Nye is University a Distinguished 

Service Professor, Emeritus and former Dean of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government; Doug Bandow is 

a Senior Fellow at the CATO Institute; and Colin Bradford is a Senior Fellow of the Global Economy and 

Development Program at the Brookings Institution. 
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Taiwan in Focus at the Shangri-La Dialogue 

 

by Ying Yu Lin & Tzu-Hao Liao  

 
US Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III meets with Peoples Republic of China Minister of Defense, Adm. 

Dong Jun in Singapore, May 31, 2024. (DVIDS, May 31) 

Executive Summary: 

• PRC Defense Minister Dong Jun’s experience in international military exchanges allowed him to showcase a 

blend of assertiveness in his speeches and a congenial rapport with foreign journalists during his appearance at 

this year’s Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore. 

• The Dialogue saw a notable emphasis on Taiwan in the PRC delegation’s remarks, with officials seeking to play 

down the “China threat” narrative despite recent Joint Sword 2024A exercises surrounding the island. 

• Dong reiterated the position that Taiwan independence and external interference constitute red lines that the PRC 

is prepared to defend by force if necessary, indicating Beijing’s primary objective at the dialogue was to project a 

resolute stance against foreign interference to audiences both international and domestic. 

 

 

 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/8441783/secdef-austin-visit-singapore
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Admiral Dong Jun (董军), Minister of National Defense for the People’s Republic of China (PRC), recently 

engaged in formal discussions with United States Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin at the annual Shangri-la 

Dialogue in Singapore (MND, May 31). This was their first face-to-face meeting since 2022. The dialogue 

was predictable, with both parties adhering strictly to their respective viewpoints. It was also largely symbolic 

as a channel for military diplomacy, as the minister has a peripheral role within the PRC’s overall military 

command structure. Dong’s and others’ comments on Taiwan were particularly noteworthy, especially in the 

context of recent military exercises and increased gray-zone activities since the inauguration of President Lai 

Ching-te (賴清德) in January. 

It is noteworthy that the PRC is demonstrating a proactive approach toward media engagement, convening 

multiple press conferences and showcasing a well-prepared public relations strategy. In this sense, it was 

relatively more active than that the United States at the Dialogue (US DOD, June 1). Dong’s speech on June 

2 highlighted the PRC’s intention to employ a dual strategy of both assertive and diplomatic measures with 

the aim of projecting and reinforcing the PRC’s desired image of itself as a major global power 

(YouTube/IISS, June 3). 

The PRC’s Evolving Representation at the Shangri-La Dialogue 

International fora provide a platform for the PRC to voice its discontent in targeted ways. For instance, during 

this year’s conference, Senior Colonel Cao Yanzhong (曹延忠) from the Academy of Military Sciences 

asked Secretary Austin whether the United States was attempting to establish an “Asian NATO.” He followed 

this by asserting that “NATO’s eastward expansion led to the Ukraine crisis” and questioned what impact the 

strengthening of the US alliance system in the Asia-Pacific would have on regional security and stability 

(DVIDS, May 31). 

Over years of participating in international and regional fora, PRC representatives have become adept at 

navigating the public diplomatic landscape. They skillfully use speeches and pointed questions to increase 

military transparency and assert the PRC’s positions in front of a global audience. Simultaneously, these 

actions also serve to fuel domestic propaganda, reinforcing the government's stance within the PRC. This 

approach ensures that the PRC’s international posturing also resonates within its borders, seamlessly 

packaging their narrative for domestic consumption. 

The PRC has participated in the Shangri-La Dialogue since 2007, where it has traditionally been represented 

by deputy chiefs of the General Staff such as Ma Xiaotian (马晓天), Wang Guanzhong (王冠中), Qi 

Jianguo (戚建国), and Sun Jianguo (孙建国). In 2011, then-Defense Minister Liang Guanglie (梁光烈) led 

the delegation—the highest-level PRC official to attend. In 2012, the delegation was downgraded, led by 

then-Vice President of the Academy of Military Sciences Ren Haiquan (任海泉). This was likely due to 

preparations for the 18th Party Congress later that year and concerns over domestic reactions to discussions 

about the PRC’s actions in the South China Sea (SCS). Subsequent years saw a return to the norm of 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/jswj/16312983.html
https://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/3793580/the-new-convergence-in-the-indo-pacific-remarks-by-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qrW6yYhfRc4
https://www.dvidshub.net/video/925810/austin-speaks-singapores-shangri-la-dialogue
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delegations led by deputy chiefs of the General Staff, with occasional deviations such as the attendance of 

Lieutenant General He Lei (何雷), Vice President of the Academy of Military Sciences, in 2017 and 2018. 

Since 2019, the PRC delegation has been led by the Minister of National Defense. In 2019, the minister was 

Wei Fenghe (魏凤和), a former member of the Rocket Force and a quintessential field officer. His 

interactions with journalists were marked by a forthright military demeanor. Once the Dialogue was resumed 

in 2022 following the pandemic, his successor Li Shangfu (李尚福) led the delegation. Unlike Wei Fenghe, 

Li’s background primarily in the General Armaments Department and the Xichang Satellite Launch Center 

endowed him with extensive technological expertise. However, his lack of experience in high-level military 

diplomacy raised concerns about his ability to effectively engage with foreign military officials. This year, 

Minister Dong Jun’s extensive experience in international military exchanges allowed him to showcase a 

blend of assertiveness in his speeches and a congenial rapport with foreign journalists (see China Brief, 

February 2). This is likely a product of a career in the PLA Navy, which is traditionally tasked with diplomatic 

missions. For instance, among his more strident official statements, a more casual side of the man was on 

display while engaging with American journalists (BRTV, May 31). No doubt premeditated, at one point while 

cleaning his glasses he chatted to the press pack about panda diplomacy in relatively friendly terms. This 

reinforces the view that, at least on the surface, the PRC has shifted away from “wolf warrior diplomacy” 

since the Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference last December (China Brief, April 12). This dual approach, 

combining firmness with diplomatic engagement, indicates that Dong will likely be a more effective minister in 

charge of military diplomacy. 

Aims to Mitigate Perceptions of the ‘China Threat’  

The Shangri-La Dialogue took place immediately following PRC’s Joint Sword-2024A military exercise and 

amid ongoing clashes between the PRC and the Philippines in the SCS (MND, May 23; Manila Times, June 

4). The PRC delegation was therefore scrutinized heavily during the Dialogue. For the PRC, the Dialogue 

presented an opportunity to articulate its positions, justify its military maneuvers, and counter the prevailing 

“China threat” narrative that frames the PRC as the principal destabilizing force in the region, seeking to 

replace the United States as the hegemonic power (China’s Diplomacy in the New Era, April 8). By 

expressing its intent to continue dialogue with the United States, bridge differences, and advocate for shared 

regional prosperity and strategic autonomy, the PRC intended to frame itself as morally superior to the 

United States and to belie the “China threat” narrative. In so doing, the PRC hopes to encourage states in the 

region to move toward genuine multilateral cooperation rather than aligning with the United States’ 

minilateralism. 

In his address, Admiral Dong invoked solidarity with developing countries, emphasizing the shared anti-

hegemonic and anti-colonial histories of the PRC and its neighbors (IISS, June 2). Near the top of his 

remarks, he appeared to invoke the ancient Chinese aphorism that “a close neighbor is better than a distant 

relative (远亲不如近邻),” noting that these countries have “worked in solidarity to resist aggression, fight 

disasters, and pursue development. We wish each other well as neighbors just as members of a family do.” 

https://jamestown.org/program/pla-personnel-shakeups-and-their-implications/
https://www.ixigua.com/7375135724485610789?utm_source=xigua_hotspot&category_name=subv_xg_hotspot&enter_from=click_hotspot&groupid=7375135724485610789&wid_try=1
https://jamestown.org/program/xi-signals-firm-strategy-but-flexible-tactics-at-chinas-central-foreign-affairs-work-conference/
http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/qwfb/16310841.html
https://www.manilatimes.net/2024/06/04/news/national/china-slammed-for-seizing-ph-supplies/1949746
http://cn.chinadiplomacy.org.cn/2024-04/08/content_117110660.shtml
https://www.iiss.org/globalassets/media-library---content--migration/files/shangri-la-dialogue/2024/transcripts/final/p5/admiral-dong-jun-minister-of-national-defense-china--as-delivered.pdf
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He also proposed concrete strategies to support weaker nations, aiming to create a vision of shared 

governance, particularly in Southeast Asia, under the guise of equality (IISS, June 2). 

The PRC delegation also interacted with representatives from various countries while at the Dialogue, 

signaling a potential return to the proactive foreign diplomacy observed around 2014 when the PRC invested 

more in UN Peacekeeping operations (National Institute for Defense Studies, March 2015). The overarching 

aim of these interactions was not merely military diplomacy but also to dilute the “China threat” narrative. 

Specifically, the PRC sought to clarify that its military exercises targeting Taiwan were solely focused on 

countering Taiwanese independence movements and did not pose a threat to other nations. This message 

was intended to reinforce the notion that so long as foreign countries refrain from interfering in the PRC’s 

domestic affairs, stability would be maintained. This delineation has consistently been a core aspect of the 

PRC’s international strategy. 

Dueling Perceptions of Taiwan at the Dialogue 

The Taiwan issue is the foundation of the “China Threat” narrative. The PRC stance on Taiwan was 

unequivocal throughout General Dong’s and Secretary Austin’s interactions, as well as in Dong’s plenary 

speech. Namely, that while the PRC is open to international consultation on regional stability in the SCS and 

other global issues, the Taiwan Strait remains an inviolable red line and non-negotiable with any foreign 

entity (MND, May 31). He framed DPP politicians as charlatans who would be “nailed to the pillar of shame in 

history,” and warned that the PLA would “remain a strong force for upholding national reunification.” He also 

urged East Asian countries to consider the implications carefully, stating that “anyone who dares to separate 

Taiwan from China will only end up in self-destruction” (IISS, June 2). During his speech, Dong ignored the 

moderator to repeatedly stress the Taiwan issue. Articles on PRC media platforms later unanimously 

criticized the moderator’s professionalism (China.com, June 4; CCTV, June 2). One, published by a senior 

journalist from Phoenix TV, analogized this behavior to the Western tradition of infringing upon PRC 

sovereignty through “hegemonic (霸道)” actions (Tencent, June 8). 

The PRC has categorized the Lai administration as proponents of Taiwanese independence, asserting that 

Taiwan is at the heart of its core interests and that unification is inevitable (TAO, May 29). This rhetoric 

coupled with heightened military actions foreshadows increased pressure on Taiwan’s national security in the 

coming four years. The PRC has also emphasized to the United States that hard-won military to military 

communication is predicated on the latter respecting their core interests over the island. This is undoubtedly 

an attempt to tie continuing mil-mil dialogues to the Taiwan issue. It also sets a precondition for military 

exchanges with other countries. 

Australian Defense Minister Richard Marles articulated a more nuance view on the PRC during a sideline 

discussion at the Dialogue (Australian Department of Defense, June 1). Marles acknowledged the recent 

stabilization of trade relations with the PRC but expressed strong dissatisfaction with its recent gray-zone 

activities in the SCS and its erosion of the status quo in the Taiwan Strait, citing the PLA’s “record number of 

incursions across the median line” so far this year. Indeed, the sequence of events, from Nauru severing 

https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri-la-dialogue/shangri-la-dialogue-2024/plenary-sessions/fifth-plenary/
https://www.nids.mod.go.jp/publication/chinareport/pdf/china_report_EN_web_2014_A01.pdf
http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/qwfb/16312968.html
https://www.iiss.org/globalassets/media-library---content--migration/files/shangri-la-dialogue/2024/transcripts/final/p5/admiral-dong-jun-minister-of-national-defense-china--as-delivered.pdf
https://news.china.com/socialgd/10000169/20240604/46640106_3.html
https://content-static.cctvnews.cctv.com/snow-book/index.html?item_id=17538873848890971713&toc_style_id=feeds_default&module=ccnews%3A%2F%2Fappclient%2Fpage%2Ffeeds%2Fdetail%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fcontent-static.cctvnews.cctv.com%252Fsnow-book%252Fin
https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20240608A02GRB00
http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/xwdt/xwfb/wyly/202405/t20240529_12623898.htm
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/speeches/2024-06-01/address-shangri-la-dialogue
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diplomatic ties with Taiwan at the beginning of the year to the Joint Sword exercises, is indicative of the 

PRC’s sustained psychological and military pressure on Taiwan (US DOS, January 15). Marles also 

emphasized that the PRC should shoulder the burden of upholding existing international rules, arguing that 

the international order cannot develop in an environment “where sovereign rights and international law are 

ignored, especially by great powers.”  

PLA representatives’ direct rebuttals to Marles’s remarks highlighted the tensions and indicated areas of 

disagreement as well as fundamental differences of understanding on the issues (IISS, June 1). One PLA 

officer confronted Marles on the SCS issue, saying that the PRC has the natural right to defend its national 

security. Another said there were at least two mistakes in Marles’s speech, first that “Taiwan is one province 

of China, and we will not endanger the Taiwan people’s security and life,” and second that he “didn’t mention 

that the Philippines, their ship, intentionally collided with China’s coast guard ships.” The Philippine 

government disputes this characterization of events. Australia nevertheless also expressed a willingness to 

engage with the PRC to prevent potential conflicts. This indicates a dual strategy of maintaining engagement 

while aligning with the United States’ strategy of military deterrence to counter any aggressive moves by the 

PRC. 

Conclusion 

Since President Lai’s election in January, the CCP has employed a series of psychological and physical 

intimidation measures against the island as part of a broader campaign by Beijing to undermine its 

sovereignty. Some actions appear to test Taiwan’s thresholds and policy responses, such as recent civilian 

drone incursions over its outlying islands and aggressive maneuvers by speedboats in the Tamsui river. 

These incidents, reminiscent of previous drone harassment, occur whenever Taiwan discusses adjustments 

to its Rules of Engagement (ROE) or First-Strike policies. Such gray-zone operations, designed to gauge 

Taiwan’s defensive responses, are among the multifaceted threats Taiwan faces beyond conventional PLA 

military exercises. Consequently, Taiwan must remain vigilant and adapt its defensive strategies to counter 

these evolving threats. 

The Shangri-La Dialogue saw a notable emphasis on the Taiwan issue in the PRC delegation’s remarks. 

PLA officials reiterated the position that Taiwan independence and external interference constitute red lines 

that the PRC is prepared to defend by force if necessary. This rhetoric may not resonate universally on the 

international stage, but Beijing’s primary objective at the Dialogue was to project a resolute stance against 

foreign interference both internationally and domestically. This strategy was further bolstered by the attention 

garnered by the newly appointed Defense Minister Dong Jun, enabling Beijing to achieve its dual aims of 

boosting internal propaganda and external posturing, effectively concluding the narrative set by the Joint 

Sword 2024A exercises. 

 

 

https://www.state.gov/nauru-officially-breaks-ties-with-taiwan/
https://youtu.be/TeN7ZAHXuAw?feature=shared


ChinaBrief • Volume 24 • Issue 13 • June 21, 2024 

 
 

 

 

  32 

Dr. Ying Yu Lin is an assistant professor at the Graduate Institute of International Affairs and Strategic 

Studies Tamkang University in New Taipei City, Taiwan and a research fellow at the Association of Strategic 

Foresight. He received his PhD in the Graduate Institute of International Affairs and Strategic Studies, 

Tamkang University. His research interests include PLA studies and cybersecurity. 
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Georgia’s Anaklia Port and PRC Infrastructure Strategy 

 

by Lea Thome  

 
A closed Chinese restaurant along the beach at Anaklia, Georgia. (Source: Wikipedia)  

Executive Summary: 

• The acquisition of a 49 percent stake in a Georgian port by a state-backed consortium advances the PRC’s global 

port strategy—the PRC currently owns stakes in over 90 ports). As Xi Jinping has stated, “to become rich, one 

must first build ports.” 

• A new port at Anaklia will contribute an additional node to the Middle Corridor (or Trans-Caspian International 

Transport Route), allowing trade to bypass both the Northern Corridor, which transits through Russia and Belarus, 

and traditional maritime routes through the Strait of Malacca and the Red Sea—both current geopolitical hotspots. 

• The agreement reflects Georgia’s increasing turn away from the West, while an earlier decision from a US firm to 

pass on the opportunity to develop the port reflects the United States’ lack of serious competition to the PRC in 

developing infrastructure across the world. 

 

 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b9/Anaklia_%2814503993598%29.jpg
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On May 29, the Georgian Minister of Economy and Sustainable Development, Levan Davitashvili, 

announced that a consortium of firms from the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Singapore would 

construct the new deep-sea port of Anaklia, located in western Georgia on the Black Sea (Agenda.ge, May 

29). A restricted tender for the construction of the port was announced in 2023. Although a Swiss-

Singaporean consortium, Terminal Investment Limited Holding S.A. (TiL), was also shortlisted, only the PRC 

group ended up following through with the tender process (Ministry of Economy and Sustainable 

Development of Georgia (MESDG); March 2, September 20, 2023). 

Anaklia is located at a strategically important location along the Black Sea and would join Georgia’s four pre-

existing ports: Poti, Batumi, Kulevi, and Supsa. Poti currently serves as the country’s busiest port, handling 

about 80 percent of its container traffic (APM Terminals, accessed June 4), but Anaklia Port might offer the 

opportunity to compete with other ports along the Black Sea—a region that has been impacted heavily by 

recent geopolitical tensions. This latest investment will advance PRC interests, including greater regional 

connectivity amid Russia’s preoccupation with its war in Ukraine, and its wider strategy to construct ports 

globally. 

Anaklia Port and the New Investment Deal 

Initial plans to construct the port at Anaklia first emerged in the early 2010s, but the development has been 

marred by multiple mishaps. In the early stages of planning in 2016, Anaklia Development Consortium 

(ADC)—composed of TBC Holding from Georgia and the US-based Conti Group—was awarded the tender 

to exclusively “construct, develop, and operate” the port (Anaklia Development Consortium; accessed June 

4, October 3, 2016; Civil.ge, accessed June 4; ). SSA Marine, a US company headquartered in Seattle, was 

also selected as a terminal operator. In 2019 however, soon after the awarding of the contract to ADC, the 

project came to a halt. A corruption investigation into TBC’s owners ultimately led to criminal charges 

(Transparency International Georgia, February 16, 2019). Consequently, Conti Group abandoned its 42 

percent stake in ADC. Now, almost five years later, the Georgian government is eager to move ahead with 

the development and construction of the port.  

The PRC’s interest in Anaklia Port is also not new. In 2018, Georgian officials met with interested investors, 

the China Railway International Group (CRECGI; 中铁国际集团), and discussions with the then-PRC 

ambassador on the port investment and creation of a free industrial zone followed (MESDG; July 2, 2018, 

September 1, 2018). Last year, Minister Davitashvili shared that an official concession and partnership 

agreement will be negotiated following the announcement of the winning tender. The Georgian 

government—either directly or via a state-owned company—is expected to hold a 51 percent ownership 

stake in the Port of Anaklia, while the foreign company will hold a minority stake of 49 percent. Construction 

is planned to start upon the conclusion of the private partner agreement, after which operations are expected 

to commence within three years (MESDG; February 2, 2023).  

That the majority state-owned China Communications Construction Company (CCCC) has successfully bid 

to construct the port highlights the PRC’s sustained interest in infrastructure development throughout the 

https://agenda.ge/en/news/2024/39341%23gsc.tab=0
https://www.economy.ge/?page=news&nw=2479&s=anakliis-portis-sazgvao-infrastruqturis-msheneblobistvis-saertashoriso-tenderi-gamocxadda&lang=ge
https://www.economy.ge/?page=news&nw=2341&s=anakliis-grmawylovani-navsadguris-proeqtis-kerdzo-partnioris-sherchevis-meore-etapze-ori-kompania-gadavida&lang=ge
https://www.apmterminals.com/en/poti%23:~:text=The%252520Poti%252520Sea%252520Port%252520is,hub%252520for%252520Central%252520Asia%252520trade.
http://anakliadevelopment.com/about/
http://anakliadevelopment.com/about/
https://civil.ge/archives/125285
https://civil.ge/archives/125285
https://www.transparency.ge/en/blog/investigation-launched-against-founders-tbc-bank-raise-many-questions
https://www.economy.ge/?page=news&nw=551&s=anakliis-portshi-investirebit-chinetis-erterti-umsxvilesi-kompania-dainteresda
https://www.economy.ge/?page=news&nw=486&s=dimitri-qumsishvilis-gancxadebit-mnishvnelovania-chineli-investorebis-daintereseba-anakliis-portita-da-tavisufali-industriuli-zonit
https://www.economy.ge/uploads/files/2017/anaklia_deep_sea_port_development_agency/anaklia_deep_sea_port_soi_20_02_2023.pdf
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region. The earlier withdrawal of US firms from the project also indicates how the United States is ceding 

ground across the globe in this area. It is notable that CCCC has been on the US Bureau of Industry and 

Security Entity List since December 2020 due to enabling the PRC “to reclaim and militarize disputed 

outposts in the South China Sea, which has been detrimental to US national security” (Federal Register, 

December 22, 2020). This also reflects broader trends in the current Georgian government’s geopolitical 

orientation away from the West. 

Growing PRC–Georgia Partnership 

Tbilisi awarding CCCC the contract to construct the port in Anaklia highlights a decade-long trend of growing 

partnership between the PRC and Georgia. While the two countries have maintained a bilateral relationship 

for over three decades, it was not until 2013 that the relationship began to strengthen. On December 1, 2016, 

Georgia officially joined the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (Green FDC, accessed June 19).  

In 2015, Georgia’s Ministry of Economy initiated a Free Trade Agreement between the two countries 

following the publication of a joint feasibility study (UIBE & PMC Research Center, August, 2015). At the time 

of the study, Georgia’s top total trading partners were mostly regional neighbors, such as Turkey (17.2 

percent), Azerbaijan (10.3 percent), and Russia (7.4 percent), though the PRC was already its fourth largest 

trading partner, accounting for 7.3 percent. An agreement was officially signed on May 13, 2017, between 

former Georgian First Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance Dimitry Kumsishvili and then-PRC 

Minister of Commerce Zhong Shan (钟山). It officially came into effect on January 1, 2018 (MOFCOM, May 

15, 2017.  

In 2023, the PRC–Georgia relationship was further cemented through the signing of an official strategic 

partnership (战略伙伴关系) following then-prime minister Irakli Garibashvili’s meeting with Xi that July 

(MFA, July 28, 2023). Three days later, Garibashvili also met with Premier Li Qiang (李强) to ratify the 

partnership, which saw both countries share a “commitment to expanding cooperation in the political, 

economic, and cultural fields, strengthening collaboration in international affairs, deepening bilateral 

relations, and safeguarding regional and world peace, stability, and development together” (Embassy of the 

PRC in Georgia, August 7, 2023). 

The most recent development came in April when the two countries signed a visa exemption agreement 

allowing Georgian citizens to enter the PRC without a visa for up to 30 days (MFA of Georgia, April 10). This 

exemption officially entered into effect on May 28 amid a period of domestic instability surrounding foreign 

interference and influence in the Georgian domestic landscape (Civil.ge, May 28).  

Also of note is Georgia’s new On Transparency on Foreign Influence legislation, which was signed into law 

by Speaker of the Georgian Parliament Shalva Papuashvili, after it was initially vetoed by President Salome 

Zurabishvili (Jurist News, June 3; MATSNE, June 3, 2024). This new legislation will create a registry of 

foreign agents including “media and non-profit organizations that receive more than 20 percent of their 

funding from abroad, with possible repercussions for non-compliance” (Jurist News, June 3). While this law 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/12/22/2020-28031/addition-of-entities-to-the-entity-list-revision-of-entry-on-the-entity-list-and-removal-of-entities
https://greenfdc.org/countries-of-the-belt-and-road-initiative-bri/
https://www.economy.ge/uploads/meniu_publikaciebi/ouer/2015.08.28_JFS_China_Geo_FTA-UIBE-final_report-clean.pdf
http://fta.mofcom.gov.cn/enarticle/chinageorgiaen/chinageorgiaennews/201802/37125_1.html
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/zxxx_662805/202307/t20230730_11119820.html
http://ge.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/xwdt/202308/t20230807_11123383.htm%23:~:text=Georgia%252520supports%252520the%252520Global%252520Security,of%252520countries%252520in%252520the%252520region.
http://ge.china-embassy.gov.cn/eng/xwdt/202308/t20230807_11123383.htm%23:~:text=Georgia%252520supports%252520the%252520Global%252520Security,of%252520countries%252520in%252520the%252520region.
https://mfa.gov.ge/en/news/641804-saqartvelosa-da-chinets-mtavrobas-shoris-kheli-moetsera-ordinaluri-pasportebis-mphlobelta-savizo-mot
https://civil.ge/archives/609753
https://www.jurist.org/news/2024/06/georgia-passes-controversial-foreign-agent-law-despite-large-scale-protests/
https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/6171895?publication=0
https://www.jurist.org/news/2024/06/georgia-passes-controversial-foreign-agent-law-despite-large-scale-protests/
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specifically addressed the civil society landscape in Georgia, its effects have not yet carried over to scrutiny 

into foreign companies and foreign investments within the Georgian economy (see Eurasia Daily Monitor; 

April 24, May 1, May 13, May 22; Terrorism Monitor, December 15, 2023). As this law is widely understood 

as part of a broader orientation in Georgian politics away from the United States and the European Union, it 

is unlikely that PRC investments in the country will be impacted, however. If anything, they may well increase 

in the coming years. 

PRC Strategic Interest in Regional Connectivity and Ports 

Two strategic interests are at play for the PRC both in Georgia and in the greater Central Asia and South 

Caucasus region. These are greater regional connectivity amid Russia’s preoccupation with its war in 

Ukraine, and the PRC’s interest in constructing ports globally.  

The PRC’s interest in Georgia constitutes part of a wider focus on deepening economic and transport 

integration with the wider region. The Middle Corridor (MC) is key to this strategy. Also known as the Trans–

Caspian International Transport Route (TITR), the MC is a route linking the PRC to Europe and the rest of 

the world via Kazakhstan, the Caspian Sea, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and then either the Black Sea or Turkey.  

TITR offers an alternative to both the Northern Corridor, which transits Russia and Belarus, and traditional 

maritime routes through the Strait of Malacca and the Red Sea. It has become more popular in recent years 

as the former has been slowed by Russia’s ongoing invasion of Ukraine and the latter have faced security 

challenges, as witnessed during the ongoing Red Sea Crisis (EDM; March 14, August 4, 2022; TM, 

December 15, 2023). TITR’s potential is yet to be realized amid multiple operational constraints leading to 

long transit times. Nevertheless, a 2023 World Bank study found that its trade volumes are expected to triple 

by 2030 and that in the immediate response to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, container traffic 

“increased by 33 percent in 2022 compared to 2021” (World Bank, November 2023).  

The PRC has invested in transportation and maritime infrastructure all along TITR. In October 2023, PRC 

and Kazakh government officials and companies signed 30 documents on intergovernmental cooperation to 

develop TITR, including “building the Tacheng–Ayagoz railway line, constructing a third railway checkpoint 

between Kazakhstan and the PRC, and establishing border terminal facilities” (The Astana Times, October 

27, 2023). In Azerbaijan, Beijing gave more than three million dollars’ worth of equipment to the Baku 

International Sea Trade Port Assistance Project (Aiddata, accessed June 4). Anaklia Port will also further 

enhance its positions as an attractive alternative route, with the help of the Chinese–Singaporean 

consortium.  

The PRC’s maritime and commercial port chain (商业港口链) strategy now sees PRC companies invested 

in over 92 port projects across the globe, of which Anaklia is the most recent (CFR, November 6, 2023). 

These companies are already invested in the region through the Ukrainian Port of Odesa, also situated on 

the coastline of the Black Sea, and Kumport in Turkey, which opens maritime commerce up to the Aegean 

Sea. But these ports have taken place and shape all across the globe, in a PRC bid to secure strategic 
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strongpoints at major maritime chokepoints and sea lines of communication (SLOCs) (see China Brief, 

March 2019).  

Back in 2017, PRC President Xi Jinping articulated his belief that ports enrich the prosperity of both the PRC 

and its partner countries, saying that “to become rich, one must first build ports (要想富也要先建港)” 

(81.cn, May 29, 2024). This accords with the PRC’s vision of “[building] a world of common prosperity 

through win-win cooperation (人类命运共同体，就是 … 合作共赢),” described in a recently published 

white paper on the topic (gov.cn, September 23, 2023). While the PRC sees port-building projects like 

Anaklia Port as mutually beneficial infrastructure initiatives, these projects also empower the PRC to exert its 

economic influence abroad through the management of global cargo flows and port terminals (International 

Security, April 1, 2022). 

PRC-built and managed ports have seen varying degrees of success, however. While Greece’s Piraeus Port 

has been turned around from bankruptcy since its change in ownership to PRC state-owned enterprise 

COSCO, a financing debacle at Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka led to China Merchant Ports (招商局控股港

口) acquiring a concession over the port through a 99-year lease (World Cargo News, April 2), initially 

constructed by CCCC’s subsidiary China Harbor Engineering Company (中国港湾工程). The Georgian 

government’s awarding of the tender will at last allow the construction of Anaklia Port to move forward almost 

a decade after its inception, but the success of the port remains yet to be determined. 

Conclusion 

Anaklia Port, once complete, will become a vital part of the Middle Corridor, improving regional connectivity 

within Central Asia and the South Caucasus—and also with the PRC. One remaining sticking point, however, 

is the nature of the port partnership and concession agreement, which is yet to be finalized but will see the 

PRC-led consortium hold a minority stake of 49 percent. CCCC’s stake makes it a junior partner to the 

Georgian government, but it still constitutes a substantial contribution toward the port’s construction and 

eventual management. Such a stake is not atypical, as only 13 of 92 port projects globally have a majority 

Chinese ownership stake (Council on Foreign Relations, November 6, 2023). Yet this allows CCCC—and the 

PRC state that lies behind it—to realize its two strategic interests of expanding regional connectivity and 

partnerships and advancing its global commercial port chain. 

As regional coordination for the MC accelerates, it is likely that the PRC will continue its investment and 

assistance in maximizing the potential of the MC. While the PRC and Russia share a ‘no-limits’ partnership, 

Russia’s reaction to its neighbor’s growing influence and power within the former Soviet Union is unclear. 

This is an acute consideration for Anaklia, which lies near the border with the Russian-occupied territory of 

Abkhazia. As US companies have previously invested in the Anaklia Port project, the renewed development 

of MC projects also reinvigorates the opportunities for other foreign stakeholders to invest in the 

transportation route. This would diversify foreign investments and influence in TITR while also strengthening 

partnerships and trade in Central Asia and the South Caucasus. 
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