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PRC Sees Opportunities in US Election Results

By Arran Hope
i 2o

China Daily cartoon from November 4 captioned “Public confidence abated in election ‘war of words.”
(Source: China Daily)

Executive Summary:

e Beijing has been preparing for a Trump presidency since at least the spring, assessing potential cabinet
picks and their views on the People’s Republic of China (PRC).

e Since November 5, the PRC has hyped areas in which the United States might want to cooperate,
including those in which Beijing has leverage.

e Many see opportunities stemming from Trump’s likely approach to governing, his isolationist outlook, and
his proximity to Elon Musk and other similar figures.

e Beijing’s calls for stability in the relationship are not made in good faith, as evidenced by efforts in state
media and through covert interference and disinformation campaigns to sow confusion and distrust
among the US electorate.


https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202411/04/WS672819bea310f1265a1cb231.html
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On November 7, the day after Donald Trump was elected President of the United States for the second time,
Xi Jinping became one of the first world leaders to offer his congratulations (MFA, November 7). The official
announcement of the call from the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) was
brief, but clearly telegraphed the priorities Xi wished to communicate.

This MFA statement and other analyses suggest the PRC will seek to push areas of cooperation where it
sees opportunities to advance its objectives, though entreaties to cooperate do not imply that Beijing is willing
to make many concessions. Sources also speculate on how personalities in the new administration might be
handled to Beijing’s advantage or to mitigate damages.

PRC Touts Cooperation

Cooperation is the watchword, though Xi clearly hopes that this can be on his own terms. The readout begins
by stating that “Xi Jinping noted, history shows us that when China and the United States cooperate, both
benefit, and when they fight, both are harmed (A 52 AB7 =3 (], T EESNEF . FNJ{ER).” Xi went
on to suggest that bilateral relations developing along a stable, healthy, and sustainable path is not just in the
interest of not both countries but is also “the expectation of the international community (& Frit = HR1F),”
before hoping that they set off on a path of the two countries “getting along correctly (IE #FH4L)" in this new
era (MFA, November 7). It is debatable how much one should read into such official announcements, as it is
unclear how closely they reflect the actual conversation that took place (the PRC readout does not disclose
anything that Trump said during the call). However, the contents of this readout convey a sense of hauteur on
Xi’'s part—he does not simply suggest a desire to cooperate but attempts to imply some external pressure
through appealing to the views of the rest of the world and warning that the United States will also suffer from
any stronger actions the incoming Trump administration might take.

This mix of welcoming and warning is evident in other official coverage of Trump’s victory. The People’s Daily
website ran with a piece on the “Flying Tigers”—a World War Il air force group composed of US personnel
that fought in the China theater against the Japanese and is a common symbol of US-China cooperation in
official media (People’s Daily, November 6). A Global Times article from November 7 that borrows the
“getting along correctly (IE #a#H4L)" phrase for its headline also suggests areas of cooperation. It cites
panda diplomacy and Tesla in particular, alongside other more general areas (Global Times, November 7).
The piece follows up with some more monitory words, noting that the United States “must realize, China also
has a right to development (2 77 B EIARE], FEBEF LXREHIF]).” Meanwhile, a Xinhua
commentary on November 8 titled “Grasping the correct course for the development of China-US relations
(IR EX R LRI IEFALE) argues that “the idea of changing each other is impractical, and the

consequences of conflict and confrontation are more than anyone can bear (H1 3£ P A E RN EEARFT AL
B, REXNFHEEALER, HRETANEREZIEEAERKZ). While it claims that the
PRC's strategic intent is “bright and open (¢ BRZE5%),” it makes clear that its priority is to promote the great

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation through Chinese-style modernization, which is unlikely a project in which
the incoming administration desires to be a participant. The commentary even has some advice for the next


https://www.mfa.gov.cn/zyxw/202411/t20241107_11522704.shtml
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/zyxw/202411/t20241107_11522704.shtml
http://world.people.com.cn/n1/2024/1106/c1002-40354839.html
https://opinion.huanqiu.com/article/4KAD5V3Y1VO
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Trump team: “A great power should act like a great power and have the breadth of mind and commitment of a
great power (KEEH KEMHF, EHKEAMRFIFE L) (Xinhua, November 8).

The irony of this generally warmer approach is its stark contrast with much of the official coverage of the US
elections up until the announcement of Trump’s victory. A Xinhua series titled “US Election Handbook (Z&
Ki%3F12)” included an article with the headline “Watching American Public Opinion Tear Apart in Key
Swing States (7£ = E1Z1Z M E = E R & Z)" that focused on divisions in the country and the general
lack of faith in US democracy (Xinhua, October 30). Another piece in the same series focused on the rise of
betting markets during the campaign and criticized the monetization of the US political system. Titled
“Election reduced to a ‘game of chance’ (2G5 2478 2 ‘METEIEXL), it gleefully announced that the
election has become a ‘casino’ and ‘American-style democracy’ has ‘risen’ to a new level (Ki£ 3 %',
ERAR T X EFEIFBZEX) (Xinhua, November 4). Months of disinformation campaigns and media

coverage seeking to undermine political stability in the United States undercuts the past week’s messaging
from the same outlets and senior officials on the importance of maintaining stability.

Trump, Musk, and Isolationism Provide Opportunities

The PRC government itself avoided expressing a preference for either presidential candidate. This has been
a fairly common view within the PRC, leading to the resurgence of a phrase from the Qing dynasty classic
Dream of the Red Chamber, “All crows under heaven are the same black (K T2 18—k 2, SHE®WHE

#Y),” to indicate ambivalence between the two (Netease, August 10; 163.com, October 25).

There are indications that Beijing sees opportunities in a Trump victory. Reports of attempted online election
interference by PRC actors suggest that, even if the principal aim was to sow confusion, a lot of
disinformation efforts pushed pro-Trump narratives, including fake accounts posing as Trump supporters
(CAA, August; Graphika, September 3; Microsoft Threat Intelligence, September 17).

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) feels better prepared for a second Trump administration. An article in
the South China Morning Post (SCMP) said that policy strategy and contingency planning began this spring,
quoting anonymous sources involved in the research. A state-affiliated researcher also told the reporters that
the country’s top international relations think tanks have all submitted papers on prospective cabinet
members and their individual views of the PRC (SCMP, November 7).

Many PRC analysts see advantages in Trump personally occupying the White House. The incoming
president is commonly referred to online as “Nation-builder Trump (J11Z2E]),” implying that a he helps the

PRC to build its comprehensive national power (VOA, July 19). He is also widely viewed as a transactional
figure who is open to making deals. An op-ed by Henry Huiyao Wang (£ #%#8), who runs the united front-

affiliated Center for China and Globalization (CCG) think tank, argues that a “Transactional Trump may well
improve US-China ties” (CCG, November 9). Part of Wang'’s calculus is that Trump will be obliged to
cooperate with the PRC to enact certain parts of an isolationist agenda. These include negotiating a “Phase
Two” trade deal, ending the ongoing wars in Ukraine and the Middle East, and maintaining the status quo


http://world.people.com.cn/n1/2024/1108/c1002-40356708.html
http://world.people.com.cn/n1/2024/1030/c1002-40350217.html
http://world.people.com.cn/n1/2024/1104/c1002-40353262.html
https://m.163.com/dy/article/J97O61UA05563VBL.html
https://www.163.com/dy/article/JFB9532R0529B9US.html
https://caasf.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/CAA-Report-Conspiracy-Theories-Lies-and-AI-1.pdf
https://graphika.com/reports/the-americans?utm_campaign=Report%20Demand%20Gen&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-_4i1vMM2Gbsnyoye2jpXRIrLiwNlBYer5BSyzfk6FbMP9WkX4GgMt3fuO8CYc2_oilTkI71BORPHqyvPSGlKX2EkJn_g&_hsmi=323158441&utm_content=323158441&utm_source=hs_email#download-form
https://cdn-dynmedia-1.microsoft.com/is/content/microsoftcorp/microsoft/msc/documents/presentations/CSR/MTAC-Election-Report-4.pdf
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/politics/article/3285629/trumps-comeback-no-surprise-china-and-time-beijing-prepared?mc_cid=8b36af6085&mc_eid=566853e2a9
https://www.voachinese.com/a/trump-chinese-netizen/7703873.html
https://ccgupdate.substack.com/p/henry-huiyao-wang-transactional-trump?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=1216917&post_id=151413145&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=38gwy&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
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over Taiwan. Wu Xinbo (5:(»R), a professor at Fudan University in Shanghai, to this list cooperation on

drug control to this list (WeChat/Jiemian News, November 5). Others see Trump’s relative inexperience and
unorthodox approach as working in the PRC'’s favor. One scholar writes that “Trump’s amateurish approach
will give global revisionist forces an excellent opportunity to showcase their skills” (CDT, November 6).
Meanwhile, the stridently nationalist commentator Jin Canrong (£ fli3<) believes that Trump “has no
stamina (JF 7% 8 J5%0),” and so will not be able to harm the PRC much in the medium-to-long-term
(Renda Chongyang, November 2; Guancha, November 5).

The PRC believes it will be ready to capitalize if the new administration does pursue a more isolationist
approach. An article by three prominent scholars in Foreign Affairs over the summer—apparently written at
the request of the Party-state—argued that “America first” would mean that Washington holds “less credibility
and leverage in coordinating with other countries” and notes that the former Trump administration did not
build and lead a strong multilateral front to counter the PRC (Foreign Affairs, August 1; Sinocism, August 15).
Similarly, an essay by Ding Xueliang (T 2 ), a professor at Hong Kong University of Science and

Technology, suggests Trump could cut the number of US troops stationed in South Korea and Japan by half,
which Trumps hinted at during his first term, cease upgrading and expanding air and naval bases in the
Philippines, and decline to provide military assistance to South Pacific Islands. This could lead to a dramatic
strategic rebalancing in the region in the PRC’s favor (CDT, November 6). A post by Hu Wei (#34%), thought
to be the same Hu Wei who was formerly a professor at the Shanghai Municipal Party School and Vice-
Chairman of the Public Policy Research Centre of the Counsellor’s Office of the State Council, argues that
Trump will cause the US strategy of outcompeting the PRC to run aground “(##;%),” “create cracks (4 I} &
J&)” with allies, and cause its international leadership to decline. All of this, Hu believes, opens the door for
the PRC to garner “greater international space (58 A HY & fr 2= [8])"(WeChat/Zhongxi Daxuetang ,
November 7; Sinification, November 8).

Elon Musk, who has been central to Trump’s reelection and is looking to have an outsize impact in the
incoming government, is also noted by PRC experts. Officials are said to looking into the prominent role he
played during the campaign, as well as his ties with the PRC (SCMP, November 7). Hu Wei also argues that
Musk could be a “broker (#87)” to “grease the wheels of US-China relations (jj78 #13£ < %&),” noting that

he has publicly stated that Taiwan “is an integral part of China” (WeChat/Shanxi Daxuetang, November 7).
Musk has also suggested Taiwan accept a level of PRC control similar to that of Hong Kong, and it is
reported that he has not provided Starlink connectivity to Taiwan at Vladimir Putin’s request as a favor to Xi
(Taiwan News, October 28; Wall Street Journal, October 25). Other business leaders in Trump’s circle are
also seen as a source of moderation, potentially leading him to be more open to PRC investment in the
United States (Sinification, November 8; CCG, November 9; Caixin, November 13).

Conclusion

Most PRC scholars and experts see tariffs, a potential resumption of a trade war, and further decoupling as
highly likely. Some suggest a major crisis, a new cold war, or even all-out conflict as possibilities. This


https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/QzAFooC7jRl-EFUsSs1k-w
https://chinadigitaltimes.net/chinese/712861.html
https://archive.ph/3Lcfd#selection-1613.94-1613.107
https://www.guancha.cn/JinCanRong/2024_11_05_754172_s.shtml
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/does-china-prefer-harris-or-trump
https://sinocism.com/p/bond-market-struggle-prc-views-of
https://chinadigitaltimes.net/chinese/712861.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20241107110216/https:/mp.weixin.qq.com/s/_pjJe1nDQ025-AAxn8sL0g
https://www.sinification.com/p/china-reacts-to-trumps-election?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=1083330&post_id=151370528&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=38gwy&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/politics/article/3285629/trumps-comeback-no-surprise-china-and-time-beijing-prepared?mc_cid=8b36af6085&mc_eid=566853e2a9
https://web.archive.org/web/20241107110216/https:/mp.weixin.qq.com/s/_pjJe1nDQ025-AAxn8sL0g
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/news/5960168
https://wsj.com/world/russia/musk-putin-secret-conversations-37e1c187
https://www.sinification.com/p/china-reacts-to-trumps-election?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=1083330&post_id=151370528&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=38gwy&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://ccgupdate.substack.com/p/henry-huiyao-wang-transactional-trump?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=1216917&post_id=151413145&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=true&r=38gwy&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://www.caixinglobal.com/2024-11-13/analysis-how-trumps-return-might-be-a-boon-for-tiktok-102257134.html
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suggests the PRC will operate cautiously in the opening months of the new administration, shoring up its
advantages and pursuing conciliatory strategies elsewhere in the world while exploring how to deal with the
new Trump administration. This is already evident in attempts at friendlier overtures to regional powers such
as India and Japan.

If the US Government does decide to pursue policies that start to realize the PRC’s worst fears, it is unclear

how Beijing will respond, or indeed its capacity to do so. The triumphalist certainty that “the East is rising and
the West is declining (Z= F+ G p),” which reached its peak in the COVID-19 pandemic, has given way in the
last two years in the face of economic challenges at home. Xi Jinping might have opened his call with Trump

with a call to learn the lessons of history but, as ever, it is unclear which lessons, and which history, really
matter today.

Arran Hope is the editor of China Brief.
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The Power Vertical: Centralization in the PRC’s State Security System

By Edward Schwarck
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The Hubei provincial offices of the Ministry of State Security and Ministry of Public Security located in Wuhan.
(Source: Wikipedia)

Executive Summary:

e Centralizing reforms to the Ministry of State Security probably constitute the most important development
in China’s civilian intelligence system since its establishment in 1983. These reforms instituted “vertical
leadership,” under which the MSS is empowered to control local bureaus’ personnel affairs, budgets, and
oversight.

e Structural changes that began in 20162017 mean that local state security bureaus are no longer subject
to the authority of local party committees, and so are freer to impose a security-first agenda on other
government agencies, leading to a more oppressive political environment.

e The ministry is now better able to direct joint operations between bureaus, exploit pockets of regional
expertise, and ensure that local activities serve the strategic intelligence and security requirements of the
central government.

e The reforms are part of Xi Jinping’s broader efforts to ensure that the “party center has supreme authority
over state security.” The state security system’s further empowerment suggests it is likely to remain a
powerful and durable interest group in PRC politics beyond the Xi era.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ministry_of_State_Security_(China)#/media/File:Wuhan-Hubei-National-Security-Office-0373.jpg
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On September 25, 2024, newly promoted chiefs of provincial state security bureaus in the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) gathered in Beijing for a “training course (1%1)I|3f)” organized by the Ministry of State
Security (MSS). Coverage of the event was characteristically sparse, yet a careful reading of Minister Chen
Yixin's (F—3J7) speech at the opening session yields fresh evidence for reform of the PRC’s secret

intelligence and counterespionage system (China Peace, September 25).

Chen used his address to analyze the “strengths and ‘shortcomings’ (ffL 2 F0 ‘45 &')" of provincial bureau
appointees, describing them as “a team that the Party Committee of the MSS has comprehensively
considered, carefully selected, and placed high hopes on (B R €& wBBEZEE. BHMEK. &
SEFH . T BB —XBAA).” Chen then exhorted his audience to “take the lead in implementing
vertical management by the ministry’s Party Committee over the work of the entire [state security] system (&

SLELETEN R RS T 1EREE ETE).” These comments are striking.

In the PRC’s decentralized polity, the authority to select, examine, and appoint the chiefs of a local state unit
typically lies with its local party committee, not its functional superior, such as a ministry. The exception to this
rule is a small group of state agencies under “vertical leadership (Z &H %1-5),” where personnel authority

rests with the internal party organs of a higher-level unit. This “cadre authority (F&B4X 3)" is a critically

important aspect of PRC politics. A party committee’s power to hire, fire, reward, and punish state officials—
such as state security bureau chiefs—determines the latter’s lines of command and control as well as its
incentives to comply with local over central authorities, or vice versa. As personnel authority also denotes
control over budgets, staffing affairs, and oversight, vertical leadership is central to shaping a unit’s capacity.

Chen’s speech is the latest hint of a changing relationship between the MSS and its network of provincial and
city bureaus, which are responsible for counterintelligence, political security, and most of the PRC’s foreign
intelligence operations using both cyber and human means (1ISS, May 2016). Following major reforms in
2000 that centralized the state security bureaucracy up to the provincial level, another round of centralizing
reforms in 2016-2017 has ensured that command over operations, resources and oversight for local bureaus
now lies squarely with the MSS.

Vertical leadership will strengthen the overall capacity of the state security system, ensure that local bureaus
serve the needs of central—not local—government, and reduce local latitude for “rogue” operations at home
and abroad. However, as a centralized state security system is no longer subject to the authority of local party
committees, local state security bureaus will be freer to impose a security-first agenda on other government
agencies, leading to a more oppressive political environment.

The Early Years: Dual Leadership, Decentralization, and its Discontents

The latest instance of state security centralization marks the endpoint in an historical process that began with
the MSS'’s creation in 1983. For the first seventeen years, local state security bureaus were governed under
“dual leadership (X E%15),” whereby authority was nominally shared between the vertical state security


http://www.chinapeace.gov.cn/chinapeace/c100007/2024-09/25/content_12746892.shtml
https://www.iiss.org/publications/adelphi/2016/chinas-cyber-power/
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bureaucracy and local party committees at each level. [2] In reality, command over state security organs was
firmly in the hands of local party committees.

Local authorities were responsible for selecting, assessing, vetting, and appointing members of the bureaus’
leadership. [3] These included the chief, deputy chief, and the leaders of two in-house party organs: the
discipline inspection committee and the political bureau. [4] “Administrative expenses ({TBl#),” including
salaries, pensions, subsidies and bonuses, were drawn from local coffers. Local party committees had
discretion over “personnel allocations (Zg),” including staffing numbers, deployments, and departmental

structure. [5]

The MSS struggled to shape matters in its own bureaucracy. The ministry could veto local appointments by
withholding its “agreement,” but the final decision still lay with a superior local party committee, not a superior
state security bureau. [6] For matters of finance, the MSS supplemented local budgets by covering
“operational costs (M 4% #%),” which referred to “funds necessary to perform foreign intelligence and
counterespionage investigations.” [7] Yet this paltry contribution bought the ministry little influence. Between
1997 and 2004, a city bureau in Guangxi spent, on average, 40.4 million renminbi (RMB) per year on
administrative expenses, compared to RMB 1.43 million for operations (96.5 percent vs. 3.5 percent). [8]

Operations were also partially decentralized. Officially, the MSS stipulated that “leadership over operations
gives first place to a higher-level agency.” [9] In reality, the ministry’s administrative authority was superseded
by the political writ of local party committees. According to a 1995 MSS source: “Due to its political nature,
secrecy, relation to foreign affairs, and other characteristics, state security work—that is, foreign intelligence,
investigations and security protection operations—must come under the direct leadership of party committees

ateach level (A TERZE TIEMNBUAM, BB#tt, FIMEFR R, ERMEENNIMERMIIE
REMNVET1E BEZRE TR EIESS).” Operations were run through an information loop known
as “requesting instructions from and submitting reports to the party committee ([a] 7w & 15~k &).” [10]
Unsurprisingly, local state security chiefs bemoaned the difficulty of “correctly handling the relationship
between serving central and local government (IE#4LIE A R AR S5 A RS B9XK).” Zhang
Song (5k#4), the former chief of Yunnan’s provincial bureau, noted in 1997 that “requests for advice and

instructions on all state security deployments must be sent to local party committees. At the same time, it is
necessary to give free rein to our subjective initiative and proactively carry out state security operations (N,

ERXRERRETIENMBEEREET TRIFETRE. BN, ZORERMNOEREN M, R
HEHHTARIMER L2 WS TE)." 1]

The result of the dual leadership system was widespread defiance of MSS policy. In 1999, the deputy chief
(later chief) of Shanghai’s state security bureau, Wu Zhonghai (5 %75 ), described a “personnel crisis” in the

nationwide system evident in “organizational bloat, overstaffing and low efficiency.” The problem centered on
the tendency of local party authorities toward “promotions without demotions (g& = “4N8E Tv),” “assigning jobs

by seniority (13X HEZE),” “a bias toward maintaining stability ({R & >k F=),” “looking after one’s own (3 5k
B&J55),” and “nepotism ({F A MEE).” Wu claimed that 58.7 percent of his bureau’s officers were specialist
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and technical personnel (including foreign language cadres), yet these were “mostly not assigned to roles that
fit their training (18 24 2R A~ %F A)", indicating failure by authorities to manage staff efficiently. [12]

Decentralized funding, moreover, caused large discrepancies between coastal and inland regions and an
inability to procure expensive “technical equipment (¥37 K 25 %)” used for intelligence operations. [13] Local
sources comment on how intelligence officers were chronically underpaid. One city officer quoted his
aggrieved colleagues, lamenting that “they always think ... ‘we give so much but receive so little’ and that the
social status of the state security agencies is low, the material benefits are relatively poor, and they are losing
out.” Low pay was believed to increase the susceptibility of officers to recruitment by adversary intelligence
services, which was perhaps the most dangerous flaw of the dual leadership model. [14]

In operations, fragmentation of the state security system into self-contained tiers hindered cooperation
between bureaus across regions. According to Li Donghui (Z=Z< ##%), a city bureau chief in Jiangxi, “dual

leadership results in a cleavage between duties and responsibilities (£54X) and the power to promote and
demote staff (F§ A 4X), leading to difficulties in truly coordinating efforts across the country and taking full
advantage of joint operations.” Local party committees routinely suppressed “bad news reports (3R L5 )
that could discredit the local leadership, causing “bungled opportunities (Jig1= B 4/1)” and “affecting higher

level party committees, governments, and even the central government’s ability to grasp the real situation and
swiftly make correct decisions.” [15] Local party officials blocked requests by local bureaus to seed state
security officers into other government departments for the purpose of clandestine operations and interfered
with bureaus’ scrutiny of foreign investment projects. [16] The bureau chief cited the belief of some local party
committees that “strengthening state security work will scare away foreign and Taiwanese businessmen.”

(7]

2000 Reforms: Improvements From Partial Centralization

In 2000, the three-tier state security system underwent major changes, instituting “soft centralization” that
served as a prelude to the further centralization that was to come in the 2016-2017 reforms. The “dual
leadership” model gave way to a system of “vertical leadership, two-level management (£ 5 ¥1%, MR E

I#).” In changes that the Central Organization Department (#1526 21 #R) described as “highly secret in
nature (fR &4 5&),” city bureaus were placed under the command of their provincial superiors, becoming
“directly subordinate agencies (& J&#/15<).” However, relations between the MSS and the provinces
remained decentralized. [18] The effect on operations and oversight was immediate.

Scores of city state security units across the country were “abolished (51§5)" or downsized in accordance

with provincial state security bureau demands. [19] For example, Hubei’s provincial government implemented
vertical leadership in July 2001, closing four city bureaus and allowing nine to remain. [20] Jiangsu Province,
meanwhile, abolished two city-level bureaus, with redundant personnel incorporated into the local public
security system. [21] The Baoji City bureau, in Shaanxi, lost nearly 19 percent of its staff and saw the number
of internal departments reduced by 38 percent. [22]

10
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Figure 1: State Security Leadership since 1983
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City bureau chiefs across the country were forced to undergo “re-election” and regular staff underwent
‘reapproval (&2 3#71A T])" through centrally managed examinations, unleashing an outflow of the unqualified

and the incompetent. [23] In Shandong, the provincial bureau praised the 2000 reforms for having “promoted
operations, ... rationalized organizational structure, and regularized activity.” [24] In Nanjing, the introduction
of “competitive incentive mechanisms” following vertical leadership “improved structure, cohesion, and
combat effectiveness.” [25] In Xiamen, the city bureau noted in 2007 that the “largest scale personnel
reshuffle in the bureau’s history” had taken place in recent years, resulting in a flow of staff from “non-core
departments (JE E s 4L =)” into operational ones, such as “investigations ({512 %B[7]),” and “foreign liaison

and security (9NEX5MR).” The reform outcomes “better suited the requirements of the bureau’s focus on
Taiwan work.” [26]

In finance, responsibility for “administrative expenses” was transferred to provincial state security bureaus,
leaving local governments with minimal expenditure responsibilities. [27] Centralization prompted some
provincial units to launch “thorough investigations of gaps in personnel allocations, funding, and
infrastructure.” The Fujian government lauded the reforms for having “helped to resolve historical debt
problems” among city-level units. [28] In Guangxi, province-wide state security spending rocketed by over 34
percent from 1999 to 2000, a “seven-year high.” [29] The source attributes the rise to the region’s sudden
implementation of centrally mandated policing subsidies, which city governments had apparently failed to
provide.

The state security bureaucracy also found itself in a stronger position to root out corruption following the
expansion of cadre authority. A state security officer in Ningbo praised vertical leadership for having forced
“the group of people with the highest incidence of rule violations ... to undergo redundancy and discharge
from the state security agencies.” [30] In 2002, the Deputy Secretary of the Central Discipline and Inspection
Committee, He Yong ({a] 28), heralded the “major system readjustment in the state security agencies to

implement vertical leadership below the provincial level.” The reforms had helped “to seize the key nodes of
power in this system and strengthen supervision and constraints; and had had important effects on
preventing and managing corruption.” [31]

Vertical Leadership by the MSS

The PRC'’s three-tier state security system was placed under vertical leadership by the MSS circa 2016-
2017. This severed the commanding role that provincial governments previously had held over their local
state security bureaus.

Direct evidence of these organizational reforms has been sparse. Over the past decade, rumors have
circulated of major reform to the PRC’s state security services. From 2013-2014, foreign media and a former
CIA counter-intelligence analyst commented on rumors in Chinese cyberspace that state security would soon
undergo “administrative restructuring” (The Diplomat, January 23, 2013). In 2017, a report by the Canadian
Security Intelligence Service (CSIS) noted that “since 2014, Chinese and Taiwanese interlocutors have
expected some undefined reform of the MSS” (Government of Canada, May 17, 2018). Shortly after, Radio
France International (rfi) reported that, beginning in 2017, provincial state security bureaus had inexplicably
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“disappeared one-by-one (— NN ... JE 4K)” as provincial governments released plans for bureaucratic
restructuring after the “Two Sessions (<) meeting that year (rfi, October 30, 2018).

In official sources, traces of the reforms are widespread. A 2019 article by then-chief of Sichuan’s State
Security Bureau Zhao Jian (#X %), who now holds the same position in Guangdong, described his “modern

and strong department” under a so-called “new leadership system” of “vertical leadership by the central
government, with local governments as assistant managers (+ R ¥E H M-S, # 7 1HEIEIE)" (Sichuan

Pary Building Net, August 6, 2019). A 2017 annual report by the Guangxi provincial government mentions
‘reform to the leadership system of the state security agencies” as a key development. [32] Today, senior
MSS officials, state legislation, and even members of the Chinese blogosphere routinely refer to the state
security system as “vertically-led” (Guancha, August 30, 2018; Xinhua, September 1, 2023; Baijiahao,
October 10, 2023).

A relative lack of data on the 2016-2017 reforms precludes a comprehensive assessment of the latest
changes to the organizational structure of the MSS. However, historical developments offer some compelling
clues. As command and control no longer lies with local party committees, the ministry is better able to direct
joint operations between bureaus, exploit pockets of regional expertise, and ensure that local activities serve
the strategic intelligence and security requirements of the central government.

Control over personnel and funding enables the MSS to precisely deploy staff to strategically significant
provinces and to directly control their dispatch overseas, offering greater flexibility in how the system as a
whole responds to regional, national, and international threats. As with the 2015 reforms to the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA), centralization of state security has probably led to personnel downsizing, freeing up
resources for larger staff subsidies, bonuses, and investment in equipment and infrastructure. The MSS’s
control over staff intake and training programs will strengthen skills, security vetting, and political loyalty.

The counterintelligence agencies of the PRC’s foreign adversaries must still contend with a complex and
dispersed threat actor comprising dozens of provincial and city-level units. Post centralization, provincial and
city-level state security bureaus have retained seats on local political-legal affairs commissions (EB(;%Z), as

well local state security committees ([E % Z), suggesting that local security units still accept tasking from

local governments, in addition to central requirements. The nature of vertical leadership, however, implies
that accountability for local operations now lies solely with the MSS.

Implications for domestic politics are of equal importance. Free from local party control, local state security
bureaus are well-placed to serve as the central government’s “eyes and ears,” a role played by other
vertically led information bureaucracies, such as local branches of Xinhua News Agency. [33] Vertical
leadership over state security may strengthen the central government’s ability to detect local corruption and
malfeasance. Conversely, untrammeled scrutiny of local affairs by the centrally-led state security agencies
may also induce caution, fear, and discourage local government discretion, autonomy, and risk-taking—the

key ingredients of the PRC’s economic and societal development.
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Local party committees were once empowered to block operations by their local state security bureaus.
Today, the authority to do so lies with the MSS. For a local agency—or citizen—to challenge the legality or
proportionality of a local state security operation, they must now escalate the dispute to the ministry itself, an
onerous process that may invite unwanted central scrutiny (Xinhua, September 1, 2023). It is possible that
local state security bureaus will face fewer obstacles in prosecuting their missions from now on, such as
surveillance, vetting of “foreign-related (74 %b)” investment projects, and ensuring that data providers

comply with state security legislation (MSS, accessed November 8).
Conclusion

Vertical leadership is a critical, yet overlooked, element in Xi Jinping’s broader efforts to ensure that the
“party center has supreme authority over state security ([ 2 Z¢ & AN 7= H R)” (Qiushi, April 15).

Given the profound institutional consequences of centralization and the winners and losers it creates, the
state security system is likely to remain a powerful and durable interest group in PRC politics beyond the Xi
era. The secrecy that surrounds the country’s state security agencies makes tracing the political and
operational implications of centralization extremely difficult. Analysts should be no less attentive to their
importance.

Edward Schwarck is a PhD candidate at the University of Oxford.
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Diplomatic Data Signals Shifts over the Xi Era

By Sense Hofstede

0

Xi Jinping Holds Talks with Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto. (Source: MFA website front page)

Executive Summary:

e XiJinping's ascension to the office of State President led to an outburst in diplomatic activity that lasted
until the coronavirus pandemic. Breaking with Hu Jintao’s later years, Xi made more trips than his Prime
Minister and engaged in a greater number of state visits before 2020.

e LiQiang’s replacement of Li Kegiang as Prime Minister has led to a reversion to the prior norm of the
Premier conducting the most state visits. This is likely due to Xi's higher degree of trust in Li than in his
predecessor, and possibly due to Xi's aging.

e The United States was in the top two countries in terms of diplomatic engagements during Xi Jinping’s
first term, but interaction cratered after Trump took office. By contrast, Europe is the most popular
destination, with a particular focus on France and Germany.

¢ Russia’s diplomatic relationship with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is uniquely intense, with
annual visits every year and annual exchanges at the levels of prime minister, foreign minister, and
national security advisor.

¢ Rhetorical support for Africa is not reflected in practice, despite the foreign minister’s traditional year-
opening visit. Xi Jinping has made only 7 state visits to the continent, compared to 23 to Europe ex-
Russia, which has also received nearly 1.5 as many visits of all kinds than its larger southern neighbor.
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The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is responsible for the country’s
day-to-day diplomacy. One of its key tasks is organizing incoming and outgoing diplomatic visits. [1] For
instance, on November 11, the MFA announced that former Russian defense minister Sergei Shoigu,
currently sidelined as Secretary of the Security Council of Russia, visited Beijing for the latest round of regular
“strategic security consultations” between the two countries (FMPRC, November 11). Also this week,
President Xi Jinping departed for Latin America to attend the APEC summit in Peru and make a state visit to
Brazil (FMPRC, November 8). It is hard to judge the state of PRC diplomacy under Xi based on discrete
events such as these, or to assess how exceptional Beijing's ties with Russia really are. However, in the
aggregate, data on all such visits reveals insights into how the PRC approaches its formal diplomatic
engagements, and which parts of the world it prioritizes.

Analysis of all visits announced by the MFA since the beginning of former Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
general secretary Hu Jintao’s (#f5%;%) second term in 2008 provides some preliminary answers to these

questions (FMPRC, accessed November 13). [2] The PRC party-state is a hierarchical system in which the
use of fixed phrases, assignments of rank, and compliance with precedent are important indicators (China
Brief, September 20). This means that it is meaningful to track not just visits, but also the nature of the visit
afforded to various partners. The seniority of the PRC representative, and whether the foreign representatives
are invited or, as is often the case with the United States, met by “joint agreement (XX 77 & E),” can provide

a sense of Beijing’s diplomatic priorities.

For the purposes of analysis, visits have been tabulated using the following categories: the names and titles
of PRC delegation leaders; the names and titles of the foreign interlocutor, whether the host or guest of the
PRC delegation; the dates on which visits took place; and the type of visit, to include state visits (E Zi5[a]),

official visits (IF T3/ [a]), working visits (T £33 [a)), normal visits (375 [a] or 51E), event attendances (-
J&), or others. If there are summits, forums, or bilateral commission meetings, those are listed too. There is

some occasional variation in these categories. For instance, PRC representatives’ titles can differ, such as
through the addition of Party titles when their interlocutor is the representative of another communist country
(China Brief, July 26).

PRC Diplomatic Calendar Sees Recurring Meetings and Summits

Some aspects of the foreign minister's schedule each year are relatively fixed and include a number of visits
to specific countries or international fora and events. The minister has kicked off every year for 34
consecutive years with a visit to several African countries (FMPRC, September 5). In March or April, the
Bo'ao Forum for Asia ({25 ;12 1) is held on Hainan Island (Bo'ao Forum for Asia, accessed November

13). This is often an occasion for regional leaders to visit the PRC, especially in years where the president or
premier is set to deliver a speech.

Different parts of the world usually receive PRC delegations during different times of the year. High-level PRC
officials tend to visit Europe in the first half of the year, for instance. Visits to Southeast Asia most often take
place in the fourth quarter, to coincide with the ASEAN summits in the second half of the year and the APEC
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summit around November, which the foreign minister and premier usually attend. Other regions are more
scattered throughout the year, though Central Asian trips are generally linked to the timing of summits there.
The BRICS summit is usually in the second half of the year.

Figure 1: Outgoing Official Visits 2008—2024*
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Figure 2: Incoming Official Visits 2008—2024*
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Different levels of the PRC hierarchy attend the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) summits,
following a fixed order in which they occur. In general, the foreign ministers’ summit takes place between May
and July, the heads of state meet sometime in June through September, ending the year with the heads of
government between October to December. The president’s trip to SCO meetings is unique for summits in
that it usually also entails a full state visit to the host country. BRICS summits have no set pattern but are
generally summer affairs. As for the annual United Nations General Assembly sessions in September, the
foreign minister usually travels to New York, though in 2023 the vice president went instead, as did the prime
minister in 2016 and 2010. [3]

When the PRC hosts state visits, the visiting country’s foreign minister usually makes a preparatory trip in
advance. The most common kind of incoming trip is one where the foreign official “attends (4 J&)” a meeting

The PRC uses large summits to give many foreign officials the chance to meet PRC leaders without having to
organize an independent visit. The most common outgoing—and second most common incoming—uvisits are
“official visits (1IE T\ 1/5[a]).” Less common on both fronts are the two lower ranked terms for visit, “fangwen

(351a])" and “fanghua (354€).” In a standard year, the PRC receives in excess 20 “state visits (& &1/ a]).”
There are other kinds of visits too, though these are also less frequent. They include “working visits (T {Ei/5
ia])" and “official friendly visits (1F T, & %F1/5[a]).” The latter has been used for delegations to Africa, Laos,

Indonesia, and Japan in 2018 and 2019, as well as for isolated visits to Ethiopia (2012), Malaysia (2013), and
North Korean (2011 and 2024). The only incoming visit that has been described as an “official friendly visit”
was North Korea’s reciprocal visit in 2011.

Trends in Diplomatic Engagement Across the Xi Era

A burst of outgoing diplomatic activity is clear following Xi’s installation as State President until the start of the
COVID-19 lockdowns. These visits have not fully recovered following reopening, according to the data.
However, this is in contrast to relatively constant incoming traffic. More work on Hu Jintao’s first term should
clarify the extent to which this has been the case since the early twenty-first century.

Under Xi, the world leaders who have visited the PRC most frequently are Hun Sen, who served as
Cambodia’s prime minister 1998-2023, who made 13 visits, and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin, who has
made 12. Third place in this ranking is shared by Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov and Thai princess
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn, each of whom have visited the PRC 10 times. [4] This strongly supports other
evidence that Russia is currently the PRC’s strongest partner (China Brief, April 25).

Country rankings reinforce this finding. Russia is by far the most favored destination for PRC officials, as well
as the second of third-highest source of visiting delegations. Interestingly, its proportional dominance in the
former metric has declined since Xi's first five-year term. Meanwhile, while the United States constituted an
important destination for and source of diplomatic exchanges in Xi's first term, this rapidly dried up coinciding
with Donald Trump entering the White House in January 2017.
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The bureaucratic reordering in favor of the Party at the start of Xi Jinping’s second term in 2018 shows up in
the data. After the Central Foreign Affairs Leading Group (HF 92 5hEE T {45 /)\2H) was upgraded to

Central Foreign Affairs Commission (CFAC; R i 9hE T f£Z& R <), Yang Jiechi (1535

(E%%) were referred to by their title of the office director (/2 Z 3 F) also when receiving foreign
ministers. Xi Jinping’s title of CCP General Secretary (Fr 3L fh gt & $542) is generally only invoked when his
diplomatic counterpart is from a fellow communist country, which was already the norm.

Table 1: Top 5 Destinations for Official Visits per Term

&) and Wang Yi

Top 5 outgoing
countries in Xi's first
term

Top 5 outgoing countries in Xi’s

second term

Top 3 outgoing countries in
Xi’s third term (incomplete)

Russia 38 Russia 14 Russia 1"
United States 21 France 11 France 7
of America
France 12 Germany 10 Germany 4
Germany Indonesia
Kazakhstan
South
Africa
India 11 Japan 8
Singapore
Indonesia 10 Indonesia 7
United Kazakhstan
Kingdom United Arab Emirates
South Korea South Africa
South Korea

(Source: Author research)

Table 2: Top 5 Countries Hosted for Official Visits per Term

Top 5 incoming countries in Xi's Top 5 incoming countries in Top 3 incoming countries in Xi’s
first term Xi’s second term third term (incomplete)
United States of America 27 Pakistan 14 Malaysia 9
Vietnam
Thailand 23 Russia 12 Cambodia 8
Kazakhstan
Russia
Thailand
Russia 22 Indonesia 10 Indonesia 7
The Philippines
Cambodia 20 Japan 9
Kazakhstan
France 19 Cambodia 8
Uzbekistan

(Source: Author research)
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Xi Jinping

Since his ascension to the office of CCP General Secretary in October 2012 and to that of President in March
2013, Xi Jinping has overseen a new direction in PRC diplomacy. This shift is visible in diplomatic visits since
he came to power (Figure 1).

Two changes stand out after Xi took over. First, there was an immediate uptick following several years of
relatively low diplomatic engagement (Fig. 1, Fig. 2). The early years of the Xi era saw growth in both
outgoing state visits by Xi and incoming trips at the ministerial level and above. Particular peaks are due to
large-scale summits, such as the Beijing gatherings of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in
2018 and 2024, the first two Belt and Road Forums (BRFs) of 2017 and 2019, as well as the 2015 Second
World War victory parade and the summit with Central and Eastern European countries.

Second, Xi has personally taken on a more active role. In the rankings of outgoing visits, the positions of
president and prime minister swap places in 2013 (See Table 3). While Hu Jintao made fewer trips than his
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao (22 =) after 2010, Li Kegiang (Z=5z53) was in Xi's shadow throughout his first

term, during which time only Foreign Minister Wang Yi made more trips abroad than Xi (Table 4).

Table 3: Number of Outgoing Visits by the PRC President and Prime Minister per Year

Xi Jinping Premier
2024 8 Li Qiang 13
2023 4 5
2022 5 Li Kegiang 1
2021 0 0
2020 1 0
2019 1 5
2018 13 9
2017 8 8
2016 16 10
2015 16 12
2014 22 16
2013 15 9

Hu Jintao
2012 6 Wen Jiabao 20
2011 7 9
2010 10 18
2009 14 10
2008 10 5

(Source: Author research)
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This was a continuation of sorts, as Xi was also active in his capacity as vice president during Hu’s second
term. In the period 2008-2012, Xi went on 41 overseas trips—more than all but three other officials (Hu, in
third place, went on 47). Notably, this overlaps partially with the period 2009-2015, which saw a more active
diplomatic role for vice presidents, according to the MFA data.

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the normal course of diplomatic engagement but appears to have
reversed the trends in terms of Xi's personal travel. While Wang Yi and Yang Jiechi kept up a large number of
outgoing visits throughout the period, the onset of the pandemic put an end to an unusually active period for
Xi. The MFA lists 77 trips during his first term as president, outstripping Hu in his later years in charge, but
only 30 during his second. Two years into his third, and he has only been on 12 trips abroad so far. Prime
Minister Li Qiang now travels more than his President, in contrast to his predecessor. In the aggregate,
however, outgoing visits seem to not have reverted to pre-pandemic levels, though incoming visits from
foreign diplomats appear to have resumed a regular frequency (Fig. 1, Fig. 2).

Table 4: Top 10 Officials at the Ministerial-level or Above per Term by Overseas Travel

Top 10 outgoing persons in Top 10 outgoing persons in Top 10 outgoing persons in
Xi’s first term Xi’s second term Xi’s third term (incomplete)
Wang Yi 152 Wang Yi 146 Wang Yi 38
Xi Jinping 77 Yang Jiechi 50 Li Qiang 18
Li Kegiang 56 Xi Jinping 30 Xi Jinping 12
Yang Jiechi 54 Li Kegiang 14 Han Zheng 11
Liu Yandong 32 Wang Qishan 14 Ding Xuexiang 9
Zhang Gaoli 28 Sun Chunlan 10 Liu Guozhong 8
Wang Yang 27 Qin Gang 9 Qin Gang 8
Li Yuanchao 16 Hu Chunhua 7 Chen Wenging 6
Ma Kai 14 Wang Yang 6 Shen Yigin 4
Wang Yong 1 Wang Yong 5 He Lifeng 3

(Source: Author research)

The above data suggests trends in PRC diplomacy fit with several reports on Xi Jinping’s exercise of power
more broadly throughout his tenure. Scholarly accounts have characterized his first term as more vigorous
and focused on centralizing power, as well as overseeing a shift to a more assertive foreign policy. [5] Over
time, perhaps due to aging or consolidation of power, Xi has apparently felt more inclined to delegate tasks
back to subordinates that he trusts (South China Morning Post, August 21, 2023). One related possibility for
Xi's more prominent role in diplomatic visits over that of his former prime minister Li Kegiang during his first
term could also be attributed to the alleged rivalry between the two.

Russia

Russia has been the principal destination throughout Xi's time in office and the second-most common source
of incoming visitors (Tables 1 & 2). In 2013, Xi made his first state visit to Moscow, continuing a pattern of
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uniquely close interaction that the PRC has had northern neighbor for most of its existence (Gov.cn, March
22,2013).

The PRC and Russia have held a state visit almost every year since at least 1999. In uneven years, PRC
presidents visit Russia, while Russian presidents visit the PRC in even years (Tables 5 & 6). The only
exceptions have been the pandemic years 2020 and 2021, Putin’s “official visit” in 2002, and Xi Jinping’s
“attendance” at the World War Il victory parade in Moscow in May 2015.

Table 5: PRC Presidential Visits to Russia

President Trip start Tripend Type Forum

Xi Jinping 22/10/2024 24/10/2024 attend 16th BRICS Summit

Xi Jinping 20/03/2023 22/03/2023 state visit

Xi Jinping 05/06/2019 08/06/2019 state visit 23rd Saint Petersburg International
Economy Forum

Xi Jinping 11/09/2018 12/09/2018 attend Eastern Economic Forum

Xi Jinping 03/07/2017 04/07/2017 state visit

Xi Jinping 08/07/2015 10/07/2015 attend 7th BRICS Summit; SCO Heads of
Government Meeting

Xi Jinping 08/05/2015 10/05/2015 visit Victory Parade 70th Anniversary end of
Wwil

Xi Jinping 06/02/2014 08/02/2014 attend Sochi Winter Olympics Opening
Ceremony

Xi Jinping 04/09/2013 06/09/2013 attend G20; BRICS Informal Summit

Xi Jinping 22/03/2013 24/03/2013 state visit

Hu Jintao 06/09/2012 09/09/2012 attend 20th APEC Summit

Hu Jintao 15/06/2011 18/06/2011 state visit 15th Saint Petersburg International
Economy Forum

Hu Jintao 08/05/2010 09/05/2010 attend 65th anniversary of WWII victory

Hu Jintao 14/06/2009 18/06/2009 state visit SCO Heads of State Meeting; 4th
BRICS Meeting

Hu Jintao 16/08/2007 17/08/2007 attend observe SCO counterterrorism military
exercises

Hu Jintao 26/03/2007 28/03/2007 state visit China Year opening ceremony

Hu Jintao 16/07/2006 17/07/2006 attend G8 Dialogue with Developing Countries;
collective meeting with the leaders of
India, Brazil, South Africa, Mexico and
Congo (Brazzaville)

Hu Jintao 30/06/2005 03/07/2005 state visit

Hu Jintao 08/05/2005 09/05/2005 attend 60th anniversary of WWII victory

Hu Jintao 26/05/2003 31/05/2003 state visit SCO Heads of State Meeting; 300th
anniversary of Saint Petersburg

Jiang 15/07/2001 18/07/2001 state visit

Zemin

(Source: Author research)
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The close relation between the two heads of state is complemented by active diplomacy at lower levels.
Annual “Regular Meetings between the PRC Premier and the Russian Prime Minister” are supplemented by
nearly annual visits by Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov to the PRC, and annual visits by the PRC’s foreign
minister or state councilor for foreign affairs (with the exception of 2022). In addition, PRC Vice Premiers
have played a significant role in meetings in Russia’s far east and, since 2018, the MFA has reported rare
annual visits by the secretaries of the Central Political Affairs Commission and the Central Legal Affairs
Commission (with the exception of the pandemic period 2020-2022). Russia’s former National Security
Advisor Nikolai Patrushev was also a frequent guest in Beijing.

Table 6: Russian Presidential Visits to the PRC

President Trip start Tripend Type Forum

Vladimir Putin 16/05/2024 17/05/2024 state visit -

Vladimir Putin 17/10/2023 18/10/2023 attend 3rd Belt and Road Forum

Vladimir Putin 04/02/2022 06/02/2022 attend Beijing Winter Olympics Opening
Ceremony

Vladimir Putin 25/04/2019 27/04/2019 attend 2nd Belt and Road Forum

Vladimir Putin 08/06/2018 10/06/2018 state visit SCO Heads of State Meeting; 4th
China-Russia-Mongolia Heads of State
Meeting

Vladimir Putin 03/09/2017 05/09/2017 attend 9th BRICS Summit

Vladimir Putin 14/05/2017 15/05/2017 1st Belt and Road Forum

Vladimir Putin 04/09/2016 05/09/2016 attend G20

Vladimir Putin 25/06/2016 25/06/2016 state visit

Vladimir Putin 02/09/2015 03/09/2015 attend 1945 Victory Parade Beijing

Vladimir Putin 09/11/2014 11/11/2014 APEC Summit

Vladimir Putin 20/05/2014 21/05/2014 state visit 4th CICA Summit

Vladimir Putin 05/06/2012 07/06/2012 state visit SCO Heads of State Meeting

Dmitry 13/04/2011 17/04/2011 attend BRICS Summit; Bo'ao Forum for Asia

Medvedev

Dmitry 26/09/2010 28/09/2010 state visit Shanghai World Expo; Soviet Martyrs

Medvedev Cemetery in Dalian

Dmitry 23/05/2008 24/05/2008 state visit -

Medvedev

Vladimir Putin 14/06/2006 15/06/2006 SCO Heads of State Meeting

Vladimir Putin 21/03/2006 22/03/2006 state visit -

Vladimir Putin 14/10/2004 16/10/2004 state visit -

Vladimir Putin 01/12/2002 03/12/2002 visit -

Vladimir Putin 19/10/2001 21/10/2001 working visit APEC Summit

Vladimir Putin 14/06/2001 15/06/2001 SCO Heads of State Meeting

Vladimir Putin 17/07/2000 19/07/2000 state visit -

Boris Yeltsin 09/12/1999 10/12/1999 visit -

(Source: Author research)
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Africa

The African continent receives substantial diplomatic attention from the PRC. Beyond the foreign minister’s
symbolic first trip of the year, a number of officials travel to African countries as presidential envoys (E Z £

& 3 Y 4%4%). These tend to include ministers, members of the National People’s Congress (NPC)

Standing Committee, or chairs and vice chairs of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference
(CPPPC). They are usually sent to attend presidential inaugurations and independence anniversary
celebrations. Such delegations are also sent to Latin American countries, albeit with less frequency. In return,
the PRC receives visits from African leaders, with the FOCAC and BRI summits often serving as peak
periods for such interactions. African leaders have made more state visits to the PRC than their European
counterparts, with 55 to Europe’s 42.

For the most part, diplomatic outreach to Africa occurs at lower-priority levels of engagement. Compared to
Europe—which has fewer countries and a much smaller population—it is much more common for African
leaders to “attend” an event rather than have a stand-alone “(official) visit.” In terms of state visits, Xi Jinping
has only been on 7 state visits to Africa—fewer than once per year—of which 3 were to fellow BRICS
member South Africa. By contrast, Xi has made 23 state visits to Europe (not including 4 to Russia), more
than any other.

Table 7: Top 10 European (ex- Russia) Countries During the Xi Era by Diplomatic Engagement

Top 10 destinations Top 10 countries hosted

France 30 France 30

Germany 26 Germany 18

Switzerland 15 Serbia 16

Italy

EU headquarters 14 Belarus 15
EU headquarters

United Kingdom 13 United Kingdom 13

Serbia 8 Hungary 12

Spain

Belgium 7 Italy 1

Greece The Netherlands

Hungary Switzerland

The Netherlands 6 Greece 9

Portugal

Croatia 5 Denmark 8

Czechia Poland

Belarus

Finland 9 Czechia 7

Poland

Slovenia

(Source: Author research)
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Europe

Europe is a clear target of PRC diplomacy. Beijing seeks to promote the European Union’s (EU) strategic
autonomy from the United States and protect and expand economic ties with the bloc (China Brief, May 24).
The PRC has sent more delegations to Europe (including Russia) than to any other continent, with 50 percent
more trips than to Africa. It has also received substantially more visits from European counterparts than from
other regions, with Southeast Asia and Africa the next most frequent. While the diplomatic resources spent on
European countries is out of proportion to the size of the continent’s countries, the reasons for doing so are
supported by sound strategic and economic logic.

Among European nations, France has the highest diplomatic engagement under Xi, both sending and
receiving 30 delegations, according to the MFA (Table 7). French President Francois Hollande was one of the
first world leaders to make a state visit to the PRC after Xi's elevation to the presidency. Germany ranks
second, with particularly intense traffic during Angela Merkel’s tenure as Chancellor. Of note, interaction with
Ukraine dropped off following the Maidan Revolution in 2014.

Visits to Europe (ex-Russia) peaked around 2014-5 but saw another uptick in 2018-9 (Fig. 3). Peaks in
incoming visits can be explained in part by the China-CEEC Summit in 2015 and the Belt and Road Forums
in 2017 and 2019. Following COVID-19, visits have resumed but are yet to reach the levels of the pre-
pandemic period

Figure 3: Diplomatic Visits To and From Europe ex-Russia (2008-2024)
60
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(Source: Author research *Data for 2024 up to November 14.)
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United States

Diplomatic engagement between Xi's PRC and the United States has been unusually volatile and has been
relatively sparse since Donald Trump took office in 2017. During Xi's first term, which roughly coincided with
President Obama’s second term, the United States was the second most popular destination for PRC
diplomats, with 21 reported trips (Table 1). It was also the most frequent source of visiting diplomats, with 27
trips (Table 2). This contrasts with only the United States receiving only 7 delegations and sending just 6 to
the PRC during Xi's second and third presidential terms combined.

Another unusual factor is how engagements with the United States are recorded by the MFA. Instead of
detailing who instigated a visit, half the time writeups describe them as the result of a “US-PRC joint
agreement (H1 3£ XX 77 B E),” sometimes implying a degree of consensus between the two presidents.

Conclusion

The information outlined above provides a partial dataset that can be used as a departure point for data-
driven analysis of PRC foreign policy. It demonstrates both continuities and departures between the Xi and
Hu eras, as well as shifts during Xi's time in power. It also helps clarify that PRC diplomatic interaction with
Africa is far less intense at the senior levels, in contrast to the persistent focus on Europe. Finally, it highlights
how limited interaction with the United States has become since 2017, in contrast to a uniquely intense
relationship with Vladimir Putin’s Russia.

The MFA dataset is incomplete. First, it does not include visits that the MFA has, for whatever reason, not

recorded publicly. It also does not include visits by delegations from other ministries, even though the PRC’s
ministries of commerce and national defense maintain important international relations in their own right. And
third, it also does not capture the growing role of CCP entities, including the International Liaison Department
and the United Front Work Department. Nevertheless, the focus on high-level visits—cross-checked with the
MFA website’s “Focus (& =1)" section—is largely reliable, and can give a good sense of Beijing’s diplomatic

priorities.

Sense Hofstede is an expert in the Chinese party state, cross-Strait politics, and the international relations of
the Indo-Pacific. He previously worked as a Lecturer at Leiden University and Research Fellow at the
Clingendael Institute after his PhD in Comparative Asian Studies at the National University of Singapore.

Notes

[1] The most important foreign policy organ in the PRC may be the CCP Central Foreign Affairs Commission
(CFAC). However, the MFA remains important because of its control over day-to-day diplomacy. Analysis of
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CFAC remains beyond the scope of this article. See: Loh, Dylan M.H., China’s Rising Foreign Ministry:
Practices and Representations of Assertive Diplomacy, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2024).

[2] The research for this article is based on a spreadsheet that was manually built by the author through
processing all visits announced on the MFA’s Diplomatic Agenda (5p25 H#2), as well as related stops and

visits announced there (FMPRC, accessed November 13). The website does not go back all the way to 2008,
so the Internet Archive was used to go back in time further than the live website allows (see Internet Archive,
accessed November 13). Terms referred to are those of President, not General Secretary. The data is current
up to the date of publication (November 14, 2024).

[3] Other summits, such as the Singapore-based IISS Shangri-La Dialogue or the Xiangshan Forum in
Beijing, are the responsibility of the PRC’s Ministry of Defense and do not show up in the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs announcements. Similarly, climate summits, including the recent COP29, also do not always show up
on the MFA’s website.

[4] As the author’s database only lists the names of the most senior official in a delegation, it cannot be used
for more granular analysis. For instance, it cannot provide information on the total frequency of a given
official’s visits to the PRC, as it is possible they had visited on delegations of which they were not the most
senior official.

[5] Doshi, Rush, The Long Game: China’s Grand Strategy to Displace American Order, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2021), https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780197527917.001.0001; Rudd, Kevin, On Xi Jinping:
How Xi’s Marxist Nationalism Is Shaping China and the World, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2024).
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Tibet-Aid Program at 30: Driving Tibet's Development in Xi's ‘New Era’

By Devendra Kumar
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A medical team as part of the TAP at work in Tibet. (Source: Tibet.cn)

Executive Summary:

e The Tibet-Aid Program (TAP), a principal driver of development in Tibet, has ramped up significantly under Xi
Jinping’s rule.

e The TAP has, throughout its 30-year history, sought to use material development to placate local tensions that
have periodically arisen from the Party’s governance failings in the region. Most recently, the emphasis has
been on improving the quality of healthcare and education.

e The TAP is a focus for the Party’s priorities, and the increasing flow of resources to “moderately prosperous”
villages on the Indian border could be a cause for concern for neighboring India.

e Tibet remains an unattractive destination for cadres despite copious propaganda suggesting otherwise, which
has helped perpetuate a relatively poor standard of governance in the region.
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On November 11, 2024, the Tibet Daily reported on a book launch event held in Lhasa to celebrate the 30th
anniversary of the Tibet-Aid Program, sometimes also called pairing-up assistance for Tibet (TAP; X [ 1%

58%) (Tibet Autonomous Region [TAR] Government, November 11). The book, written by a cadre sent to Tibet

from Zhejiang Province, eulogizes the work of his comrades and the region’s beauty across 110 poems. This
is the latest of a string of propaganda efforts this year that have praised the work of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) over the last three decades in bringing the region further under the control of Beijing. Beyond the
book launch, websites for positive news stories around the anniversary has been set up by state media outlet
Xinhua as well as the TAR government, both of which features as its top article a picture of a smiling Xi
Jinping, waving in front of the Potala Palace in Lhasa (Xinhua/TAP 30th Anniversary, accessed November
12; TAR Government, accessed November 12).

The Party has also sought to promote its achievements in Tibet overseas. This week, state-sanctioned
Tibetan Studies experts are visiting Latvia and Estonia. In the former, they discussed “the development
achievements of China'’s Tibet in the new era (1 [E P4 3 & & F(5t),” among other topics. According to the

People’s Daily, the parliamentarians were grateful for the visit, as Latvian people “mostly learn about China’s
Tibet from American movies and western media, and have accepted too many wrong views about it (£ M3

BEMANEERTRPERR, #X7TREEXABNHERMS) (People’s Daily,
November 11). The overall propaganda efforts have been accompanied by key meetings in Beijing and
Lhasa involving senior CCP officials, which have emphasized the TAP’s centrality and the need to further
ramping up the program.

Wang Huning Outlines Way Forward in Lhasa

The most important event of 2024 for the Party’s approach to Tibet was the Fourth Tibet-Aid Work
Conference (28 UK % O 12 P T fE< 1Y), held in Lhasa from August 27-29. [1] The conference

marked the TAP’s 30th anniversary, and for the first time the meeting took place in the regional capital of the
Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR). Wang Huning (F ;7 57), the fifth-ranked member of the 20th Politburo

Standing Committee (PBSC) and Chairperson of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference
(CPPCC) attended and delivered a speech, in which he signaled TAP'’s increased centrality to the
governance of Tibet under Xi Jinping’s leadership (TAR Government, August 29). The fact that serving and
retired senior officials travelled to Lhasa for the conference and the messages conveyed underscore the
growing significance of the TAP in the PRC’s approach to the region.

Wang's visit sought to underline the CCP’s focus on people’s basic needs. He visited Lhoka People’s
Hospital (Ll g 17 A & B [52) in Nedog district, which receives support from Anhui province, as well as the
administrative seat of Southwestern prefecture-level city Lhoka (LLi g /7) along the Indian border (Xinhua,
August 29). Projects announced since the Sixth Tibet Work Forum in 2015 have focused on healthcare and
education, emphasizing the Party’s aim of ameliorating people’s standard of living in the sparsely populated
yet strategically important region.
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In his speech, Wang emphasized the “spirit of driving in nails (§T£] F*&##).” Translated more

euphemistically in official sources as the “spirit of perseverance,” the phrase was first used by CCP General
Secretary Xi Jinping at the second plenary session of the 18th CCP Central Committee in February 2013
(State Council Information Office, July 11, 2019). It refers to the necessity of repeating actions multiple times
before achieving the required result. As Xi noted at the time, “When we use a hammer to drive in a nail, a
single knock often may not be enough; we must keep hammering until it is well in place before proceeding to
hammer the next one. If you keep on driving in nails, then you will achieve great results (75T 71F1F 1~ =

—HEFREEEIT R, MeEBE S —EiEEsl, BT FEINEIE, $IE—MBiIT~—
B, AETET TR, APAKE RN (Party Member Net, February 28, 2013). In the context of Tibet, the

phrase has been used to convey the priority of central government directives in key policy areas such as the
“two centenary goals,” stability maintenance, and border area development.

Wang'’s speech also echoed much of the official discourse around the 30th anniversary by referring to the
“Spirit of Old Tibet ( Py #5##).” Invoked by senior CCP figures, including Xi, since the late 1990s, the

phrase is intended to exhort Tibet-Aid cadres take inspiration from the Party’s seizing control of Tibet in the
early 1950s to ensure long-term stability, development, and prosperity (TAR CCP, June 26, 2014; Xi Theory,
July 2021; People’s Forum, December 21, 2021). [2]

The invocation of this spirit is a nationalist call for mobilizing cadres to serve in the frontier region, which is
not a popular destination. Beyond ethnic divisions, the negative attitudes of many Tibetans toward Han
officials, low economic development, and—for Tibet-Aid cadres in particular—the harsh climate make it an
unappealing place to be sent. Several cadres are known to have died while serving in the TAR due to the
hostile conditions. Where appeals to nationalist sentiment have not sufficed, the CCP has resorted to offering
cadres better wages, subsidies, and career advancement opportunities. These are attractive, especially for
young cadres from poorer central and western provinces that neighbor Tibetan areas.

Early TAP Led to Uneven Development, Local Tensions

Beijing launched the TAP in 1994 on the recommendations of the third Tibet Work Forum in July that year.
This followed widespread ethnic tensions from the late 1980s onward borne out of increasing inequality along
regional and ethnic lines. The original blueprint for the program drew from earlier mobilization of cadres and
resources from inland (A #h) provinces during the heyday of Maoist socialism and an array of programs

launched after a 1980 visit to Tibet by PBSC member Hu Yaobang (48 # $5) and that year’s inaugural Tibet

Work Forum (China Economy Online, April 8, 2008). Later, TAP also came to supplement the “Great Western
Development (FE R K FF4)" strategy, which was launched in 1999 to channel resources from more

prosperous and developed coastal provinces to poorer western provinces (Gov.cn, October 10, 2009).

The TAP has a three-pronged assistance mechanism. These are the direct transfer of funds to the TAR
government from partner provinces, centrally administered cities, central ministries, and institutions; the
transfer of cadres to the TAR; and investments in specific projects in counties and prefectures in the region.
Cadres from partnering provinces typically serve for one or three years in counties and prefectures where the
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partner province funds projects. According to the latest official statistics, nearly 12,000 cadres across 10
batches have served from 18 provinces, 89 central organs and ministries, and 4 centrally administered cities
(People’s Daily Online, August 16, 2022).

Functionally, the assistance projects range from “group style (28 & =()” medical and educational assistance

to poverty alleviation, urbanization, and infrastructure development in so-called “xiaokang villages (7N FEAY;
moderately prosperous villages)” in counties along the border with India. “Group-style” assistance in these
villages began in 2015. It is characterized as a “people-centered” policy but is also intended to change the
way projects are undertaken. Under this model, dozens of doctors, nurses, and teachers come to select
hospitals to train local doctors and teachers and to change how hospitals and schools function at the holistic
level (Xinhua, August 23, 2022). The TAR provincial government has undertaken a massive project of
developing more than 628 xiaokang villages in border counties along its border with India since 2017; and
TAP has played a significant role in funding infrastructure, tourism, educational and health facilities there
(Toutiao, July 7, 2023; Tibet.cn, August 26).

In the late 2010s, it became clear that the benefits of the TAP were not being distributed optimally. The
structure of subsidies led to a form of “boomerang aid” that helped only a fraction of Tibetan elites and non-
Tibetan migrants in urban areas. [3] Tensions flared in 2008, with massive protests in Tibetan areas. This
provided the impetus for change. The Fifth Tibet Work Forum in 2010 called for intensifying the TAP as part
of developing a “long-term strategy (1< A = 5%).” It was decided that developed provinces, centrally

administered cities, and central organs must set aside 1 percent of their fiscal revenue annually to the Tibet-
Aid program, as well as emphasizing coordinated development (TAR CCP, 26 June 2014; Qiushi, August 27).
This shift has become more pronounced under Xi Jinping, though it is unclear whether the sources of tension
from 2008 will be resolved under this new path.

‘New Era’ TAP Focuses on Education, Healthcare, and Unity

Wang Huning’s August conference speech underscored the need to persist in policies across four domains:
maintaining stability, increasing development, promoting ecological civilization, and strengthening border
areas (People’s Daily Online, August 28). In Xi Jinping’s “new era,” the TAP is the primary vehicle through
which these four objectives are to be achieved in the TAR. One of the earliest formulations of Xi's Tibet policy
came at the Sixth Tibet Work Forum in 2015. Xi articulated his priorities for governing the region as “six musts
(73N h2),” which align with the approach taken by the TAP Other priorities included strengthening the

CCP’s organizational and ideological hegemony, expanding and strengthening local party organizations, and
‘rallying the peoples’ hearts (:%£¢2% A(»)” to promote ethnic unity (Xinhua, August 26, 2015).

Wang's also made repeated references to Xi Jinping’s earlier emphasis on creating a “new situation for Tibet
Aid work (125X T {E#r /@ H),” something that was picked up by official media commentaries (People’s
Daily, August 29, 2020; CPC News, August 30). In practice, “new situation” refers to the focus on rural
revitalization, health, and education work, as well as the TAP as the key vehicle for achieving the party-
state’s political goals of fostering ethnic unity and ensuring Tibetans’ support. It also reflects changes to the
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structure of the program itself. For example, group-style education and health projects aim to bring about
sustainable improvements to health and educational institutions in the TAR, as opposed to sending talents to
temporarily make up for the region’s shortage of skilled doctors and teachers (Xinhua, August 6, 2022). Xi's
personal interest in ramping up the TAP is often conveyed through media reports on his involvement in the
TAP projects from the days when he worked in Fujian province in the late 1990s (CCTV, September 8, 2015;
October 6, 2017; People’s Daily, July 28, 2022).

Media commentaries also referred to the capacity of TAP projects to “transform people’s lives and win their
hearts (273 & 4 5882 _Au(»).” Xifirst articulated this phrase at the Sixth Tibet Work Forum, and refers to

ensuring regime stability and loyalty through improving people’s general quality of life (China Daily,
September 8, 2015; Xinhua, August 28).

The increase in cadres serving under the TAP has been dramatic during Xi’s tenure. Around 7,000 out of the
total 12,000 have served since 2012, and the size of each batch has also risen substantially, from 622 in
1993 t0 2,117 in the batch that has been serving since 2021 (Xinhua, August 22). A notable driver of TAP’s
expansion came in 2015, when the Central Organization Department—which oversees all personnel matters
for the TAP—mobilized the ministries of education and health, as well as the partnering provinces, for “group-
style Tibet Aid work (28 ] =\, & & T {E)" focusing on education and health. Since then, the number of

projects launched and cadres dispatched under these two sectors have contributed significantly to the
visibility and centrality of the program in the CCP’s Tibet policy (Xinhua, August 23).

The expansion of the program to include cultural and educational domains also follows the Party’s gradual
shift to “Second-Generation Ethnic Policies (58 — X H&EBI5R)” in the last two decades. These refer to

efforts by the central government to dilute the ethnic autonomy provisions and rights guaranteed to ethnic
groups including Tibetans under the Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law (Fr4E A\ R £A1EH R & X 18 8 167%)
(Gov.cn, July 29, 2005; CECC, February 2006; Made in China Journal, September 7, 2020). For example, the
Party has introduced a range of policies from increasing mandarin Chinese-language instruction in schools to
appointing more Han cadres in contravention to the Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law (Center of Excellence for
Himalayan Studies, September 13, 2023). Educational and legal campaigns also seek to instil trust in PRC
laws and regulations over Tibetan Buddhist religious norms and beliefs (TAR Government, February 5). A
common thread to the second-generation ethnic policies is “forging a sense of Chinese nation through
national, legal, and civil consciousness ($52F R LR L EE I E R EIR AR EIREAEZIR),
which has become “the key line of ethnic work of the CCP (1Rt 52 9 R ik T fEAY = 4%)” aimed at
creating a “unified (%t—)” national identity (Qiushi, August 8).

Conclusion

Wang Huning’s presence at this year’s Tibet-Aid Work Conference is the latest of several senior officials’
visits to the TAR in recent times. This could indicate that the Party senses a degree of fragility in its hold over
the hearts and minds of ethnic communities. In July, one month prior to the Conference, Wang also visited
Tibetan areas in Sichuan in addition to spending time in the TAR (Xinhua, July 7; July 28).
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The TAP’s focus on education and healthcare reflects a conscious effort to redress failings in earlier policies
by seeking to improve the material benefits that accrue to local Tibetans who have so far been excluded from
economic benefits. However, the Party-state’s belief that economic development will create a supplicant and
peaceful Tibet could be misguided. By ignoring Tibetans’ cultural and spiritual desires, insisting that they
conform to a unified ethno-national identity, and diluting laws and regulations that enshrine their autonomy,
Beijing risks following a self-defeating strategy.
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Notes

[1] Official state media refers to this as the “Aid-Xizang” program (see CGTN, August 29). This follows a push
in recent years to refer to Tibet in English-language propaganda as “China’s Xizang.” This article instead
used the traditional English name for the region: Tibet.

[2] The PRC government refers to the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) invasion of Tibet as the “Peaceful
Liberation of Tibet (78 et 0 f#7)" (CCP Member Net, accessed November 12).

[3] Andrew Martin Fischer. The Political Economy of Boomerang Aid in China’s Tibet. China Perspectives,
2009. DOI: 10.4000/chinaperspectives.4842.
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