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The Increasing Insignificance of the Two Sessions

By Arran Hope
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Headquarters of the National Development and Reform Commission in Beijing. (Source: Wikipedia)

Executive Summary:

e The annual “Two Sessions” meetings in Beijing are increasingly insignificant affairs, as the lack of
genuine policy announcements and restrictions on delegates reduces the space for consultation and
deliberation.

e The government unveiled a new RMB 1 trillion national innovation investment guidance fund, but details
are scant and its announcement was relegated to a press conference rather than in a policy document.

e The new fund will be set up “in the near future” and focuses on strategic early stage “hard science and

technology” investments, but its prospects for success are unclear given the track record of previous
government guidance funds.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Development_and_Reform_Commission#/media/File:National_Development_and_Reform_Commission_(20200921163307).jpg
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On Tuesday, March 11, The “Two Sessions” (F§ <) wrapped up in Beijing. These are the annual meetings of

the National People’s Congress—the unicameral legislature of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) that
comprises nearly 3,000 delegates from across the country—and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference, a political advisory body of a similar size. The headline event is the delivery and approval of the
“Government Work Report” (BURF T {£3k &), which summarizes the legislature’s work over the previous year

and sets the agenda for the year ahead. The Two Sessions are also an opportunity for a host of other
meetings. For instance, President Xi Jinping met with the delegation from Jiangsu Province, various
government leaders held press conferences, and groups from different policy constituencies held plenary
sessions (Xinhua, March 7, March 8).

Holes in the Process of Democracy

If this year’s keystone political event was notable for one thing, it was the absence, for the most part, of
politics. The Two Sessions have long been characterized in Western media as a vehicle for “rubber stamping”
the Chinese Communist Party’s agenda with a show of what the Party terms “whole process democracy” (&

13 A KK ). This label has been increasingly apposite in Xi's so-called new era, leading to a waning in

the importance of the Two Sessions. The meetings in Beijing have largely ceased to be a platform for major
policy announcements, instead becoming avenues for confirming a pre-agreed trajectory. For instance, in this
year's government work report, Premier Li Qiang (Z=5:&) begins Iaying out economic plans for 2025 by

)% S

encouraging officials to “comprehensively implement the spirit” (£ E B 3% Ll ... =HEiEH) of
the Third Plenum last July and to deploy policies in accordance with December’s Central Economic Work
Conference (GWR, March 11). In other words, to continue on the course outlined in previous months.

The trend away from genuine consultation or even vaguely democratic processes at the Two Sessions is
evident by comparing the 2025 event to previous years. Lasting only six days, this year's Two Sessions were
relatively curtailed. Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the standard was around 10 days—and extended to 15 in
2018, when Xi orchestrated the abolition of constitutional term-limits on the president and announced an
overhaul of the government bureaucracy (China Brief, March 26, 2018). In another reduction in government
transparency, this year's meetings also took place without a press conference from the premier, cementing a
shift that first took place in 2024. Perhaps most chilling this year was the adoption of amendments to the Law
on Deputies (X 3% %), which forces deputies to “implement the decision-making and deployment of the CCP

Central Committee” (B 1) 3% SC 5 FR IR R 5K 2B 8 ) and “strengthens the management and supervision of
representatives in the performance of their duties” (38 /¢ X R BER A B 12 IS &%) (NPC, March 12). Tighter

control on the conduct and scope of deputies hollows out a channel of effective feedback for the regime, and
likely will reduce government efficacy (Substack/She Said Xi Said, March 12).

A Policy Announcement that Wasn’t

The Government Work Report makes clear—as do most high-level economic policy documents from the last
year—that the leadership in Beijing is convinced that the country’s fortunes depend in large part on
achievements in innovation, in particular in “hard science and technology” (fE#3}4%7) (PRC Government March

6). The report puts particular emphasis on biomanufacturing, quantum technology, embodied artificial
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http://www.news.cn/politics/leaders/20250307/bd38418721124430b553ad40adbfb4cb/c.html
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https://jamestown.org/program/chinas-two-sessions-xi-jinping-leaves-mark-party-state/
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https://www.gov.cn/yaowen/liebiao/202503/content_7011304.htm
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intelligence (Al), and 6G. These sentiments have been reinforced in 2025 with the success around the Al firm
DeepSeek. Observers could be forgiven for believing that Xi might have turned the page in his views of the
private sector, after he called for the “spirit” (#548) of his February meeting with private entrepreneurs to be

studied. This would be a mistake, however—Xi remains committed to enhancing the private sector’s role in
supporting national strategic priorities.

At a press conference held by the heads of the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), the
Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Commerce, and the Central Securities Regulatory Commission focused on
supporting technology innovation, the NDRC’s Zheng Shanjie (XB#f#;%) announced a new national innovation

investment guidance fund (B X €1\l #53X 5| S & €) (NDRC, March 6). The fund is expected to total nearly
RMB 1 trillion ($138 billion)—the propaganda messaging calls it as a “carrier-class” (1 £F4Rk ) fund—and focus

on longer-term investments of up to 20 years. Targeted ventures will be early stage enterprises in the hard
science and technology sectors, with the aim of using “market-oriented methods” (7 171%, 77 ) to foster the

development of strategic emerging and future industries (PRC Government March 6; CCTV, March 7).

Despite its official unveiling, it follows policies NDRC announced in December 2024 along with the State-
owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission to promote the “high-quality development of the
central enterprise venture capital fund” (Fr RN BNV R E S S RE=XJE). These policies encouraged
state-owned enterprises to set up venture capital funds that focus on early-stage, small-scale, long-term and

core-technology investments—in short, targeting the same enterprises that the new fund is intended support
(Xinhua, December 2, 2024; WeChat/Economic Observer, March 7).

The new national innovation investment guidance fund was not explicitly addressed in the NDRC'’s report
delivered on March 13. The report does refer to efforts to build up the country’s strength in strategic science
and technology, provide greater fundamental support for scientific and technological advances, and take
systematic steps to develop major scientific and technological infrastructure. It also cites plans to provide long-
term, sustained support for basic disciplines and original innovation in frontier areas, and—crucially—to
“improve the multi-level system of financial services, boost the development of patient capital, and increase
support for venture capital through policy-backed finance” (@& Z B X ERRSHAE R, T AMHE

K, SRILBUR SRS Bl 3 3R 3F) (NDRC, March 13). But the fund itself is not mentioned. Its actual

unveiling apparently was relegated to the press conference, though it did receive a dedicated section in a
government explainer, which noted that it would be set up “in the near future” (I Hf).

Responses have been broadly positive, if judged by venture capitalists quoted in state-run media. For
instance, an article for the Securities Times reports that the new fund will improve the PRC’s venture capital
markets and positively impact the growth of science and technology enterprises. The managing director of a
venture capital firm in Beijing interviewed for the piece calls it a “milestone-style major event” (‘2 252 3\, f

B KZE) (STCN, March 10). The new fund does have potential and could become a success, especially if it

attracts more market-oriented funds to participate. It appears to have drawn on lessons from Israel’s national
fund as well as Shenzhen’s primary government guidance fund, which is one of the country’s most active
investors in hard technology (163, March 9).


https://www.ndrc.gov.cn/fzggw/wld/zsj/zyhd/202503/t20250306_1396452.html
https://www.gov.cn/yaowen/liebiao/202503/content_7011304.htm
https://www.ncsti.gov.cn/kjdt/xwjj/202503/t20250307_197563.html
https://english.www.gov.cn/english.www.gov.cn/news/202412/02/content_WS674da868c6d0868f4e8ed990.html
https://36kr.com/p/3198430081105544
https://www.gov.cn/yaowen/liebiao/202503/content_7013429.htm
https://www.stcn.com/article/detail/1571560.html
https://www.163.com/dy/article/JQ6RNE1T0514R9KQ.html
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There are causes for pessimism, however. One issue is the party-state’s poor track record of backing winners.
This difficulty is likely to be an acute problem for a fund that, per state news service Xinhua, is not designed for
“solely pursuing financial returns” (Xinhua, December 2, 2024). The overarching goal of trying to support
innovation in specific, strategic sectors could also limit the likelihood of success. As one article notes, the new
fund marks the shift of the PRC’s venture capital system “from ‘market-led’ to ‘national strategy-led + market
operation,” and is the first time that the central government has systematically intervened in the field of early-
stage investment” (M ' 15 = &' (0] E R £k BE 5| 91+ T iz 5" #11E () (WeChat/Economic Observer,
March 7). Moreover, research on previous government guidance funds presents a mixed picture. According to
an article published in China Quarterly, while such funds “promise to provide a powerful jump-start to nascent
tech ventures” in principle, in practice they often “fall short of policy goals, and they may even create some
unintended problems.” The authors go on to note that only 26 per cent of guidance funds analyzed—nearly all
of which had invested predominantly in state priority sectors—met their target capital size by 2021, and roughly
two thirds of them had not made a single investment (China Quarterly, April 19, 2023).

Conclusion

The announcement of a RMB 1 trillion national innovation investment guidance fund contains a number of
indications of the declining importance of the Two Sessions as a venue for serious policy-making. The nature
of the announcement itself does little to inspire confidence in the venture. Not only was it not directly
announced in the NDRC'’s report, it also was unveiled with minimal detail and as something that would be
established “in the near future.” The announcement of similar—if smaller-scale—funds in early December also
suggest there is little novelty in the proposed policy. One unwanted effect that the fund could signal is more
corruption. The Government Work Report warned that it remains a common problem; corruption cases before
both the Supreme Court and Supreme People’s Procuratorate shot up over 20 percent and 34 percent,
respectively, in 2024; and even national champion Huawei has recently has admitted to internal corruption
issues (Caixin, March 8; Economic Observer, March 11). The PRC'’s technological capabilities may be
formidable, and the potential for impactful investment is likely large, but there is much about this new policy
that suggests it will underwhelm in the final analysis.

Arran Hope is the editor of China Brief.


https://english.www.gov.cn/english.www.gov.cn/news/202412/02/content_WS674da868c6d0868f4e8ed990.html
https://36kr.com/p/3198430081105544
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/china-quarterly/article/promise-and-pitfalls-of-government-guidance-funds-in-china/9211F2954E797A29E82B540DA6D9A714
https://china.caixin.com/2025-03-08/102296253.html
https://www.eeo.com.cn/2025/0311/715876.shtml
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Xi Struggles to Keep Military Construction Reform on Course at Two Sessions

By K. Tristan Tang
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Xi speaking at the plenary session of the delegation of the People's Liberation Army (PLA) and the Armed Police Force
(APF), on March 8. (Source: Xinhua)

Executive Summary:

e Corruption within the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has stymied efforts to deepen coordination in the
military-industrial sector and related military equipment departments.

e The substance of Xi Jinping’s speech to military delegates at the Two Sessions was similar to his 2019
speech, focusing on issues related to the military-civil fusion and the “integrated national system.”

e No previous meeting has featured such a comprehensive list of participants involved exclusively in the
military development process. This year’s participants also were mostly front-line unit personnel rather
than high-ranking officers, suggesting Xi may be suspicious of information provided by the upper
echelons of the military.
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In early March, the annual “Two Sessions” (<) meetings took place in Beijing (2025 Two Sessions,

accessed March 4). Beyond the headline gatherings of the National People’s Congress and the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference are a number of smaller meetings. In the military domain, one of
the key events is the plenary meeting of delegations from the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and the
People’s Armed Police (PAP). Since 2013, President Xi Jinping has attended the meeting, listening to
representatives’ opinions and suggestions and delivering speeches.

This year, Xi for the first time addressed the July 2023 investigations and dismissals of numerous PLA and
defense industry officials for corruption in the procurement of military equipment, disciplinary issues, and
other charges (China Brief, September 20, 2023). This coincided with the announcements that several senior
PLA deputies were dismissed from their posts and the news that dozens of generals and admirals were
absent from the meetings, likely because they too are under investigation. This resulted in a noticeable
decrease in the number of PLA attendees (Financial Times, March 1).

According to the press release published after the meeting, Xi proposed enhancing military efficiency,
strengthening cross-unit coordination, and improving the management system. These statements align with
the concept of the “integrated national strategic system and capabilities” (— &1 E =% fk B A R FO8E 1),
also known as the strategy of “military-civil fusion development” (£ K &l& % &) (People’s Daily,
December 13, 2017; PLA Daily, March 8, March 10). While this is a common topic for Xi’s speeches, the
degree of focus it received and the level of urgency with which Xi delivered his message were not (China

Brief, April 14, 2023). This suggests that Xi's efforts to reform the military system still faces stubborn
challenges that thus far he has failed to resolve.

2019 Redux: Xi Refocuses on Military Coordination

Since 2013, Xi has led 13 meetings at the Two Sessions with representatives from the PLA and PAP. The
themes have generally been positive, as indicated by the press releases from each meeting (see Table 1).
The titles of eight of the meetings (2015-2018, 2020, 2022-2024) mention specific policies, including the
military-civilian fusion development strategy, innovation-driven development, normalized epidemic prevention
and control, law-based governance of the military, integrated national strategic systems and capabilities, and
strategic capabilities in emerging fields. Among the five years that did not focus on a particular theme, 2013
was the year Xi was made state president; 2014 came before he had implemented major military policies or
responded to disasters; and 2019, 2021, and 2025 marked either the beginning or end of the 13th and 14th
Five-Year Plans, as referenced in the press releases’ titles. However, for these latter three, context suggests
that the lack of emphasis on specific initiatives may be due to ongoing issues within the PLA at those times—
a topic that likely took up a large part of the meetings but that, for obvious reasons, was not declared in the
public readouts.

The substance of Xi's speech in 2025 exhibits a high degree of overlap with his 2019 speech—much more so
than with other years. Recurring key terms include “cross-departmental” (E5%B(7]), “cross-disciplinary” (545

15), “cross-military-civilian” (B ZE#h), “bottlenecks” (3% &), “funding” (2 ), “auditing” (811), and
“corruption” (J& I¥r). These all indicate that Xi wants to prioritize the integration of the military and civilian
domains to simultaneously advance military modernization while increasing efficiency and reducing


https://archive.ph/j8qZ9
https://jamestown.org/program/xis-personnel-mismanagement/,
https://archive.ph/teGdU
http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2017/1213/c40531-29703510.html
http://www.81.cn/szb_223187/szbxq/index.html?paperName=jfjb&paperDate=2025-03-08&paperNumber=07&articleid=950754
http://www.81.cn/szb_223187/szbxq/index.html?paperName=jfjb&paperDate=2025-03-10&paperNumber=03&articleid=950855
https://jamestown.org/program/xi-seeks-to-reinvigorate-military-civilian-integration/
https://jamestown.org/program/xi-seeks-to-reinvigorate-military-civilian-integration/
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corruption. The main difference between the two years’ speeches is that the rhetoric in 2025 is more urgent,
suggesting that problems outlined in 2019 have persisted and are yet to be resolved.

Table 1: News Releases of Xi Jinping’s Attendance at the Plenary Meetings of the PLA and the PAP Delegations

During Each Two Sessions

Year Press Release Title Source
Firmly grasp the Party’s strong military goal under the new circumstances,

2013 and work to build a people’s army that listens to the Party’s command, can (Xinhua, March 11, 2013)
win battles, and maintains excellent conduct.
With a spirit of reform and innovation, open up a new situation in national (People’s Daily, March

2014 defense and military building, striving to achieve the Party's strong military 1—p—y1 2014) '
goal under the new circumstances. '

2015 Deeply implemen‘t the_ military-civilian fgsion develgpmgnt strategy, and work (Xinhua, March 12, 2015)
to create a new situation for strengthening and revitalizing the military. -

2016 Fully implement the innovation-driven development strategy and push (People’s Daily, March
forward national defense and military building to achieve a new leap. 13, 2016)
Accelerate the establishment of a military-civilian integration innovation (Peaple’s Daily, March

2017 system to provide strong technological support for the construction of our 1—u3 2017) '
military. '
Steadily advance the deep development of military-civilian integration,

2018 providing strong motivation and strategic support for realizing the Chinese (Xinhua, March 12, 2018)
Dream and the strong military dream.
Successfully implement the “13th Five-Year Plan” for military construction

2019 and development, ensuring the timely completion of national defense and (Xinhua, March 12, 2019)
military building goals.

2020 Solidly promote all military work under the.premise of normalized epidemic (Xinhua, May 26, 2020)
prevention and control, and resolutely achieve the national defense and E—
military building goals for 2020.
Achieve a good start in national defense and military building during the 14th

2021 Five-Year Plan period, and celebrate the 100th anniversary of the founding of (Xinhua, March 9, 2021)
the Communist Party of China with outstanding achievements.

2022 Implement the .strate.gy of governing the military by !aw, improving the level of (Xinhua, March 7, 2022)
the rule of law in national defense and military building. -
Unify thought and understanding, strengthen mission responsibility, focus on

2023 implementation, and strive to create a new situation in the integrated national (Xinhua, March 8, 2023)
strategic system and capability building.

2024 Strengthen missiqn responsibility,. deepen. rgform and innovqtion, and (Xinhua, March 7, 2024)
comprehensively improve strategic capabilities in emerging fields. -
Implement high-quality development requirements to successfully complete .

2025 the “14th Fivg-Year PI{m” for military construction. ’ (Xinhua, March 7, 2025)

(Source: Compilation by the author based on news reports)

Policy coordination is particularly difficult in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). This is in part due to the
tiaokuai (%) system, in which authority extends vertically and horizontally at every level of government

and each group has its own interests and obligations (Mertha, 2005). Xi’s push for an “integrated national

strategic system and capabilities” aims to break down these barriers. In the 2019 press release, Xi used all of

the terms listed above to emphasize the need for deeper integration and coordination to unblock
“chokepoints,” and resolve “difficulties” (¥& = ). In the 2025 news release, Xi similarly urged accelerating the



http://www.jstor.org/stable/20192539
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2013-03/11/c_114985327.htm
http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2014/0311/c70731-24606968.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2015-03/12/c_1114622624.htm
http://lianghui.people.com.cn/2016npc/n1/2016/0313/c402194-28195367.html
http://lianghui.people.com.cn/2017/n1/2017/0313/c410899-29140432.html
http://习近平在出席解放军和武警部队代表团全体会议时强调扎扎实实推进军民融合深度发展为实现中国梦强军梦提供强大动力和战略支撑
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/leaders/2019-03/12/c_1124227000.htm
http://习近平在出席解放军和武警部队代表团全体会议时强调在常态化疫情防控前提下扎实推进军队各项工作坚决实现国防和军队建设2020年目标任务
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2021-03/09/c_1127191057.htm
http://www.news.cn/politics/leaders/2022-03/07/c_1128448091.htm
http://www.news.cn/politics/leaders/2023-03/08/c_1129421490.htm
http://www.news.cn/politics/leaders/20240307/740350dde1034101aa3acbe356e27d87/c.html
http://www.news.cn/politics/leaders/20250307/bd38418721124430b553ad40adbfb4cb/c.html
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resolution of bottlenecks and obstacles. Improving coordination requires the removal of obstacles, but it also
necessitates constructive instruments that can shape a more integrated system. In the 2019 press release, Xi
emphasized the need to improve overall coordination and properly manage plans and resources. Six years
later, Xi continues to make similar points, this time calling for the use of modern management concepts and
methods to help enhance systematization and coherence in the process. He also reiterated the need for
cross-departmental, cross-disciplinary, and cross-military-civil coordination to fully streamline planning and
execution.

A responsibility system, along with appropriate supervision, is also key to encouraging large-scale, cross-unit,
and cross-regional policies. This is especially true given the inefficiencies of the tiaokuai system and endemic
corruption in the military. The 2019 press release called for a strict system of responsibility for implementing
plans and intensified inspection and oversight efforts to resolutely prevent and overcome “formalism and
bureaucracy” (Fe T F X . B & F X )—bywords for paper-pushing and shirking actual responsibility. Xi
also called for holding those found guilty of such behavior accountable and enforcing financial discipline to
mitigate misconduct. The 2025 release, mindful of the spate of disciplinary and corruption scandals in the
intervening years, exhorts officials to further double down on supervision to root out malpractice and facilitate
and promote the execution of plans. This speaks to Xi's overriding concern regarding corruption: While such
malfeasance may indicate a lack of loyalty and attendant loss of power and stability for Xi, the negative
impact corruption has on military modernization is at least as big a concern.

Xi also voiced concern about efficiency, a chronic problem for large bureaucracies. In the 2019 press release,
Xi stressed the importance of project evaluations but signaled a need to improve the way in which projects
are approved. He also mentioned the need for a frugal mindset and to strictly implement the spirit of rules
meant to ensure self-discipline, such as the “Eight-point Austerity Rules” (/\Zi#{ &) and the “Ten
Regulations of the Central Military Commission” (Z£Z=—+ I &) (MND, December 22, 2012; 12371,
accessed March 11). In the 2025 press release, Xi called for adhering to the principle of building the military
with frugality, scientifically allocating national defense resources, and improving the precision of fund usage
and cost-effectiveness.

Speakers Include Front-line Personnel in Military Development

The 2025 meeting focused on the entire process of PLA military development (Z£ A% 1%), in a departure

from previous years. It covered resource allocation and usage, military-industrial production, equipment
testing, and logistics support. Participants in the meeting possessed relevant backgrounds for each of these
areas, as are briefly introduced below:

e LiDong (Z=ZR): The political commissar of the School of System Engineering at the National

University of Defense Technology (NUDT). He works in a department primarily responsible for
operational planning and task coordination (NUDT, June 8, 2023, March 15, 2024).
e Feng Yan (5E#): A representative of the Central Military Commission (CMC) Logistics Support

Department. He likely has a background in financial management (People’s Daily, March 9).



https://www.gov.cn/gzdt/2012-12/22/content_2296301.htm
https://www.12371.cn/2023/11/28/STUD1701138145177125.shtml
https://www.nudt.edu.cn/xmtpbl/zsbsph/xkzyjs/d5cb903e39c444c5b419f40d85785249.htm
https://www.nudt.edu.cn/xwgg/kdyw/9c0ae0f742414e80bd5d0017581895c3.htm
http://lianghui.people.com.cn/2025/n1/2025/0309/c460142-40434396.html
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e Liu Shuwei (XJ4#4%): The commander of the PLA Air Force’s 95861 Unit, responsible for testing
new weapons and developing new combat tactics (Air Force News, March 31, 2021; WeChat/Jinta
County Propaganda Department, February 3, 2023).

e Cui Daohu (&g [&): A sergeant in a Rocket Force brigade that works on frontline defense
engineering projects (China Military Online, March 2).

e Zhou Gang (& M1): Chief engineer of the PLA’s 63650 Unit, which engages in technical research on
special materials and equipment development (China News, June 2, 2021; NUDT, November 18,
2021).

e Zheng Yuanlin (XB7c#K): Deputy commander of the Air Force. He previously led the unmanned

aerial vehicle flight management pilot program in the Shenzhen area as chief of staff of the Southern
Theater Command Air Force in 2018. He has relevant experience in using emerging resources and
advancing military-civil fusion (Civil Aviation Administration of China, July 28, 2021; PLA Daily, March
10).

No previous meeting has featured such a comprehensive list of participants involved in the military
development process. For example, although the 2017 meeting readout had the highest number of mentions
of “military-civil fusion” (ZE£ R 5 &) and “technology” (F4%) of any year, only four out of nine speakers had

backgrounds related to the military-industrial sector or national defense technology. These included Li
Yanming (75 ZE BR), political commissar of the Navy Equipment Department; Tang Hong (& Z=), a professor
at Air Force Engineering University; Li Xianyu (Z=¥% %), the director of a research institute at the Rocket
Force Equipment Research Academy; and Zhang Yulin (3 & #K), deputy director of the CMC Equipment

Development Department (PLA Daily, March 11, 2018; China Military Online, March 9, 2016, March 14, 2017;
Kunming Institute of Botany of Chinese Academy of Sciences, September 27, 2017). These four speakers all
represented the technology development and equipment sectors—a small portion of the military development
process.

Military development similarly was on the agenda in 2019, though still to a lesser extent than in 2025. At that
meeting, officials related to military development included Wang Huiging (£ #%%), director of the CMC
Strategic Planning Office; Zhu Cheng (4 #%), director of the Air Force Equipment Department; Li Jun (Z=Z),
chief of staff of the Rocket Force; and Zhang Yihu (5i X 34), deputy commander of the Central Theater
Command (People’s Daily, March 12, 2018, March 13, 2019 [1], [2]; PLA Daily, March 12, 2018, March 12,
2019; China Daily, May 16, 2019). Although these officials were involved in military development, equipment
demand planning and management, branch development, and theater readiness planning, they were
primarily concerned with the planning process.

Another difference with the personnel invited to speak at this year's meeting was their military grades. In
2019, all speakers were high-ranking officials at the CMC, military branches, and theater commands,
whereas in 2025 most of them were front-line unit personnel. This shift suggests that Xi may be suspicious of
information provided by the upper echelons of the military. This may be because previous information has
been incomplete or biased—a speculative interpretation, but one that accords with analysis Xi has become
less trusting of information submitted to him by those at the top of the military (Foreign Affairs, September 26,
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2023). Through bypassing those officials and listening to the opinions of those who are directly involved in or
responsible for military development, Xi perhaps hopes to acquire a more accurate sense of where things
stand.

Conclusion

Intractable problems in the PRC system tend to be caused by stubborn vested interests and protectionism.
This appears to be the case for the military-industrial sector and related military equipment departments, and
would explain Xi's difficulties in implementing his desired reforms (The Diplomat, September 12, 2024,
November 5, 2024). In 2025, Xi has sought to tackle the problem head on by engaging in a comprehensive
review of the issues in national defense and military development rather than focusing solely on specific
aspects. He has coupled this with purges of PLA generals and senior officials in the military-industrial sector.

Xi's reforms will not necessarily be more successful than those announced in 2019. At the Two Sessions
meeting in 2023, Xi also declared the need to promote the development of the “integrated national strategic
system and capabilities.” However, within a few months numerous PLA generals and senior officials in the
military-industrial sector were investigated or removed from their positions. Even the representative of the
CMC Equipment Development Department, Rao Wenmin (153 &), who had spoken at the meeting in 2023,

had his status as a People’s Congress deputy revoked (Xinhua, March 8, 2023; People’s Daily, December
29, 2023). The crucial question in 2025 is whether Xi has been able to break entrenched practices and
networks within the PLA and the military-industrial sector. If not, barriers to improving coordination, military-
civil fusion, and efficiency are likely to persist, as is the ongoing anti-corruption drive.

K. Tristan Tang is a research associate at the Research Project on China’s Defense Affairs and a member of
the Pacific Forum’s Young Leaders Program. His research focuses on China’s defense industry, the People’s
Liberation Army, and Chinese foreign policy. You can connect with him on X: @KTristanTang.
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Fujian Unveils Incentives for Militia Training for a Cross-Strait Campaign

Military-themed mural in Fujian Province. (Source: Pingtan Times)

Executive Summary:

e Fujian Province’s new “Measures for Guaranteeing Militia Rights and Interests” aim to incentivize
maximum readiness for forces who likely will be key in any campaign against Taiwan.

e The measures provide financial support and other perks in an attempt to motivate troops and promote the
professionalization of the militia.

e The measures do not signal that the PRC will go to war tomorrow, and so far Fujian is the only province
to have issued such measures.
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If the People’s Republic of China (PRC) decides to attack Taiwan, it will need to leverage the capabilities of all
of its armed forces. This not only includes the land, sea, air, and rocket forces of the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) or the relevant units of the People’s Armed Police, such as the China Coast Guard. It also includes the
third component of the country’s armed forces—its militia.

The PRC’s militia comprises part-time soldiers who, aside from their military duties, typically hold jobs in
civilian industries. As members of the militia, they can be mobilized to conduct military operations in both war
and peace. Militia members belong to units that are managed by local PLA entities called People’s Armed
Forces Departments (A EE 2 2R). Individual militia units often specialize in a skill that is valuable to the

PLA, such as cyber warfare or equipment repair.

Ensuring the competence of militia forces has always been a challenge. Militia members do not receive
adequate compensation for their work, causing malaise and apathy on the training field and, ultimately, poor
performance on the battlefield. This presents a serious risk for Beijing, which may need to rely on its militia
forces in the event of a major conflict. In January 2025, Fujian Province, the province opposite Taiwan, took a
significant step toward professionalizing its militia units by issuing a document called “Measures for
Guaranteeing Militia Rights and Interests” (183 & K A &5 R /%) (Fujian Government, January 26). If

faithfully implemented, it could help ensure that Fujian militia show up for a cross-strait campaign both willing
and able to do their duty.

The Wartime Roles of Fujian’s Militia Forces

Fujian militia forces would likely play a significant role in a military assault on Taiwan. The two main campaign
scenarios involve either an amphibious invasion across the Taiwan Strait or a blockade of seaborne access to
and from the island. Given the centrality of the maritime domain in both campaigns, the PRC would seek to
leverage those militia units best positioned to support naval operations in this theater, namely, Fujian
province’s “maritime militia” (& _E E £=). The vast majority of these militia units comprise men who work in the

fishing industry and, when mobilized, operate from large, steel-hulled fishing boats (Andrew Erickson, October
5, 2024, The Diplomat, December 24, 2024).

In a cross-strait conflict, Fujian’s maritime militia forces could be tasked to perform any number of missions.
These could include transporting troops and materiel across the Taiwan Strait to support a seizure or
occupation; embarking PLA special operations forces for clandestine raids on Taiwanese shipping or targets
ashore; or rescuing downed PLA pilots or ship-wrecked Chinese sailors in waters off Taiwan. Alternatively,
they could be ordered to sail together with larger Chinese vessels to confound enemy targeting, risking their
expendable fishing boats to protect high-value platforms like destroyers, troop transports, or amphibious
landing craft. They also might be arrayed around Taiwan to report on enemy movements or the outcome of
some PLA operation, or they could participate in blockade enforcement—boarding, inspecting, and taking
control of noncompliant vessels—alongside the China Coast Guard and the PLA Navy. They might even be
tasked with laying sea mines or, if circumstances dictated, sweeping them. [1]

Fujian’s Financial Incentives Seek to Motivate Militia Forces
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All of these missions are extremely difficult and dangerous, and they would test the mettle of the country’s
best-trained active-duty soldiers, let alone a part-time force like the maritime militia. To make matters worse,
members of the maritime militia only muster for training during a few months each year when the national
fishing moratorium keeps them shoreside. As a result, the little training they receive must be intense and
focused. However, this has not been the case. Existing policies have generally failed to incentivize militia
members to commit to the arduous training needed to perfect their skills. The chief problem has been poor
compensation. According to one authoritative report from 2016, the standards for training allowances (i)l %

Bf1) are lower than the costs of participation, forcing militia members to absorb the difference. Predictably, this
meant that “militia enthusiasm for training is not high” (£ F=Z1)lI7#v[54 =) (China National Defense News,
April 20, 2016).

Over the past decade, PLA experts have repeatedly advocated for reforms to national and local policy to
ensure that militia members are properly remunerated for their work. For example, in 2018, Senior Colonel
Fang Shouxiang (77 & #¥), head of the Strategic Construction Department of the Zhejiang Military District,

called for the PRC to create economic compensation mechanisms for members of the maritime militia,
providing them with rewards for training, stipends for work missed due to training and operations, living
allowances, and special compensation for injury or death while on duty. [2] Others have issued similar
recommendations. [3] Until now, these appear to have fallen on deaf ears.

On January 26, 2025, the Fujian provincial government and the Fujian military district jointly issued a
document titled “Measures for Guaranteeing Militia Rights and Interests” (183 & K A & R E 71 7%). This
appears to be the first major effort to address significant impediments to professionalizing the militia (Fujian
Government, January 26). The new measures, which reflect the Central Military Commission’s desire to
“strengthen national defense mobilization and reserve force construction” (IN3& E Az RFIE&E H 2

1%), focus on bolstering militia members’ “sense of honor, sense of gain, and sense of responsibility” (3= £
B, FREEFITE{ERR). According to one official interpretation, they seek to “inspire motivation for militia
work” (& R £ T ER & 51 5) (Fujian Government, January 27). The measures do this by guaranteeing

that individual members receive appropriate rewards—monetary or other benefits—for their service and
mitigating the negative impacts of militia service on militia members and their families.

The document contains the following provisions, which apply to all militia members in the province:

e ltincentivizes militia members to train hard by promising them “monetary rewards” (32 432 &) for
achievements in province-wide and local “military skills competitions” (Et 3% 2%).

e ltincentivizes high performance in the conduct of “diversified military tasks” (% ¥ {¢ EEF 5 )—
which include “maritime sovereignty enforcement patrols” (& _= #E4X), drills, exercises, and training

activities, among others—by offering militia members or their children preference for enlisting in the
PLA.

e The measures seek to offset the risks inherent in military operations by requiring relevant
organizations to purchase accidental injury insurance (Z4M&T-1RB&) for militia members.
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e They also seek to reduce the financial risk of belonging to the militia by compelling employers to
continue issuing salaries and other benefits to militia members who have been mobilized for training
or operations and prohibiting them from terminating their employment as a result of duty.

e The document provides that militia members hurt or killed while on duty receive pensions and
preferential treatment.

e The measures guarantee that militia members who conduct diversified military tasks, carry out
emergency response, or engage in wartime tasks receive training and duty subsidies.

e They require local governments to provide support and aid for militia members whose families are
facing difficult financial circumstances.

The measures also place special emphasis on rewarding the province’s most elite militia members, called
“primary militia” (& E 5=). [4] Most members of the maritime militia—and all those that would be entrusted

with wartime missions—fall within this category. Each member receives a Fujian militia credential ({8222& K&
£x1iF) that entitles them to additional benefits. Presenting their militia cards gives them priority when carrying

out business at government offices, preferential treatment at state-owned banks (which comprise the bulk of
the PRC banking system), eligibility for special services at public hospitals and clinics, and even employment
assistance for those seeking civilian work. Additional benefits for those with militia cards include paying
reduced prices or gaining free admittance to state-funded museums, art galleries, parks, expos, historical sites,
and scenic spots. The measures stipulate that primary militia members receive prioritized legal support
services. Furthermore, the document urges banks and other institutions to create financial products and
services for primary militia members and offer them low-interest loans.

One Small Step Toward Military Readiness

The issuing of the “Measures for Guaranteeing Militia Rights and Interests” in Fujian Province is one small
indicator that the PRC is taking steps to resolve problems that must be resolved if it is to prosecute a military
attack against Taiwan successfully. This does not mean that Beijing is going to war tomorrow. Fujian is the first
and only province to have issued such measures publicly. This is probably no coincidence, as Fujian militia
forces would likely play a critical role in any major cross-strait conflict. In particular, the province’s specialized
maritime militia units could be tasked with a wide range of front-line missions, including reconnaissance,
search and rescue, transport, blockade enforcement, deception, and mine warfare.

If Fujian’s maritime militia forces are to acquit themselves well, individual militia members must be properly
motivated to join the force, complete onerous training requirements, and answer the call in the event of a
conflict. The province’s new measures represent an earnest effort to create the necessary incentive structures
for maximum readiness. The document seeks to relieve fears of financial risk for militia members and their
families and guarantees them a large set of perks for participating in the militia and doing their jobs well. It
reserves the best rewards for members of elite militia units, such as those that would be expected to support a
major campaign against Taiwan. Assuming the measures are fully implemented, they could translate into a
better-trained and motivated militia prepared to serve as a force multiplier in any campaign to invade, coerce,
or subdue Taiwan.

15



ChinaBrief *» Volume 25 ¢ Issue 5 * March 15, 2025

Beyond Fujian’s maritime militia, its land-based militia units could also play important roles in a cross-strait
contingency. They, too, will benefit from the measures. Consider the city of Ningde, for example. While it does
possess a number of maritime militia units, in recent years it has also funded the development of “new type”
(FrEY) militia forces to include units specialized in “cyber attack and defense, electromagnetic spectrum

control, electronic warfare, meteorological and hydrographic [support], and high-tech equipment repair” (¥ 2%
WG, FUEERE. BN, SRKX. sFEE4(E) (Ningde City, February 14, 2016). Most if
not all of these units could see service in the event of a high-end conflict over Taiwan, and their performance
will ultimately contribute to the PRC’s success, or failure.

Ryan D. Martinson is a researcher in the China Maritime Studies Institute at the Naval War College. He holds a
master’s degree from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University, and a bachelor’s of
science from Union College. Martinson has also studied at Fudan University, the Beijjing Language and Culture
University, and the Hopkins-Nanjing Center.
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Those who are not “primary militia” are considered “ordinary militia” (1@ R &&). FE A RBHNEZFIE
[PLA Dictionary of Military Terms] (Beijing: Academy of Military Science Press, September 2011), p. 32.
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PRC Uses Legal Warfare to Support Maritime Blockade Against Taiwan

By Masayoshi Dobashi and Rena Sasaki
T "\"(— N X ';"%s

A China Coast Guard ship sailsiclose toa Coaét Guard Administration vessel near the median line of the Taiwan Stfait
in July. (Source: Coast Guard Administration)

Executive Summary:

e Creative legal strategies have been deployed in recent years to support a justification for a blockade
around Taiwan.

e International law contains the concept of a “long-distance blockade” and the “continuous voyage doctrine”
that could both be invoked to restrict access to Taiwan by the international community in the event of a
blockade.

e Domestic laws such as the China Coast Guard Law and the Maritime Traffic Safety Law reinforce the
foundation for a blockade by empowering the China Coast Guard and People’s Liberation Army Navy to
intercept, detain, and regulate foreign vessels in contested waters.

e Ade facto or de jure blockade of any length would significantly impact Taiwan, which is heavily reliant on
imports. Beijing may frame such an act as economic coercion rather than military aggression to avoid
backlash and delay an international response.
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On February 26, Taiwan’s Ministry of Defense reported that People’s Liberation Army (PLA) fighters and
warships had set up a zone 40 miles from the island’s southwestern coast to conduct “live-fire drills” (&3 o7 3)Il

45) without providing customary notification (Military News Agency, February 26). The following day, a

spokesperson for the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) Ministry of National Defense rebuffed this as “pure
hype” (4§ /& > 1%) but did not comment on the substance of Taiwan’s reports (MND, February 27). Part of

the reason for the alarm was that it followed on the heels of a live-fire drill conducted by a PLA Navy task
force in the Tasman Sea, for which the PLA also did not provide appropriate warning (China Brief, March 11).
Both instances were legal under international law but constituted unusual and aggressive actions by the PRC.
Military pressure on Taiwan has been acute in recent years. In the last twelve months, the PLA conducted
“Joint Sword” exercises in May and October and an unprecedented large-scale winter naval training in
December (China Brief, July 26, 2024, November 1, 2024, December 20, 2024). These simulated aspects of
a blockade suggest that this could be Beijing’s preferred course of action in an operation against Taiwan.

The legal implications of a “Taiwan blockade” are currently under-defined. One text that sheds light on
potential legal justifications for a blockade is a chapter in the 2020 publication Research on Key Operational
Models in the Law of Maritime Military Actions (78 _E ES= o153 EE TN 3), co-authored
by Han Xiaofeng (#FH%1&) and Shao Jingjing (AR && &), researchers at the PLA’s National Defense
University. [1] The chapter focuses on a “sea blockade operation” (& _E £t $5{175)), detailing several ways

in which the PRC might attempt to deploy and justify a blockade while mitigating international responses.
Since the book was published, the PRC has enacted several domestic laws and regulations that lay the
groundwork to permit such a course of action.

International Law With Chinese Characteristics

Two approaches to maritime blockades form the legal and operational foundation of the PRC’s evolving
approach to maritime control around Taiwan, according to Han and Shao. These are the “long-distance
blockade” (I F£ % %) and the “continuous voyage doctrine” (3 ZEf7F2TE14). The first, also known as a
“distant blockade,” involves intercepting enemy maritime trade at extended ranges, often beyond the vicinity
of the adversary’s coastline. Britain imposed long-distance blockades against Germany in both world wars.
[2] There is no clear international legal standard defining the operational range of a blockade. Instead,
effectiveness is judged by the capacity to deny access to enemy ports. For instance, a blockade reaching
1,000 nautical miles—approximately the distance from Taipei to Beijing—could still be permissible under one
interpretation of international law, provided the PRC could effectively enforce it. Beijing thus could escalate
blockade measures and extend their scope as it sees fit. By gradually tightening blockade measures, Beijing
could restrict Taiwan’s trade flows as a form of economic coercion without immediately triggering an armed
response. In this way, the legal ambiguity provides space for the PRC to push the bounds of the law, for
instance to justify deploying PLA Navy and China Coast Guard vessels to disrupt Taiwan-bound shipping.

The continuous voyage doctrine is a principle of international law that allows the seizure of goods, including
contraband (i.e. military goods), if there is a clear intent to transport them to an enemy state. Initially rejected
by many states, the doctrine gained acceptance after World War Il as countries refrained from challenging its
application in international customary law. It was applied during the two world wars and the blockade of the
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Gaza Strip, setting a precedent for broad enforcement. [3] If the PRC were to invoke it against Taiwan,
neutral vessels transporting goods to Taipei or Taiwan-controlled islands could be intercepted and searched,
including in international waters. Unlike a traditional blockade, which is geographically constrained,
enforcement of the doctrine would allow the PRC to interdict shipments globally.

Restrictions Short of a Blockade

Under the law of war, the legality of a maritime blockade is contingent on the existence of an international
armed conflict. The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea designates the Taiwan Strait as
international waters. Under this designation, a blockade of Taiwan could be legitimate in the event of an
armed conflict. However, Beijing’s long-standing political position is that all Taiwan-related matters are the
PRC’s internal affairs. Under this view—which runs counter to international law—a military operation over
Taiwan would be classed as a non-international armed conflict. As such, a blockade beyond the PRC’s
territorial waters lacks a clear basis in international law. Some scholars argue that principles governing
blockades can be extended to non-international conflicts if they align with international humanitarian law
(IHL). However, this remains a legally contentious position and it is unclear how Beijing might seek to make
such a justification. [4] Given these constraints, the PRC may pursue one of two alternative strategies to
restrict Taiwan’s maritime access without formally declaring a blockade.

One approach would be to designate zones under security-related pretexts without explicitly instigating a
blockade. This has a precedent in the Guanbi (< [4]; closed port) Policy employed by the Republic of China

in 1949 during the civil war, which involved laying mines and restricting shipping routes along China'’s
coastline to disrupt Communist-controlled ports. Beijing could employ similar methods against Taiwan to
achieve a comparable effect without formally declaring a blockade. Another tactic could be designing
maritime danger zones, citing safety concerns related to military exercises. Although these zones may not
carry the same legal weight as a declared blockade, the PRC could still use them to pressure foreign
commercial and military vessels to avoid certain shipping routes. This tactic has been used previously,
including during the 1995-96 Taiwan Strait Crisis and the 2022 live-fire exercises following then-Speaker
Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan. The two instances in the Tasman Sea and southwest of Taiwan in late
February this year could signal that Beijing favors this tactic.

A second approach could be pursued if the United States or other actors intervene militarily in a Taiwan
conflict. In this scenario, the PRC could invoke individual or collective self-defense under Article 51 of the UN
Charter to justify a more forceful maritime interdiction strategy. The PRC might then establish a maritime
exclusion zone or total exclusion zone around Taiwan, restricting access to certain areas under the guise of
preventing foreign interference. [5] Within such a zone, PLA or China Coast Guard ships could interfere with
other ships’ communications and capture or even attack vessels that failed to comply with instructions. [6]
This approach aligns with the PRC’s broader legal position of interpreting international law in ways that
advance its objectives while maintaining plausible deniability against accusations that it is instigating a conflict
(Japan-Taiwan Exchange Foundation, May 2023).
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New Laws Legitimize Blockade Operations

Since the publication of Han and Shao’s book, the PRC has passed laws and created regulations to create a
legal basis for imposing maritime control around Taiwan.

The China Coast Guard Law (&% ;%), which came into effect on February 1, 2021, formalizes the duties
and powers of the coast guard, granting it robust enforcement authority in “maritime areas under PRC
jurisdiction” (Fr 42 A\ & t£ A1 E & 25 15) without defining the extent of those areas (MFA, January 22,
2021). [7] The law also authorizes the China Coast Guard to “take all necessary measures, including the use
of weapons” (R EX & #&{# FI I £%) against perceived infringements of PRC sovereignty or jurisdiction and

to expel foreign vessels from waters the PRC claims. If a foreign military or government ship enters waters
the PRC considers its own and refuses to comply with PRC demands, the law permits measures up to the
removal of that ship by force. Additionally, the coast guard may establish “temporary maritime security zones”
(& _EIE A 275, X)) in which ships and personnel can be restricted or prohibited from entering and

requisitioning civilian assets in emergencies. These zones can be established outside of wartime and under
broad pretexts. Xinhua, the PRC's state news service, describes the law as a “powerful legal guarantee” (5

J13E{E{RE) for the coast guard “to safeguard national sovereignty, security, and maritime rights and
interests” (3P E K AN L FNE¥AES). In PRC discourse, the law is framed as closing gaps in
maritime “rights protection” (44X ) enforcement, effectively weaponizing law enforcement to serve national
security goals (Xinhua, January 23, 2021)

The Regulations on Administrative Law Enforcement Procedures for Coast Guard Agencies (7 Z 41 #4TEL
H AR FRLE), which came into effect on June 2024, supplements the Coast Guard Law (CCG, June 15,
2024). It empowers the coast guard to detain foreign vessels and persons for up to 60 days and to implement
temporary maritime “warning zones” (27 [X ) for military purposes. This further expands the coast guard’s

ability to prevent violations of the PRC’s sovereignty and jurisdiction and to enhance its law enforcement
capabilities (China Brief, June 21).

In September 2021, the PRC’s legislature adopted a sweeping revision of the 1983 Maritime Traffic Safety
Law (& _E R IB &4 %) (Xinhua, April 30, 2021). The amended law greatly expands the PRC’s authority
over foreign vessels in and near its waters. It applies to “sea areas under the jurisdiction of the PRC” (H1 £
AR HFAEE EEE1E) without clearly defining them. Article 54 compels certain foreign ships to notify PRC
maritime authorities upon entering its territorial waters. The revised law also affirms the PRC’s authority to
alter or suspend maritime traffic in areas it designates for security or military purposes. The PRC can also
strictly control activities in these waters by specifying the types of foreign ships that must provide information
when navigating and anchoring in “pilotage zones” (5| fii; X )—specific geographical areas where the safe
and efficient navigation of vessels requires the assistance of a qualified pilot. (Indo-Pacific Defense Forum,
March 21, 2022). Although authorities generally establish pilotage zones in ports, bays, and inland seas that
receive a high volume of foreign maritime traffic, the PRC can, under this law, define a pilotage zone as a
disputed area, even if it is within another country’s exclusive economic zone. The law raises penalties for
violations, including fines and detentions of vessels. While it is unclear that aspects of this law accord with

20



https://www.mfa.gov.cn/web/wjb_673085/zzjg_673183/bjhysws_674671/bhflfg/hyfxzhxfl/202303/P020230313590000926661.pdf
http://www.xinhuanet.com/2021-01/23/c_1127015292.htm
https://www.ccg.gov.cn/2024/xxgk_0515/P020240524367656949098.pdf
https://jamestown.org/program/new-china-coast-guard-regulation-buttresses-prc-aggression-in-the-south-china-sea/
https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2021-04/30/content_5604045.htm
https://ipdefenseforum.com/2022/03/codifying-water-and-reshaping-orders/

ChinaBrief *» Volume 25 ¢ Issue 5 * March 15, 2025

international law, the threat of punishment by the PRC that it entails bolsters the credibility of a potential
blockade by warning ship owners and insurers that attempting to breach a PRC-declared blockade could
have negative legal consequences.

In addition to the above maritime-focused regulations, the PRC has updated broader defense legislation that
also could be used to facilitate a blockade. A revised National Defense Law that took effect in January 2021
grants the Central Military Commission the power to “safeguard ... developmental interests” ({ 2 ... X &
F%5) and oppose secession (MND, December 27, 2020; China Brief, February 26, 2021). This enables the
military’s top leadership to initiate operations not only for immediate defense but also for protecting national
unity and other interests (Indo-Pacific Defense Forum, January 28, 2021). The Outline on Military Operations
Other Than War (EAIEERFEZTEINE  (3147)), which Xi Jinping signed in 2022, provides
guidelines for the PLA to undertake missions that can strengthen the testing of PLA combat capabilities,
enhance the PLA’s implementation of gray zone operations, and expand the role of the military’s operation
(Xinhua, June 13, 2022; INDSR, June 23, 2022). This has led to speculation that Beijing could frame an
action targeting Taiwan as a “special military operation” and deploy domestic law to assert the legitimacy of
its actions, just as Russia has done in Ukraine.

Conclusion

Beijing has spent the last several years constructing a domestic legal toolkit that will allow it to claim a
blockade against Taiwan as legitimate or reinforce the foundation for a blockade by empowering the China
Coast Guard and PLA Navy to intercept, detain, and regulate foreign vessels in contested waters. As PLA-
affiliated researchers laid out in 2020, avenues for justifying such actions under international law also have
been explored. As a formal blockade would implicitly recognize Taiwan as a belligerent, contradicting the
PRC’s “One China Principle” (—“> %2 & J& IUI]), Beijing may seek an alternative. These could include

establishing exclusion zones or maritime danger zones. In the event of U.S. intervention, Beijing could also
invoke self-defense to establish a maritime exclusion zone or a total exclusion zone.

A de facto or de jure blockade of any length would significantly impact Taiwan, which is heavily reliant on
imports. Beijing may frame such an act as economic coercion rather than military aggression to avoid
backlash and delay an international response. Upholding international law, protecting open shipping lanes for
regional states whose goods are shipped through the Taiwan Strait, and preserving peace are in the interests
of all nations. However, concerted efforts will be required to push back against the PRC'’s increasing legal
warfare as it attempts to achieve the “unstoppable historical trend of national unification” (3t 7R B BE 12428

E %5 —H9h 52 A H) (MFA, December 31, 2024).

Masayoshi Dobashi is a graduate student at Hitotsubashi University in Tokyo, focusing on international law
and maritime security.

Rena Sasaki is a Ph.D. student at Johns Hopkins SAIS specializing in East Asian security and defense
industries.
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international law of maritime blockade: tradition, contemporary issues, and challenges], Journal of Shenzhen
University (Humanities & Social Sciences), Vol.38 No.6, November 2021.

[5] A maritime exclusion zone is a designated area at sea established by a belligerent nation during armed
conflicts to control or prohibit access to foreign ships and aircraft. Unlike traditional blockades, which involve
close deployment near enemy ports to prevent ingress and egress, these zones cover extended areas where
offending vessels can be subject to attack rather than confiscation. A total exclusion zone is a more stringent
form of exclusion zone wherein any vessel or aircraft, regardless of its national affiliation, entering the
designated area may be subject to attack without prior warning. The United Kingdom instituted such a zone
during the Falklands War, designating all vessels and aircraft that entered within 200 nautical miles of the
Falkland Islands, including those of neutral countries, as targets without warning. See British Year Book of
International Law, Vol.53, 1982, 539 and 541-542.

[6] San Remo Manual on International Law Applicable to Armed Conflicts at Sea, International Institute of
Humanitarian Law, June 12, 1994. §108.

[7] Although there is no specific definition of the relevant sea areas, according to the PRC’s Supreme People’s
Court, “the internal waters, territorial seas, contiguous zones, exclusive economic zones, continental shelves
and other sea areas under the jurisdiction of the People’s Republic of China.” The draft of the Coast Guard Law
initially had a similar provision that was deleted from the final text (see Japan Ministry of Defense, March 16,
2021; CSIS, June 7, 2023).
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PLA Factions and the Erosion of Xi’'s Power Over the Military

By Brandon Tran and Gerui Zhang
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Xi attending a gala held by the CMC for retiréd miIitary officers of Beijing-based, Jan. 29, 2024. (Source: Xinhua)

Executive Summary:

e Two waves of recent purges in the People’s Liberation Army have focused on Xi Jinping’s two major
bases of support, the Shaanxi Gang and the Fujian Clique, likely eroding his power over the military.

e A series of articles in the PLA Daily in late 2024 written by people aligned with Central Military
Commission Vice Chair Zhang Youxia advocate for collective leadership and more internal democratic
decision-making, in a rebuke to Xi’s call for centralized and unified leadership.

e Xilikely does not face any genuine rival, but internal power struggles nevertheless remain fierce.
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A year-long anti-corruption campaign has purged major senior personnel from the ranks of the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA). While graft is endemic to the Chinese military, purges in Leninist regimes also serve a
political purpose. Fierce internal power struggles are another feature of such regimes, with control over the
military seen as vital to consolidating power. In the Chinese military system, Xi Jinping is not the only person
who has power over personnel. Recently, some observers have suggested that his vice chair on the Central
Military Commission (CMC), Zhang Youxia (5i X {3€), may have ordered recent purges in the PLA Navy. If
this is true, it could suggest that Xi Jinping’s traditional bases of support in the PLA are weakened and that
his authority over the PLA is far from absolute (People’s Report, October 11, 2024; X/@yanmingshiping,
November 28, 2024).

Two Purges Have Targeted Two Xi Factions

The current CMC consists of five men besides Xi, according to the Ministry of National Defense website.
These individuals are pulled from Xi's two major bases of support in the PLA, the Shaanxi Gang ([ 75 )

and the Fuijian Clique ({8 % ). The former stems from Xi’s family connections as a princeling—both Zhang
Youxia and Zhang Shengmin (5it FE) hail from Shaanxi Province. Zhang Youxia also has close familial ties

to Xi, as the two men’s fathers served in the same unit during the civil war. The latter group is composed of
He Weidong ({a] T2 %<) and Miao Hua (& 1£), who worked with Xi when he was an official in Fujian Province.

This leaves Liu Zhenli (XI]#x3Z), who is more aligned with the Shaanxi Gang by virtue of his relationship with

Zhang Youxia, under whom he served during the Sino-Vietnamese War (VOA Chinese, October 24, 2022;
MND, accessed March 3). [1]

The current anti-graft campaign in the PLA can be divided into two distinct waves, the first beginning in 2023
and ending in mid-2024, and the second beginning in November 2024 and continuing to the present. Officials
connected to the Shaanxi Gang and the Fujian Clique, respectively, were caught up in these two waves,
likely resulting in an erosion of Xi Jinping’s base of support.

The first wave primarily targeted the PLA’s aerospace apparatus, eliminating key leaders in the PLA Rocket
Force, Air Force, Strategic Support Force, and the aerospace industry. Those who were purged often had
ties to Shaanxi Gang leaders via superior-subordinate relationships. This wave centered around Defense
Minister Li Shangfu (Z=4&) and his predecessor Wei Fenghe (3% /X #0). The probes traced Li's
misconduct to the Equipment Development Department, where he succeeded Zhang Youxia as director. In
December 2023, the National People’s Congress announced the removal of nine senior military officials. Of
these, five were associates of Li in the Rocket Force, and two, Zhang Yulin (5 & #K) and Rao Wenmin (4%
S &Y), were officials in the Equipment Development Department (Xinhua, December 29, 2023). They likely
had a hand in the misconduct that also ensnared Li (Lianhe Zaobao, July 29, 2023, December 29, 2023).
While Zhang Youxia himself was not implicated, the removal of his former subordinates damaged the
standing of the Shaanxi Gang. Li was replaced by a member of the Fujian Clique, Dong Jun (£ %),

confounding months of speculation that he would be succeeded by the more closely aligned Liu Zhenli
(Lianhe Zaobao, October 12, 2023; Radio Free Asia, November 24, 2023). This suggests that factional
interests were at play in the personnel reshuffle.
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Following a brief hiatus, the purges ramped up again in November 2024 with rumors that Dong Jun was
under investigation and the announcement that Miao Hua was suspended. The PLA Navy became the
principal focus of investigations, with suggestions that Miao was the patron of all those under scrutiny (China
Military Online, November 28, 2024; National People’s Congress, December 25, 2024). [2] The Fujian
Clique, the beneficiary of the previous round of purges, now finds itself in the probes’ crosshairs. Speculation
abounds that Zhang Youxia is flexing his political muscle following the downfall of his supporters. This is
supported by a series of meetings Zhang hosted with senior PLA officers in late 2024, from which Xi was
conspicuously absent (MND, September 13, 2024, October 22, 2024; China Brief, December 3). Even if this
analysis is correct, however, it remains unclear what Zhang’s motives might be.

Whose Authority? Xi Versus the System

Party literature hints at this unfolding PLA power struggle. In December 2024, Xi penned an article in the
Party’s theory journal Qiushi, emphasizing that the first step of revolution is to “adhere to the centralized and
unified leadership of the Party Central Committee as the fundamental guarantee” (|} "R +F 5 b & h 45

— S AR ARIF) (Qiushi, December 16, 2024). By contrast, other parts of the PLA leadership have

been advocating for collective decision-making. In other words, control should remain within the Party but not
under a particular apparatus (such as the central committee) that Xi directly controls.

Several commentaries published in 2024 in the PLA Daily newspaper stressed the importance of “adhering to
collective leadership” (1R #5 5 {A41-5) and maintaining “democratic centralism” (FE ==& & &) These

include an article from July and a series of five further pieces published in September and December (PLA
Daily, July 9, 2024, September 13, 2024; December 9, 2024, December 11, 2024, December 16, 2024,
December 18, 2024). A majority of the authors can be traced back to organizations Zhang Youxia’s faction
previously had ties to, including three connected to the Joint Logistics Support Force (JLSF) and one from
the Aerospace Force. [3]

The article from July emphasizes collective leadership under “each level of party organization” (2% = 20
2). It states that “only if secretaries and deputy secretaries adhere to collective leadership and focus on

developing democracy will they extract the correct views on how to conform to the laws of development and
to the basic interests of the masses and create scientific policy” (Bi2. BB R B RIFEAEFTS, &*

BEEABHRE, THIEFEEVEARIE. FaI AARBEMMBAFSZNEHEILREL
Sk, fERRIZFERSK). It goes on to discuss the need for “multiple voices” (% Fh 7 %) in any debate,

saying that this is the basis for adhering to collective leadership and scientific decision-making, especially
during the current phase of military modernization where such decision-making is becoming increasingly
complex.

The September 13 piece is the first in a five-part series and is titled “Consciously Set an Example of
Upholding Democratic Centralism” ( B 5 i IR 57 S = £ 1 %l i 3k 2 )—a phrase that also serves as the

subtitle of the subsequent articles. The main titles of the other four articles all take the form of exhorting
readers to “Take the Lead and ...” (#53k ...), which is followed by “Uphold Collective Leadership” (IR 54

1£915), “Develop Democracy Within the Party” (% 1% % A & =), “Protect Group Unity (4R 3T F 1 4E),
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and “Seek Reality, Deal With Reality, and Implement Based on Reality” (5k 3255 S23% S0), respectively.
Several themes emerge across these pieces.

First, the articles often emphasize the importance of the “democratic” side of the “democratic centralism”
equation. One article writes, “in a system of democratic centralism, first comes democracy, then comes
centralism” (R F &£ %], £BRE, FHEE) while another similarly argues that “democracy comes

first and then centralism” (5 & 3= J5 5 7). A third notes that intra-party democracy is “the life of the Party; it
is the important basis for the Party’s positive and healthy internal political life” (24 a5, = RNBUS
HSETRR R R R EE EA). In this context, democracy refers to ensuring collective decision-making,
deemphasizing the power of individuals, and encouraging internal debate.

Collective leadership and decision-making are mentioned in three of the articles. One describes the former
as “the core and basis” (#%/(» 124 &) of democratic centralism and “one of the highest principles of the

Party’s leadership” (2 99 S & = R NI = —). It goes on to note that “Party leadership is the leadership
of the party committee collective” (7 Fy 4 S 2 = ZE K HIF1S). Another argues that “Collective
leadership should give prominence to the roles of team members” ( &2{A SN S B3R W L 1E VT F AL R 1E
FH), while a third piece notes that, “when discussing issues, everyone must have an equal voice and
decision-making power” (ZE 1512 R iE (Bl BT B A FE R & S AR IRN).

In contrast, the notion that individuals should have outsized power is repeatedly rejected. One formulation
appears identically across three separate articles: “Individuals ‘do not set the tone’ before meetings, ‘do not
make the final decision’ in discussions, and ‘do not settle things conclusively’ when drafting resolutions” (4
AEASHAER, WRHPAREE, ERANN RTER, MEIEREFR. EHRIEF). This
message is reiterated amply elsewhere. One piece writes that Party leadership “is not the leadership of one
or two people” (fi ~AE2—1. W ABIYIS) and that “individuals must submit to the organization; the
minority must submit to the majority, and individuals must not put themselves above the collective leadership”

(MABBRMNER, DEZBRAZE, PALETERSTRSEREZL).

In this understanding, leaders are still seen as crucial, but mainly as people who take responsibility for
decisions and facilitate “a democratic atmosphere” (E& 3= 5 Fl) within their respective groups or party

committees. This entails making sure that “various views are articulated and collide and various bits of
knowledge and insight are actively triggered” (& Fh & I A mAliiE, BFEMM MIRFREE L), or that
‘committee members dare to talk straight ... and the wisdom and strength of the group can be gathered to
the greatest extent” (ZERBTEE .. RAREHER—PANEEM S E). This ‘relaxed,
democratic atmosphere” (Fa A R F AY5UE) should “encourage everyone to speak freely and equally while
carefully listening to and respecting every suggestion, especially from those who hold differing opinions” (&
MARBRRE. FEIR, AEHTEEEMNEN, FHENHLENE CRIBZEZNE

&)
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Focusing on the roles of the secretary and deputy secretary, one article notes that it is “extremely important”
(JE5 EE) for them to be “broad-minded and tolerant” (R A FEEF1Ta, ). Another writes that
secretaries “are ‘the head of the team,’ but absolutely should not regard themselves as ‘the head of the
family” (2'—¥ =K', ERANGEINEC Y {E'—z =z F); while a third argues that secretaries should

be “good at accepting advice” (T 2f1%). While a level of vigorous internal debate is called for, the articles

nevertheless are clear that maintaining unity is “an important expression of party spirit and moral fiber” (%

M. mE ... EZEMAIN) for “leading cadres, and especially high-level cadres” (S-S T3P L HE SR
F&B). However, they also make clear that unity has its “basis” (Efi}) and “root guarantee” (R <R JiE) in
democratic centralism.

The series is intended, at least in part, as a rebuke of Xi Jinping’s leadership style. Xi himself is mentioned in
each article and is sometimes quoted, but only briefly, and only by the title “general secretary” (& f&), with

no additional epithets or descriptors. By contrast, other former leaders are quoted and praised. Two of the
articles refer to Deng Xiaoping. One in particular praises his close relationship with military strategist Liu
Bocheng (XIJ{H7K) as an example to show that “whether a team works or not depends on the top two

people” (I F17A1T, BLERIM ). The piece uses a language pun—that the term “comrades” ([5] &)
comes from having a “common” (£ [&]) “ambition” (& [a])—to suggest that unity does not derive from a

single person but rather a common goal under the ideology of the Party. Another phrase, which implies that
Xi's position today depends on the work of numerous others and advocates for listening to diverse voices,
comes from a Qin dynasty advisor: “If Mount Tai does not accept small soil hills, how can it grow bigger? If
the river and sea do not accept small streams, how can they become deeper?” (Z=LLANiE T1E, #EE

HK; JUEAEMER, HEEREIR). This is perhaps the closest the series comes to a direct critique of
Xi. Mao is also quoted as saying that “the secretariat are the equals of the commission members” (Hit 2
L RS YR — 5 )—a stark contrast with Xi's Qiushi piece, which emphasizes Party-CMC unity
but omits discussion of the necessity of avoiding a single decision-maker or the commission’s equal role.

This line of criticism signals a narrative shift from the period just before the purges and through their first
wave. In speeches delivered in April and September 2023, respectively, Zhang Youxia and He Weidong
discussed understanding and implementing various tenets of Xi’s ideological formulations. [4] However, as
the second wave of purges began in late 2024, both leaders began placing greater emphasis on rooting out
corruption and political loyalty, but with diverging undertones. In a speech given on January 10, 2025, He
Weidong explicitly identified loyalty with adherence to Xi's directives while calling for efforts to fight corruption
(Xinhua, January 10). Soon after, Zhang made a similar speech but instead emphasized the need to “ensure
obedience to party directives and loyalty to the Party” ((#— 555 =Ig51E .. X = BN AEBUE M)
(Xinhua, January 26). In other words, Zhang focused on acting in accordance with the CCP itself, without
mentioning Xi. These statements coincided with purges affecting leaders within Zhang'’s and He's circles,
weakening the Shaanxi Gang and the Fujian Clique, respectively. However, the language used could indicate
growing tension between senior PLA leaders and Xi Jinping as well as among PLA officers. While both
Zhang and He have made public statements in support of anti-corruption campaigns spearheaded by Xi,
Zhang Youxia’'s remarks, in particular, appear to align with a sentiment espoused by the PLA Daily articles
that emphasizes the importance of collective leadership in the Party over Xi Jinping’s personal authority.
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Conclusion

The purging of PLA officials in Xi Jinping’s two bases of military support weakens his political power,
irrespective of the intentions behind the actions of Zhang Youxia or any other CMC member. Zhang, for his
part, is unlikely to attempt to rebel against Xi given the institutional culture of the PLA and his advanced age
(China Brief, January 17).

When analyzing PLA discourse, much remains unknowable, and inferences are often speculative.
Nevertheless, the developments hinted at in the PLA Daily series merit further investigation and careful
observation for clues as to what may come next. At a minimum, it seems that Xi's power over the PLA is far
from absolute and that the PLA’s leadership is not monolithic. Instead, the PLA contains a collection of
factions, each with patronage networks and their own interests, and these have the potential to come into
conflict with each other and with Xi.

The views expressed are solely personal and do not necessarily represent the official policy or position of
West Point, the U.S. Army, the Department of Defense, or the U.S. Government.

Brandon Tran is an international affairs and Chinese double major at the United States Military Academy at
West Point. He has interned with the Center for Naval Analyses, the Defense Intelligence Agency, and the
Army War College, and been published in The Diplomat, Air University’s Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs, the
Modern War Institute, and more. Brandon hopes to commission as a military intelligence officer.

Gerui Zhang is an international affairs and Chinese double major at the United States Military Academy at
West Point. He has interned with the Center for Naval Analyses. Gerui hopes to commission as a military
intelligence officer.

Notes

[1] The makeup of the CMC has changed since its unveiling in 2022. Former Minister of Defense Li Shangfu
(Z= 15 %&) disappeared from public view in 2023. His replacement, Admiral Dong Jun (ZZ), has not been
added to the CMC (nor has he been made a State Councilor). Dong was allegedly put under investigation in
late 2024, while Miao Hua was dismissed in a new wave of anti-corruption probes, though his name still
appears on the ministry’s website.

[2] Dong Jun received career assistance from Miao Hua, as did Southern Theater Navy Commander Li
Pengcheng (Z=8%%), who has since been sacked. For more on those in the PLA Navy who are supposedly
under suspicion, see Erickson, Andrew S., and Christopher H. Sharman. “Admiral Miao Hua'’s Fall: Further
Navy Fallout?” CMSI Note 11 (Newport, RI: Naval War College China Maritime Studies Institute, 28
November 2024). https://digitalcommons.usnwc.edu/cmsi-notes/11/.
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[3] Jin Jiliang (£ 4% =), Wu Chenggang (E: % ¥1), and Wang Jun (£ ZE) have ties to the JLSF, while Wu
Zhibao (= Z {®) is from the Aerospace Force. The current commander of the JLSF, Wang Liyan (£ 375),

once held a command within the Second Artillery Corps, the Rocket Force’s predecessor organization, and
the former Rocket Force commissar Xu Zhongbo (4 .75 ), once served in the JLSF (The Paper, May 31,
2015, August 7, 2018). Xu was one of the first to be caught up in the initial wave of purges targeting the
Rocket Force (The Diplomat, January 3, 2024). The creation of the Aerospace Force following the dissolution
of the Strategic Support Force directly followed the removal of the latter's commander and space component
commander during the first wave of purges (Lianhe Zaobao, August 3, 2023). Among the other authors of the
PLA Daily series, Chen Qinghua is from the CMC Reform and Organization Office (Ff 5 25 25 2 2 F1 4

#1/~=), Shao Tianjiang (BBA>T) is a commander of a People’s Armed Forces unit in Henan Province,
and Liu Huibin (X< 2) is a staff writer for the PLA Daily.

[4] These include the “two establishes” (7N 32) and the “two upholds” (7 #E37) and implementing
the CMC Chairman’s “responsibility system” (J& £ <) (People’s Daily, April 11, 2023; Xinhua, September
15, 2023). Note that the “two establishes” are:

o Establish Comrade Xi Jinping as the core of the Party Central Committee and the core position of the
entire Party; and

e Establish the guiding position of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New
Era.

The “two upholds” are:

¢ Resolutely uphold General Secretary Xi Jinping’s core status as the core of the Party Central Committee
and the entire Party; and
e Resolutely uphold the authority and centralized and unified leadership of the Party Central Committee.
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