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P 
resident George Bush, after the Gulf war, described a new world order 
devoted to the peaceful settlement of disputes, states united against 
aggression, controlled conventional and nuclear arsenals, and the just 

treatment of peoples. Events since 1991, however, have not fallen neatly into 
line in this new order. In Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, the older order of 
power politics prevails. In today’s world, one must speak of multilevel inter- 
dependence, of one superpower, and of roughly equal great powers.’ Moreover, 
the present reality places special emphasis on the economic component of 
national power, which, in the Pacific region, makes Japan particularly 
powerful. 

How does China fit into this new order? At the summit held by the 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation group (APEC) in November 1993, Beijing 
staunchly stood up for its sovereignty.* If China’s leaders are not interested in 
deep compromise, what role do the leaders in Beijing say wiU be China’s? How 
is the Chinese defense establishment posturing itself to support Chinese policy 
and strategy? China, as argued below, is not playing wholeheartedly in the new 
world order, nor is it posturing itself for an order of multilevel interdependence. 
Instead, it seems locked in pm-cold war, almost turn-of-the-century modes of 
quasi-imperial competition for regional hegemony. China seems to be patiently 

1 President Bush’s description of a new world order is the point of departure for a counter argument by 
Joseph S. Nye, Jr., in his article What New World Order? FomLgfl Affuits, Spring 1992, pp. 83-96. Nye 
forcefully states the thesis that interdependence ls a main characteristic of the new world order. 

2 APEC was founded in 1989 to allow Fast Asll economies to compete with large regional trading blocs, 
such as the European Community. Members include Japan, South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, 
Indonesia, ‘Ihaiiand, Malaysia, the Philippines, Brunei, China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Canada, and the United 
States. 
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~anoa. He was assistant army attache in China from 1988-1990. ‘Ihis paper was reviewed and cleared for 
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embarked on a new “Long March’ to become the first among roughly equal 
great powers that can enjoy freedom of action through a strong military presence 
and posture in a neo-imperial manner. How, then, can China constructively 
engage the new order in the world and contribute to peace and stability? 

A MaritSme or a Continental Power? 

China has long been a continental power. Its traditional concerns and 
focus have been for developing large land forces capable of securing its borders, 
establishing and protecting buffer zones, punishing invading or offending states, 
and ensuring external security and internal stability. Its naval and air forces 
have been those of a continental power, largely limited to littoral and coastal 
defense.3 

There is an often quoted Chinese officer, Senior Colonel Pan Zhenqiang, 
who described what we may call the “ant hill” theory of Chinese defense 
doctrine. This Chinese officer, a fellow at the Beijing Institute of International 
Strategic Studies (BI1S.S): said that Americans could best understand China and 
its security posture through the analogy of a big, busy ant colony. The colony 
is somewhat isolated, tribal, mistrusting of outsiders, and keeps to itself. The 
colony sends out a few workers to get what it can from outside, but, left to its 
own devices, the colony stays essentially isolated. The BIISS fellow argued that 
it is only when other countries venture near to or kick the ant hill that they 
are in trouble. Then, the millions of “ants” of the Chinese People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) will come spilling out all over them. 

That simplistic description of the Chinese security posture, which serves 
Chinese interests, is basically in accord with the thesis suggesting that China is 
not expansionist or aggressive but is very conscious of maintaining clear buffer 
zones.5 This view of China as a nonexpansionist, continental power that is most 
interested in maintaining buffer states is reinforced by the description of the 
policy decision to enter the Korean War in Russell Spur-r’s book Enter the 
Dragon. In the book, former commander-in-chief of the PLA Zhu De uses the 
analogy of “Lips and Teeth” to describe the importance of Korea to China as 
a buffer against hostile states. In using the phrase, he refers to the Chinese 

3 For a discussion of continental versus maritime power and the strategic and security impiications of 
each, see Edward N. Luttwak, 7be Political CLm ofSea Power (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1974), pp. l-6; Clark G. Reynolds, History and the Sea: Esays on Maritime Strategies (Columbia: University 
of south Carolina Press, 1989), pp. 676, 137-51; William Ritezel, “Mahan on Uses of the Sea,” Naval War 
College Review, vol. 25, no. 5, pp. 7-2; William N. Ciccoio, “Geography and Strategy,” in Wiiiam Whitesel, 
ed., Militay Sh-at~, vol. 6 (Carlisle, Penn.: U.S. Army War College, 19731, pp. 1-15. 

4 The Beijing Institute for International Strategic Studies has recently changed its name to the China 
Institute for International Strategic Studies (CIISS). The explanation offered for the name change is that the 
institute’s membership and interests extend beyond Beijing. The institute is closely affiliated with the intelligence 
department of the People’s Liberation Army. 

5 Allen S. Whiting, China Cmes the Yulu (New York: Ma&I&m, 1960); Whiting, 7be Chinese C~culus 
of Lktermnce, India and Indochina (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1975). 
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expression (chengyu), ‘When the lips are destroyed, the teeth feel cold” (Chun 
Wang Chi Har~).~ Had China permitted the United States to destroy the buffer 
of North Korea, Manchuria would have been threatened. Indeed, students of 
Scott Boorman can draw upon the concept of ‘Wei Qi” diplomacy to understand 
how hegemony works. China’s goal is often not so much dominance or conquest 
but freedom of action and influence through coercive presence in its foreign 
relations 7 

China’s goal is often not so much dominance or 
conquest but freedom of action and influence 
through coercive presence in its foreign 
relations. 

China is described in the above books as a continental power, one 
with the largest ground forces in the world. Notwithstanding the poor perform- 
ance of Chinese troops against Vietnam in 1979 and the Soviets in the early 
1960s, and the poor maintenance of Chinese equipment and their relative age, 
the sheer size of the Chinese army and its ability to mobilize and move by rail 
around China inhibits any country that wants to ‘kick the ant hill.” 

Chinese interests are changing, however, as is Beijing’s security orien- 
tation. These changes are as much a function of China’s emergence from 
isolation as they are of its ideological reaction to its self-image as a semi-colonial, 
semi-feudal state. Beijing will react harshly to what it interprets as infringements 
on China’s sovereignty. Analysts of Chinese afTairs should never underestimate 
the ability of the populace and the government to believe and embrace Beijing’s 
propaganda and cultural self-interpretation. 

One manifestation of changing Chinese interests is China’s expansion 
into the maritime arena. A maritime state is one whose interests center on 
overseas trade, with major economic interests centered on the import or export 
of goods through oceanic routes. A maritime state depends on a merchant 
marine for trade and naval forces to control its home waters and surrounding 
sea routes.’ When China was isolated and held itself apart from the world 
economy, its interests were naturally continental. Since the United States opened 
relations with China in 1972, a consistent goal of U.S. policy has been to draw 
China more deeply into the world economy. Beijing’s own development strategy 
in recent years has been import substitution, using the coastal regions to develop 

6 Russell Spur, Enter the Dragon: China’s Undeclared War against the US. in Korea, 1950-51 (New York: 
Newmarket Press, 19881, pp. 62-63. ‘Ihe chengyu “Chun Wang Chi Han” refers to the destruction of the 
states of Guo and Yu during the Warring States period (475-221 B.C.) by the Qin when the Qin emperor 
split the alliice between Guo and Yu. Yu was Guo’s buffer. 

7 Scott A. Boonnan, The FVvhxacted Game (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971). 
s Reynolds, History and the Sea, pp. 137-39. 
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first and to stimulate internal development. The U.S. strategy has certainly 
succeeded, but its very success is a factor in the shift in Chinese security interests. 

In a superb article on China’s moves in the South China Sea, John 
Garver argues that “while there is no evidence that considerations of broad 
influence in Southeast Asia have motivated China’s behavior, it is in this area 
that the long-term consequences of its policies might be felt.‘19 Garver attributes 
the shift away from coastal defense to the influence of the current first 
vice-chairman of the Central Military Commission, Liu Huaqing, and a late 1970s 
doctrinal shift from coastal to active defense.” This shift, which arguably also 
relates to the buildup of Soviet naval power in Asia and to Chinese concerns 
over the expansion of Japan’s naval capabilities, is a change in thinking that 
reflects China’s move to become a maritime power. In its post-Mao emergence 
into the world, China increasingly believes it is no longer possessed of a central 
strategic position (continental) but, instead, sees its interests as more global 
(maritime). 

Beijing’s Regvonal Strategy 

In a recent article in the magazine Tang Tui, four Chinese authors 
summarized the results of a seminar held in Beijing at the Ministry of National 
Defense that discussed China’s long-term security goals for the next twenty 
years.‘l 

Several issues were discussed at the seminar that underscore the shift 
to a global, or maritime, emphasis in China’s strategy and security doctrine. 
First was the importance of Haiphong as a land route and shortcut for the 
development of Southwest China, a region that, like Vietnam, was initially 
developed by the French, but that languished after World War II. This discussion 
shows that Beijing remains conscious of the need to develop the economy and 
infrastructure of the region and to maintain good relations with Vietnam. 

Secondly, the seminar participants emphasized the potential for a 
resurgent Russian nationalism leading to a new Russian naval threat. Although 
the participants were comfortable with the changes in Russia’s security orientation, 
Beijing remains uneasy that Russia, without its ideological compass, will require 
a nationalist underpinning to hold it together. 

Thirdly, concern was expressed over Japan’s naval power and the 
potential for further expansion by Japan in the event of an American withdrawal 
from the region. 

9 John W. Gawer, “China’s Push to the South China Sea: ‘Ihe Interaction of Bureaucmic and National 
Interests,” i%e China Quarkrly, Dec. 1992, pp. 999-1026. 

10 Ibid., p. 1021. 
11 Chu KcXhien, Mu Tung, Li Lei, and Chao San-Hai, “China’s National Security in the Year 2CGO,” Tang 

Tai, Mar. 15, 1993, pp. 54-55, 57-66, trans. Foreign Broadcast Information Service. 
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Source: United States Government Map Library, Government Printing Offke, Washington, DC. 

Lastly, India, which has already pushed its fleet into the South China 
Sea, was given special attention as a potential threat to China’s ability to trade. 
With regard to this last point concerning Indian naval developments, it cannot 
be lost on Beijing that if one visits the Indian National Museum in New Delhi, 
one is confronted with what may be a graphic representation of the Indian 
social order. The museum is disorganized, sections of displays are missing, and 
the place is in very poor repair. It seems no one is in charge of organizing the 
museum. There is no cohesive display in the entire museum that catalogs India’s 
history save one: a display on India’s maritime power and history. The museum 
is a symbol of India’s belief that it once was and still is an important regional 
actor that can project power well into the Pacific and to the Horn of Africa. 
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India’s submarine purchases from Russia underscore this ambition. Such a 
self-image on India’s part must disturb Beijing. 

While Vietnam was discussed in great detail at the seminar, the partici- 
pants said less about Chinese interests in Burma. What they did say, however, 
has great significance for China as a maritime and trading state. It is common 
knowledge that China is working on road and rail construction in Burma with 
a view toward opening better lines of communication with Rangoon and 
Burmese ports. It is also known that China has established navigation facilities 
on Burmese-controlled islands in the Bay of Bengal. In the seminar, Sino-Burmese 
relations were characterized as stable and “of great significance to the national 
security of China.” The panelists explicitly pointed out that China’s sea lines of 
communication are subject to military blockades or interruption in the East or 
South China Seas, but “a route from Yunnan to Rangoon could become an 
important transport line for goods and materials.“12 

Given the emphasis on the development of Southwest China, and the 
realization that conflict with Vietnam has for more than a decade cut off access 
to Vietnamese ports, it is quite logical that one of Beijing’s goals is to develop 
an alternate route to ports from which the Southwest could trade. Burmese 
ports on the Bay of Bengal open a new route to the Indian Ocean. Such a 
route would contribute significantly to the development of the region and would 
solidify the integration of the t&border area. 

Thus, China’s interests extend beyond traditional continental concerns. 
Beijing has thrust itself into ASEAN and Southeast Asia by the insistence on its 
sacred claims to the islands of the South China Sea. Beijing has surveyed and 
prepared for the deployment of fleets and submarines, including ballistic missile 
and cruise missile submarines, in the South Pacific. Beijing has taken steps to 
ensure that it can project air power over its ships by working toward an air-to-air 
refueling capability. With a move toward the Bay of Bengal and into the Indian 
Ocean, even without any attempt to annex territory, China has also shifted the 
zone for potential maritime conflict from the east of the Straits of Malacca in 
the South Pacific and the South China Sea to the Indian Ocean. Since the U.S. 
Navy is deployed forward to support conflict east of the Straits, the potential 
for conflict in the Indian Ocean more severely tests American logistics. By 
seeking access to the sea at Rangoon, Beijing puts Burma and Burmese ports 
into its sphere of influence, and reinforces its influence in the area through 
arms transfers to Burma. Such actions could be viewed as a challenge to New 
Delhi, leading to a regional arms race for naval supremacy. Because of the 
volume of commerce through the Indian Ocean, a conflict of this type would 
affect Japanese and South Asian, as well as Southeast Asian and American, 
interests. 

It is therefore important to begin to examine China’s capabilities and 
potential as a maritime power-one that can project itself to protect trade 
routes, lines of communication, and interests in a multidimensional sense. 

I2 Chu et al., “China’s National Security in the Year 2000,” pp, 5~62 
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China’s Naval Power 

III 1981, China had the worlds third largest navy. Its capabilities at that 
time, however, were relatively low. The navy lacked surface-to-air missile 
protection for its ships, it had next to no capability for anti-submarine warfare, 
and its ships were largely equipped with guns, not surface-tosurface missiles. 
The first real open ocean deployment by PRC naval forces was conducted in 
1980 with eighteen ships (six destroyers, two at-sea oilers, auxiliaries, and space 
event support ships). 

Today, while China’s navy still ranks third in the world in overall size, 
its basic capabilities have improved significantly. Its destroyers are equipped 
with reasonably sophisticated and effective surface-to-surface missiles (SSMs). 
The Chinese have managed to reverse engineer the French Exocet missile and 
have equipped both submarines and surface combatants to fire them. More 
important, Chinese frigates and destroyers are now equipped with surface-to-air 
missiles (SAMs), giving them protection against air and missile attacks at sea. 
In some cases, the ships have the French manufactured Crotale missiles; in 
others, the ships are equipped with Chinese-made SAMs.13 Even in cases where 
the ships have no integral SAM capability, Beijing is able to put on board 
short-range, shoulder-fired SAMs derived from the SA-7. 

The SSMs and SAMs are also becoming increasingly sophisticated. The 
HY-2 (Sea Eagle) is a radar homing and infrared homing anti-ship SSM effective 
out to a range of 80 kilometers, with a warhead of 513 kilograms. The missile 
is credited with the capability to carry a nuclear warhead. China has also 
developed the Ying Ji, a shorter-range, active radar homing missile with a 
165kilogram warhead and a 4Okilometer range that is a derivative of the 
Exocet. To illustrate the effectiveness of this missile, one must recall the results 
of the mistaken launch of an Exocet against a US. ship in the Persian Gulf by 
an Iraqi aircraft before the conflict there. Serious casualties were inflicted, and 
the U.S. ship was put out of commission for repairs. A newer system, the C-802, 
is credited with a range of 120 kilometers. 

Surface-to-air missile protection for Chinese ships was a serious deficiency 
for years, and it led many naval analysts to discount the PRC navy as a combatant 
force, even against smaller navies, once its ships left the littoral. Today, the 
Chinese navy has a line-of-sight air defense capability out to 13 kilometers and 
up to 24,000 feet in altitude. The missiles on Chinese ships are effective against 
aircraft as well as sea skimming surface-to-surface or air-to-surface anti-ship 
missiles. The PL-8 missile, probably a version of the Israeli Python,14 is infrared 
guided, can detect a target from any angle, and can be mounted on a ship 

13 Institute for International Strategic Studies (IISS), 7be Miliraly Balance, 19921993 (London: Brassey’s, 
l-2), pp. 146-47; Richard Sharpe, ed., June’s Fighting Ships, 199293 &my: Jane’s Information Group, 
1992), pp. 109-34. 

I* Duncan S. Lennox and Arthur Rees, eds., June’s Air Lmmched Weapons &mey: Jane’s Information 
Group, 1993). 
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along with anti-aircraft guns. What this means is that even without aircraft 
protection overhead, the PLA navy can defend itself afloat against attack, which 
improves the navy’s capabilities in the contested waters of the South China Sea. 

The radar and fire control systems on Chinese ships today are also 
more sophisticated. A number of frigates and destroyers are equipped with 
three-dimensional air search radars used to target the anti-aircraft missiles. Surface 
search radars go out to the horizon and are capable of identifying targets for 
the anti-ship SSMs. Chinese electronic countermeasure capabilities have also 
improved significantly, and major surface combatants are protected by electronic 
jamming devices and chaff launchers. 

The bottom line is that China no longer has a second-rate, vintage 1950 
navy. While some of the ships may be older, the electronics and the combat 
systems in many cases are vintage 1980. China has more surface combatants, 
submarines, and amphibious ships than all of the ASEAN countries combined. 
But the PLA navy is still not without problems. 

Despite the improvements that have been made, the PLA navy is still 
hard pressed to absorb new technology. Naval personnel, like their ground 
and air force counterparts, are having trouble mastering the new, sophisticated 
systems. Recent articles infiefangiun Bao (Liberation Army Daily) have described 
the difficulties experienced by a destroyer flotilla in training personnel to operate 
new equipment. I5 These difficulties are attributed to lagging education at the 
naval academies as much as to the low educational level of Chinese sailors. 
The newest destroyer design in the Chinese navy, the Luhu class, first launched 
in 1991, was fitted with U.S.-supplied General Electric LM2500 gas turbine 
engines. Engineers at the shipyard, however, seem to have some systems 
integration and engineering problems. An article in FarEastem Economic Review 
(FEE&” reports that the frst Luhu was returned to be rebuilt because the hull 
would not accept the LM2500 engines.” 

Where Does the PLA Navy Stand? 

How should one rank the Chinese navy in terms of regional and global 
forces? In terms of its overall size, the PLA navy is still third in the world today. 
That is a gross ranking, however. To understand China’s naval power, one 
needs to more clearly define its capabilities against other forces. 

Looking at the South China Sea, if one adds together the naval forces 
of all other claimants to the Spratlys (including Taiwan’s naval forces, which is 
included not because one can group Taiwan with ASEAN, but because Taiwan 
is also a claimant in the Spratlys), China is still marginally larger. Chinese naval 
forces are significantly more capable, however, than those of the ASEAN states. 
No country in ASEAN can effectively conduct even medium-scale submarine 

15 Jiefangjun July Baa, 29, 1993; Jiefangiun Baa, July 10. 1993; Jefangiw BW Aug. 10, 1993 
16 Far Emtm Economic Ret&w (hereafter FEEtO, Apr. 1, 1993, p. 9. 
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operations. Even if they were to mass naval forces against a Chinese deployment, 
ASFAN countries alone cannot match Beijing in principal surface combatants. 
Even combined with Taiwan’s naval forces, ASEAN navies only marginally 
exceed China in numbers. In such a showdown, most of Taiwan’s ships would 
be squared off against China’s East Sea and North Sea fleets if things got serious. 

Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore all have small navies, but they are 
equipped with the latest in anti-ship SSMs-the Harpoon and the Exocet. 
Combined, they would present a credible challenge to a PRC naval task force. 
Vietnam has next to no capability, and its ships are equipped with systems that 
are old even in the Chinese inventory. One must assume that Beijing can 
counter them. Thailand, too, does not present a credible threat to China. First, 
because it has grown very close to Beijing, and secondly, because its ships are 
equipped with Chinese systems. Again, Beijing surely has retained the capability 
to counter what it produces. As for the Philippines, its naval capabilities are 
minimal and ineffective. Manila may not be concerned about a Chinese naval 
threat since, despite the U.S. naval pullout fi-om the Philippines, they think the 
U.S. Navy will be there to back them up. Should that be necessary, China’s 
navy would be heavily overmatched by the United States. But the Philippines 
cannot count on the United States in the Spratlys, which the United States views 
as a territory in dispute. 

In fact, several ASEAN countries simply dismiss a naval threat from 
China. Malaysian officials have said that they see no Chinese naval threat and 
are not concerned that China is building its forces in the Spratly~.~’ Japanese 
leaders also have said that they are not concerned about the PRC naval buildup, 
which Japanese analysts see as natural and a good balance against Russia.” 
Singapore’s influential ex-prime minister Lee Kuan Yew was not so emphatic 
about the benign nature of a Chinese naval buildup. Lee sees a dramatic upgrade 
of China’s capabilities in the next five to ten years but believes that the U.S. 
Seventh Fleet is a good counterbalance.19 

Addressing Taiwan’s situation, however, Lee expressed concern that 
China, at the very least, could conduct an effective blockade of the island in 
the event that Taiwan sought to be independent. Beijing has the capability to 
blockade the sea lanes, and its combatants are certainly a match for Taiwan’s 
navy. Taiwan’s fleet is smaller and is really capable of only engaging one of 
China’s three naval fleets, especially if faced with a naval blockade.*’ Taipei’s 
twenty-four destroyers and ten frigates have been systematically modernized 

17 “country ‘Unpeti&& by PRC’s Spratlys,” Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Daily Repo* East 

&a (hereafter FBIS, EastA.&), Apr. 5, 1993, p. 18, from Agence France-Presse (Hong Kong), Apr. 3, 193; 
“Minister Downplays PRC Naval Deployment Near Spratlys,” IBIS, East Asia, Apr. 6 I!?% P. 33, from Nm 
Strai& 7hes (Kuala Lumpur), Apr. 3, 1993. 

18 “Japanese NGP’S Barred,” FBIS, East Asia, Mar. 30, 1993, pp. 2-3, from i% Nation, Mar. 30, 1933. 
19 “gee Juan YEW on China-Taiwan Reunification,” FBIS, East Asia, Feb. 3, 1993, pp. 36-37, from ne 

Sh-ai.& Times, Jan. 30, 1933. 
20 IISS, 7hhe Military Balance, pp. 161-62. 
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MAP2 
SOUTH CHINA SEA 

Source: United States Government Map Library, Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 

and have more integrated fire control and countermeasures systems than China’s 
ships. Taiwan’s populace is also more highly educated and disciplined than 
that of the mainland. Taiwan’s defensive capabilities are severely limited, 
however, by the Taiwan air force’s inability to maintain the aged aircraft it 
possesses. 
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The Reagan administration’s agreement to the 1982 Joint U.S.-Chinese 
Shanghai Communique had the effect of severely limiting the scope and speed 
of military improvements for Taiwan coming from the United States, leaving 
Taipei’s navy at the mercy of China’s sizeable air force and Beijing’s larger fleet 
of submarines and patrol boats. The U.S. government, in effect, established a 
spending and quality cap on improvements for Taiwan. 

Taiwan has also perhaps misdirected some of its money by maintaining 
an amphibious fleet that is roughly as large as its combatant fleet. The political 
leadership in Taipei would do well to seriously question the cost and wisdom 
of maintaining an amphibious force of twenty-six ships. This force is a throwback 
to the days when the older generation of the Kuomintang stood ready to recover 
the mainland by force. Is this a realistic goal today? Taipei must think through 
whether its money would be better spent on defensive systems instead of the 
maintenance of a large amphibious capability. 

The Russian Pacific Fleet roughly matches in size that of the Chinese, 
and it has better armament and electronics. Given what is happening in Russia, 
however, it is unlikely that the Russian fleet is now fully trained and used to 
exercising and operating at sea. In terms of gross numbers, the Chinese are 
ahead of the British and the French, although the PLA navy cannot match the 
operating capabilities, the weaponry, or the sophistication of either of those 
two countries. Both the United Kingdom and France have been traditional 
maritime powers, and both have quite powerful and modem navies with carriers, 
under way replenishment, and submarines. Their equipment is far superior to 
that of the Chinese. 

Southeast Asian countries are quite conscious of the strength of the 
Chinese navy. Following a meeting between the Indian and Thai prime ministers 
in Bangkok on April 8, 1993, an official who attended the talks told E;EER that 
the countries of Southeast Asia see China and India as the powers with the 
capability to fill a power vacuum caused by the scaling down of the U.S. and 
Russian presence. 21 To counter potential hostile action in their region, all of the 
ASEAN countries have embarked on significant military upgrade programs. They 
are helped by geography, since in these waters smaller offshore patrol boats, 
good air surveillance, and land-based air are very effective. 

Japan really stands out in such a comparison. Its ships are modern, it 
has a credible submarine force, and Tokyo has twice the under way replenishment 
capacity of Beijing. One of the major limiting factors in China’s ability to project 
naval power is its lack of a redundant under way replenishment capability. 
With only two Fuqing under way replenishment oilers (AORs) in China’s 
inventory, the eighteen-ship task force that China deployed in 1980 may still 
be about the limit that can venture out without forward operating bases. Japan, 
despite its self-imposed limitation of an operating radius of one thousand nautical 
miles, has twice the under way replenishment capability of China. 

21 FEER, Apr. 22, 1993, P. 9 
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The other factor that must be considered is the capability to project an 
air presence without a forward operating base. That means aircraft carriers. The 
United States, Russia, Great Britain, and France all have very credible carrier 
capabilities-China does not. Even the Indian navy, which is only recently 
operating in the region, is able to put an aircraft carrier to sea. 

For almost two years, there has been considerable speculation that 
China may attempt to purchase an aircraft carrier from the Ukraine. Not even 
statements by Yao Y&n, chairman of the State Planning Commission of China, 
that no deal was in the making for a carrier quelled this speculation. That is 
clearly because Beijing must somehow acquire the ability to project naval air 
around the region if it is to match the Indian capability. In an interview in the 
Straits Times last year, Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew discounted the threat of a 
Chinese aircraft carrier, pointing out that even possession of one does not 
necessarily translate into the capacity to use one. Lee estimated that it would 
be a decade before China was able to effectively use a carrier, even if it 
purchased or built one. Moreover, Lee is much more concerned that central 
authority will break down in China than he is about its potential military threatz2 
Singapore’s defense minister, Yeo Ning Hong, in a 1992 interview with Armed 
Forces Journal, took a somewhat different position.23 Yeo pointed to China’s 
overall size and said that he believes Beijing intends to be an influential player 
in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Even without an aircraft carrier, from the standpoint of the capabilities 
described above, China projects a credible and effective naval force in the 
region. 

The PLA Air Force 

If China has made significant advances in its naval forces, it has not 
done the same in the air-power arena. The PLA air force fighter bomber fleet 
has a combat radius of only about 280 nautical miles.24 That will cover the 
Paracels, but will not reach the Spratlys, which is about 1,000 miles from the 
PRC. That fact alone makes China’s forward operating base on Woody Island 
in the Paracels critical to Beijing’s air operations in the Spratlys. 

Beijing’s own efforts to develop an indigenous fighter and combat 
aircraft industry have been slow and unrewarding. China is not yet able to 
master systems integration and engine design and manufacturing. The joint 
“Peace Pearl” effort with the United States on the development of an all-weather 
interceptor was in some trouble before Tiananmen, and it is now closed out. 
Since 1991, over one thousand Russian defense scientists have conducted 
defense industrial exchanges with China. In fact, Beijing is now Moscow’s most 

22 A.&wek, Dec. 20, 1991, pp. 26-27. 

2j Armed Forces Journal, May 1992. 
24 Jane’s All the World’s Aircraft, 1991-92 (Surrey: Jane’s Information Group, 1990, pp. 33-47. 
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important arms purchaser. 25 In 1992 alone, Beijing bought $1.8 billion in arms 
from Moscow. 

China’s factories are set up along Soviet lines and are tooled for Soviet 
design and manufacturing. The effort to modernize China’s design and manu- 
facturing capabilities will be much easier with Russian assistance. After a trip 
to Moscow, a I;EER correspondent expressed the belief that Russian help with 
China’s defense modernization “could mean a major readjustment in the sttategic 
balance of Asia.“26 

According to a Russian ofhcial quoted by JZZZ, Beijing might eventually 
be able to produce about fifty aircraft a year based on a new design of the 
MiG-29. If integrated into the PLA air force as a new aircraft, that would represent 
a formidable improvement in China’s capabilities, For Taiwan, however, and 
the countries on China’s periphery, the ant hill analogy applied to the ground 
forces holds true. The Chinese air force still has roughly four thousand fighter 
aircraft of various types. These are aircraft that are defensive or require forward 
operating bases, but there are so many of them that, if just thrown at an 
adversary, they would inundate defenses and resemble an air version of “human 
wave” tactics used during the Korean War. This specific threat is most real 
against Taiwan. 

The workhorse of the Chinese air strike forces is the B-6, a licensed 
version of the Soviet Tupolev ~~-16 twin jet Badger.27 With a combat radius 
of 1,118 miles, the B-6 is capable of operating over the South China Sea and 
into the Indian Ocean (if overflight rights were granted by Burma). The B-6D 
maritime strike bomber is equipped with air-to-surface cruise missiles and 
associated radars needed to target the missile. Older versions of the H-6 are 
equipped with enough guns and iron bombs to make the aircraft effective 
against ground forces. Most significant, a British company, FRL, is outfitting the 
W-16 with an air-to-air refueling capability to be used with the A-5 (Q-5) attack 
aircraft. As of today, China is still not producing tankers and refueling-capable 
A-~s.~ Clearly these things are on the way. Within five years, the PRC probably 
will have fielded the capability to mid-air refuel between twenty-four and thirty 
aircraft on a single mission. 

In the near term, ASEAN’s attention should focus on the H-6. As 
configured today, it has a good electronic countermeasures capability, some 
models have a ground attack capability, and all can launch ALCMs. Even without 
refueling, the H-6 gives Beijing the capability to get into the region. One factor 
that is favorable to the region, and limits China’s projection capabilities, is that 
the PLA navy has only thirty B-bs, and the naval aviators are the ones who are 
probably trained to navigate over water at extended ranges. 

As a bridge during the period that an advanced fighter is being developed, 
China has purchased two squadrons (between twenty-four and thirty aircraft) 

25 Cheung Tai Ming, “China’s Buying spree,” EEER, July 8, 1993, p. 24 
26 Ibid. 
27 Jan& All the Worlds AinraJ, 1991-92, p. 45. 
28 Ibid., 39-40. pp. 
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of Su-27s from Russia, and reportedly may buy another twenty-four aircraft. 
The Su-27 is an all-weather counter-air (air superiority) fighter capable of 
operating from land or with a ramp-assisted takeoff from an aircraft carrier.29 
The aircraft has an integrated fire control system, a look-down shootdown 
radar, and is refuelable in flight. As an air-toair fighter it is a defensive system, 
but one that significantly increases Chinese air capabilities. Heretofore, Beijing 
had no all-weather fighters. The Su-27 serves as a “technology demonstrator,” 
because China cannot buy enough of them to equip the entire air force. It is 
also particularly useful because some of the Russian naval versions of the Su-27 
had a ground attack capability. 

Beijing must go forward with some form of co-production or indigenous 
production for financial reasons. Just as the PLA navy experienced problems 
mastering high technology systems, however, the PLA air force is having the 
same problems with its pilots, who just are not able to handle the advanced 
fighters. An Su-27 purchase brings to the air force the experience of training 
pilots for all-weather and night operations, changing the operating tempo of 
units, and of maintaining advanced weapons and avionics systems. 

The Su-27 acquisition is a significant leap in capability as far as Taiwan 
is concerned, but is perhaps less dramatic for the states around the South China 
Sea. The F-10& and F-5s of the Taiwan air force are dropping out of the sky 
every day they are flown. Beijing’s purchase of the Su-27s was a major factor 
in the U.S. decision to sell the F-16 to Taiwan. The F-16 is an air superiority 
fighter that is comparable to the Su-27. What Taiwan really needs for its security, 
however, is an indigenous fighter with advanced avionics. The indigenous 
defensive fighter (IDF) program was designed to produce such an aircraft, but 
serious production is probably a few years away and has been delayed because 
of expense and structural problems. 

Should the Russians prove willing, a logical upgrade for the Tu-I6 
would be to the TU-22, although there are no indications that such a deal has 
been discussed. Meanwhile, China is still working on its own upgrade to the 
Tu-16, the H-7 (B-7) bomber.30 This new Chinese multirole combat aircraft was 
first shown at the 1988 Famborough Air Show. The aircraft will have 23mm 
guns, hard points for missiles, and will be capable of launching the C-801 
air-launched cruise missile (ALCM). According to Jaw’s, the H-7 will have a 
terrain-following radar as well. Production has been delayed, but even when 
the aircraft is produced, there will probably not be many of them in the PLA 
navy. Unless the Russians make a very significant difference in the way the 
Chinese aircraft industry is run (and the Italians, the Americans, or the British 
did not), new aircraft will dribble into the inventory at a slow rate. Beijing has 
embarked on a long-term, incremental program to carry out its upgrades. 

2y Ibid., pp. 280-82 

Jo Ibid., pp. 45-46. 
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The Ground Forces 

With twenty-four group armies comprised of some eighty-four infantry 
divisions, ten armored divisions, fifty independent engineer regiments, and 
thirty-five independent combat regiments, the Chinese army is formidable.31 
This number of combat units does not include the roughly twenty-eight garrison 
divisions or the divisions of the People’s Armed Police (PAP). 

The PLA ground forces have a lot of space to cover, and there are a 
lot of troops available to do the job. One must, however, question the capabilities 
of the troops. In 1979, in relatively short order against Vietnam, Beijing moved 
about five hundred thousand troops to the border area in two fronts, but the 
troops were not particularly effective. Losses were high, and no air cover was 
used (that was probably a political decision to limit the scope of the operation). 
The PLA did not fare well against Soviet troops in the late 1960s either. Earlier, 
against India, the PLA fared well and is still deployed along the line of control 
on the Sino-Indian border. Today, however, both sides are probably posturing 
more over issues of sovereignty than over genuine concern for national survival. 

PLA equipment is not the most durable. Artillery tubes wear out rapidly 
in heavy firing, compromising safety and accuracy. Tires on Chinese vehicles 
do not hold up, and drive trains and transmissions break down with regularity, 
Any foreign officer who has talked to the Thais and the Pakistanis about Chinese 
equipment knows these things. 

When the Chinese assembled elements of approximately twelve group 
armies around Beijing in the spring of 1989, one could see up close just how 
poorly the equipment was maintained. There are many troops, though, and 
Beijing is progressively improving their equipment with new tanks, command 
and control equipment, missiles, and fighting vehicles.32 

Where Can Belling Flex Muscle? 

While the quality of all Chinese ground units is not uniform, the PLA 
still has some superior forces. The Fifty-fourth Army is highly disciplined and 
well motivated with good maintenance, as is the Twenty-third Army. In the 
south, the First and Thirty-first Armies are among China’s best. The elite forces, 
the Fifteenth Airborne Army and the marines (naval infantry), are very capable. 
It is these units on which Beijing must rely if it is to flex its muscle away from 
China’s immediate borders. 

The Chinese takeover of the Paracel Islands in 1974 was dramatic, and 
it got the region’s attention, like the Makin Island Raid did in World War II. It 
really amounted to little more than a small-scale amphibious raid, however, 
and is not a measure of China’s capability to project decisive force. Given its 

3 IL%, 7be MiIitary Balance, 145. p. 

32 Michael Vatikiobs, “Mix and Match,” m July 8, 1993, pp. 13-14 
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amphibious forces and ocean transports that allow vehicles to roll-on/roll-off 
ships, it is likely that Beijing can now conduct an amphibious landing close to 
division strength (ten thousand to fourteen thousand men) well away from 
China’s immediate territorial waters. It could conduct amphibious operations 
separately with a brigade of marines (about two thousand men), or could add 
a brigade-sized marine landing to the division discussed above. 

The two combat airborne brigades of the Fifteenth Army could also be 
employed in support of an operation. In short, China today has the lift and 
capability to conduct operations involving the equivalent of two divisions 
(roughly twenty-five thousand troops) at a good distance from its shores. That 
is a substantial capability. If exercised it would involve a group army for 
command and control and for reinforcements or reserves. With the size of the 
merchant marine, China could probably move a full group army to conduct 
follow-up landing operations after the seizure of a good port or beachhead. 

However, China’s neighbors should not be immediately alarmed. Such 
operations more than 500 kilometers from China require support by ground 
attack aircraft, which Beijing cannot provide. More important, China does not 
routinely practice large-scale amphibious operations, and it is very unlikely that 
effective naval gunfire support would be forthcoming. 

To develop the doctrine and to train two division equivalents to operate 
effectively together with marines, close air support, and naval gunfire under 
the control of a group army or frontal headquarters would probably take 
between two to three years of hard training and exercises (and that estimate 
is for a fully professional army that does not raise its own pigs and engage in 
outside production). Therefore, China is not a paper tiger, but as Senator Robert 
Ray, the Australian defense minister, contends, any major (high-level) contingency 
threat in the region will be preceded by a warning time of a few years.33 

In 1992, Beijing exercised its forces in the South by conducting joint 
service exercises that involved troops close to division strength. Amphibious 
landings at that time were at battalion strength. In August and September 1993, 

to the alarm of Taiwan’s armed forces, China conducted an exercise of 
substantially greater size and scope than ever in the past in the Guangzhou 
military region, The exercise was probably designed as much to influence the 
political situations in the Spratlys, Hong Kong, and Taipei as it was to drill 
Chinese troops. 

First, the 1993 exercises involved a full group army exercising its 
divisions. That amounts to about forty thousand personnel. Secondly, the 
exercises were truly joint for the first time, involving marines, airborne drops 
to seize an airhead in support of the amphibious operations, and air forces. 
Thirdly, this year, the amphibious landing operations involve full regiments. 
China is increasing its capabilities. While one cannot gauge Beijing’s intent, 
Chinese forces have demonstrated the capability to project their force into the 

33 Interview with Robert Ray, Defoe NW, June 21-27, 1993, p. 30. 
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South China Sea. Based on the 1993 exercise in Guangzhou, China will most 
likely have full divisional landing capability within two or three years. 

Against its immediate land neighbors, and against Taiwan, the story is 
very different. At short distances and over its borders, Beijing can marshall very 
large forces, move them quickly and secretly, and support them with air cover 
and engineers. The ant hill analogy applies when judging the PIA’s capabilities 
over short distances, and China’s substantial merchant shipping and coastal fleet 
are major factors in Beijing’s favor. Many Asian analysts, including Lee Kuan 
Yew, believe that China is firmly committed to economic development and 
modernization. They therefore discount the force projection capabilities of the 
PLA and emphasize the need to be patient and to watch the slow evolution of 
China’s economic and political system. 

Where Is China in the New World Order? 

Over the past two years, there have been changes in the positions of 
Asian states on regional security issues. The movement is toward some form 
of dialogue and consultation, although opinions in the region differ about the 
degree of structure that any dialogue should take. This evolution of attitudes 
toward regional security was perhaps precipitated by the U.S. withdrawal from 
the Philippines, but the ongoing review of the size and deployment of U.S. 
forces under way in the Clinton administration is also a factor that moved Asia 
toward consultation on security. These changes took place at about the same 
time as the Gulf war, where the United States made a firm commitment to 
coalition operations and consultation with the U.N. Security Council. 

In his inaugural address, President Clinton alluded to the new emphasis 
on the United Nations and multilateral consultation when he discussed the 
possible use of force “when the will and conscience of the international 
community is defied.” This statement foreshadowed a major change in U.S. 
policy in the region set forth in the confiiation testimony of Assistant Secretary 
of State for East Asian and Pacific affairs Winston Lord. Lord listed ten goals 
for US. policy in Asia, among which was “developing multilateral forums for 
security consultations while maintaining the solid foundations of our alliances.“34 
Until this time, the United States had preferred to operate bilaterally with its 
Asian allies. Five of America’s seven bilateral security treaties are in Asia. 

In September 1993, Undersecretary of State Lynn Davis sought assurances 
from Beijing that missiles exceeding MTCR guidelines would not be transferred 
to Pakistan. Beijing stiff-armed her. More recently, Deputy Assistant Secretary 
of Defense Charles Freeman, carrying an olive branch from the administration, 
traveled to China in October 1993 seeking to restore military-to-military contacts 
between Washington and Beijing. Still stinging over the American heavy-handed 

34 Winston Lord, “A New Pacific Community: Ten Goals for American Policy,” Mar. 31, 1993, Testimony 
before Congress, pp. 3-4. 
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treatment of China when Washington suspected a Chinese ship, the Yin He, of 
carrying chemical weapon precursors to Iran, Beijing was cool to Freeman. 

American interdependence with China is brought into sharp focus by 
events on the Korean Peninsula and in Southeast Asia, where Washington needs 
Beijing’s cooperation. While discouraging Washington from acting unilaterally 
in Korea, Beijing is working toward a diplomatic resolution of the stalemate 
over the inspection of North Korean nuclear facilities. When the ASEAN- 
sponsored consultations on security in the Asia-Pacific region take place in 
Bangkok in September 1994, there will be broad participation. The United States 
has shown its willingness to entertain multilateral solutions to the security 
situation in Asia, but to date, Beijing still insists that the Spratly Islands claims 
be negotiated bilaterally. 

Beijing says its main goal is to keep a “safe and 
stable environment for China economic growth 
and reform, n but the PLA still seems to have 
been charged with methodically Ibuilding itself to 
be the strongest in the region. 

China seems to be slower to recognize the changed climate in Asia. It 
is tom between its desires to be a great power and its goals of remaining a 
Third World leader with great influence. During 1993, the Chinese defense and 
security apparatus sent representatives to security forums in Hawaii, Hong Kong, 
and Australia without any major change in posture. Bejiing is only now beginning 
to show new theoretical approaches. A recent issue of Xiundai Guoji Guanxi 
carried an article that attributed the changes in Asia to the reduction of U.S. 
military forces in the region. Thailand’s perceptions are the same, and Bangkok 
has sort of dragged Beijing into the Fall 1994 multilateral dialogue to take place 
in Thailand.35 In Australia, Foreign Minister Gareth Evans, answering questions 
in Parliament on May 18, 1993, said that the basic new approach in the region 
was to seek security with others instead of relying only on a U.S. presence. 
China’s neighbors are wary of Beijing but are probably more comfortable with 
a stronger China than they would be with an increase in strength by Japan. 

Beijing, however, may not see things exactly the same way. Are China’s 
leaders seeking a balance or dominance? Questions persist over China’s pene- 
tration into Burma and road-building activities there.% Japan has expressed 
concern to Beijing and to Burma about stories that China is supplying weapons 
to Burma and is seeking naval bases in the Andarnan Sea. Beijing says its main 
goal is to keep a “safe and stable environment for China economic growth and 

35 “China Seen l%imarily as ‘Economic Threat,“’ FBIS, E&st Asia, Dec. 11, 1992, pp. 69-70, from The 
Nation, Dec. 10, 1992. 
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reform,” but the PL4 still seems to have been charged with methodically building 
itself to be the strongest in the region. 37 In his Work Report to the Fourteenth 
Party Congress, Jiang Zemin discussed the probability that small wars and 
conflicts cannot be avoided.% But through multilateral action in regional organi- 
zations and the United Nations, other countries are working hard to avoid 
conflict. What is China’s reaction? 

A Chinese engineer battalion in Cambodia made a positive contribution 
to the end of the conflict there. But that is not a substantial contribution to the 
new world order. It is as much an experiment on the part of Beijing in U.N. 
operations as it is a means to keep influence in a client state. In the region, a 
dialogue is needed to restrain the tendency toward an escalating military buildup. 
China, India, and Japan are all potential major powers in Asia, and all three 
have to sit at the table and engage in a security dialogue.39 But, thus far, Beijing 
has resisted attempts at transparency and, except for those undertaken with 
Russia, has not engaged in broad confidence-building measures. While the 
United States is moving to a new concept of power projection that is multilateral 
and consultative in nature, China (and India) seem to be operating on a 
turn-of-the-century model of building a strong blue water navy and power-pro- 
jection capability to go along with the opening to the outside and the emphasis 
on sea trade. 

The revisionist Marxists in Beijing now espouse the need to progress 
through stages of capitalist growth before China can really be. socialist or 
communist. These people are clinging to an ideology that is outdated and 
without legitimacy. In the security arena, there is a conceptual parallel to that 
in China’s process of building power-projection forces when the rest of the 
region is working toward a balance. 

The future in Asia will be very painful if the Chinese decide to move 
through the stages and processes of the twentieth century by building major 
blue water forces and engaging in hegemonic politics in the region. Does Beijing 
have to turn to what looks like neocolonialism in Burma and resort to force 
against Taiwan, or can Chinese leaders modernize their defenses where necessary 
but fast forward through the process of becoming a regional superpower to 
the stage of being a responsible multilateral actor? Will China, in its role as a 
permanent member of the U.N. Security Council, ever use its amphibious and 
air lift capabilities to move peacekeeping forces to some strife-tom capital? 

37 Jiefangjun Baq Aug. 1, 1993. 
38 Worki OL&&, Nov.-Dec. 1992, p. 39. 
39 Gareth Evans, “Security in the Asii Pacific Region,” Intemationul Defoe Reyiecu, pp. 42-43. 
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