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Since	 Trump	 took	 office,	 the	 bilateral	 relationship	 between	 the	 US	 and	 China	 has	 worsened,	
both	economically	and	militarily.	With	the	US	repeatedly	pressuring	China	in	their	region,	espe-
cially	in	the	South	China	Sea,	Xi	Jinping	has	called	upon	the	PLA	to	accelerate	preparation	for	war	
through	quickened	military	transformation,	enlarged	financial	 inputs	 in	military	R&D	and	hard-
ened	combat	 training.	 In	 this	paper,	Prof	You	Ji	 closely	examines	 the	condition	of	 the	Chinese	
army,	air	force,	and	navy	as	well	as	the	general	attitude	in	China	towards	a	possible	military	con-
frontation	with	the	US.	The	analysis	explores	the	PLA’s	generational	inferiority	to	US	forces,	and	
proposes	how	this	could	 lead	the	PLA	to	pursue	an	asymmetrical	AD/2A	type	of	warfare,	with	
the	objective	of	reducing	the	overwhelming	US	military	superiority	to	one	that	 is	 relative,	and	
thereby	eliminating	the	risk	of	direct	confrontation,	since	the	US,	by	Chinese	calculus,	will	not	
strike	unless	it	enjoys	overwhelming	superiority.		
	
Key	takeaways:	

• In	spite	of	reaching	technical	agreements	to	discipline	military	encounters,	the	US-China	
relationship	remains	troublesome,	and	confrontation	might	be	on	the	way.		

• The	Chinese	army	is	far	inferior	to	that	of	the	US,	and	transformation	through	mechani-
zation	by	2020	and	complete	modernization	by	2035	is	underway.			

• By	narrowing	the	generational	gap	in	weaponry	between	the	US	and	China,	the	US	over-
whelming	superiority	will	be	reduced	to	one	that	is	relative.	

• A	relative	military	relationship	with	the	US	will	ensure	that	the	US	does	not	strike.		
	
Keywords:	China,	US,	South	China	Sea,	People's	Liberation	Army,	military,	warfare,	weaponry	
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The	Chinese	Military	in	Prepara-
tion	for	War	through	Force	
Transformation	
	
By	Prof	You	Ji,	University	of	Macau.	
	
On	 30	 September	 2018	 the	 USS	 Destroyer	
Decatur	 conducted	 freedom	 of	 navigation	
operations	(FONOPs)	within	12	nautical	miles	
of	 a	 Chinese	holding	 in	 the	 South	China	 Sea	
(SCS).	A	People's	Liberation	Army	(PLA)	Navy	
destroyer,	Lanzhou,	arrived	to	shadow	the	US	
warship.	 She	made	 a	 “maneuver”	 within	 40	
meters	 of	 Decatur	 and	 the	 two	 vessels						
narrowly	 missed	 a	 collision.	 Immediately,	
Decatur	 launched	 electronic	 warfare	
measures	 against	 Lanzhou	 and	 partially				
crippled	her	command	system.	
	
The	intensified	Sino-US	militarization	
The	sinister	nature	of	this	episode	is	multiple.	
First,	had	the	two	warships	collided	with	loss	
of	 lives,	 a	 level	 of	 military	 confrontation			
between	the	two	nuclear	powers	would	have	
become	 inevitable.	 The	 overall	 bilateral				
relations	 would	 be	 irreversibly	 hurt	 and	 the	
whole	world	would	feel	the	impact.	Secondly,	
the	 electronic	 warfare	 had	 been	 the	 first	
combat	engagement	since	the	two	militaries	
fought	 in	Vietnam	 in	 the	 late	1960s.	Once	a	
precedent	occurred,	 logically	 the	 room	 for	a	
following	 would	 be	 created.	 The	 last	 two	
years	 saw	 18	 unsafe	 encounters	 between	
them.	 With	 US	 FONOPs	 near	 the	 Chinese	
claimed	islands	in	the	SCS	routinized	and	the	
Chinese	 response	 intensified,	 the	SCS	milita-
rization	has	been	uplifted	to	the	combat	level	
as	 far	 as	 the	 US	 and	 Chinese	 militaries	 are	
concerned.	 Harris’s	 words	 “fight	 tonight”	

capture	this	trend	of	worsening	the	“cat-and-
mouse”	game	in	the	high	seas.	
	
Apparently	 neither	 the	 US	 nor	 China	 would	
like	 to	 see	each	other	 in	 the	battlefield.	The	
two	 sides	 have	 reached	 six	 technical	 agree-
ments	 to	discipline	encounters	 in	 the	ocean.	
Yet,	 the	 US	 strategically	 named	 China	 as	 its	
adversary	 in	 its	 National	 Defense	 Strategy	
and	 its	National	Security	Strategy.	By	a	basic	
international	 relations	 theory,	 if	 you	 identify	
one	 as	 your	 enemy,	 he	 will	 eventually							
become	your	enemy.	This	is	why	until	Trump	
took	office;	Washington	had	not	used	such	a	
strategic	 depiction	 on	 China.	 Now	 with	 this	
shift	 in	 the	 Pentagon’s	 fundamental	 judg-
ment	 of	 the	 PLA,	 it	 will	 naturally	 set	 a	 new	
pattern	 of	 military	 squeeze	 on	 China’s	 mili-
tary,	as	 indicated	by	the	combatized	Sino-US	
military	 interaction	 and	 their	 deepening	
trade	 war,	 which	 would	 induce	much	 wider	
implications	to	the	bilateral	relations.		
	
Tightening	 both	 the	 military	 and	 economic	
screw	on	China	has	been	a	rational	choice	for	
the	White	 House,	 which	 can	 contemplate	 it	
from	 a	 position	 of	 strength.	 In	 the	 on-going	
trade	war	China	has	suffered	more	due	to	the	
asymmetrical	 interdependence	 between	 the	
two	economies.		
	
Militarily,	 US	 superiority	 underlines	 Pence’s	
pressure-based	 peace	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific	
through	 targeting	 China	 as	 the	 villain.	
Trump’s	 series	of	 punishing	policies	 towards	
Beijing,	 in	 trade,	 in	 the	 SCS	 FONOPs	 and								
in	 the	 hi-tech	 cold	 war	 against	 China	 in				
general	and	against	Huawei	in	particular,	has	
placed	 the	 US	 in	 a	 favourably	 offensive					
position	 vis-à-vis	 China.	 This	 may	 simply			
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further	 embolden	 Washington	 to	 pressure	
China	 for	more	gains,	 something	 inconceiva-
ble	by	his	predecessors.	
	
The	PLA	accelerates	war	preparation	
The	 worsening	 Sino-US	 relations	 and	 the		
resultant	 confrontational	 prospects	 in	 the	
bilateral	 military	 and	 economic	 ties	 have	
proved	right	Xi	Jinping’s	grave	assessment	of	
the	 international	 order	 that	 “has	 registered	
the	most	 tremendous	 change	 in	 a	 century”.	
Beijing	is	preparing	for	the	worst	to	come	for	
the	remainder	of	Trump’s	reign,	and	beyond.	
Clearly,	 the	 US	 has	 formulated	 a	 new								
paradigm	to	prohibit	China’s	rise.	Among	the	
uncertainties	 in	 the	 future	Sino-US	relations,	
Beijing	 is	 most	 concerned	 about	 a	 military	
standoff	 in	 the	 SCS,	 the	 Taiwan	 Strait,	 or	 in	
the	 Diaoyu/Senkaku	 Island,	 triggered	 by	 an	
accidental	exchange	of	fire,	such	as	the	near	
collision	of	warships	in	last	September.		
	
In	 this	 strategic	 context,	 Xi	 Jinping	 has							
repeatedly	 called	 the	 PLA	 to	 accelerate	 pre-
paration	 for	war	 through	 quickened	military	
transformation,	 enlarged	 financial	 inputs	 in	
military	R&D	and	hardened	combat	 training.	
It	is	interesting	to	point	out	that	accelerating	
preparation	 for	 war	 was	 also	 the	 call	 of	 his	
two	predecessors,	Jiang	Zemin	and	Hu	Jintao,	
but	they	emphasized	preparation.	Xi,	 in	con-
trast,	has	laid	his	focus	on	war	per	se.	Prepa-
ration	can	be	general	and	peacetime	efforts,	
but	“focus	on	warring”	 itself	dictates	a	men-
tality	change	for	“fight	tonight”,	clear	 identi-
fication	 of	 war	 objects,	 catered	 weapons	
development	 programs	 and	 specific	 opera-
tional	guidance	based	on	realistic	war	simula-
tions	and	so	on.	
	

Overcome	the	peace	syndrome		
War	 preparation	 is	 first	 of	 all	 spiritual	 and	
psychological.	The	PLA	has	not	fought	a	single	
war	 for	 about	 30	 years,	 the	 longest	 time	 of	
no	 action	 in	 its	 history.	 Comfort	 in	 life	 is				
poison	 for	 PLA	 soldiers.	 Xi	 Jinping	 defined	 it	
as	a	peace	syndrome	that	has	been	prevalent	
among	the	officers	and	men,	eroding	human	
combat	 spirit,	 thirst	 to	 fight	 and	 battlefield	
tenacity.	 In	 the	 last	 year	or	 so,	 the	PLA	high	
command	has	launched	a	thorough	campaign	
to	 eliminate	 such	 syndrome	 by	 frequently	
enmeshing	 the	 soldiers	 in	 realistic	war	 drills	
in	 extreme	 natural	 conditions,	 e.g.	 weather	
and	 mountainous,	 and	 up	 to	 the	 soldiers’	
physical	limit.	
	
The	asymmetric	nature	of	war	preparation	
Militarily,	 the	PLA’s	huge	generational	weak-
ness	 with	 the	 US	 forces	 propels	 the	 PLA	 to	
pursue	an	asymmetric	AD/2A	type	of	warfare	
from	 a	 position	 of	 weakness.	 This	 strategy	
guides	 PLA	 transformation	 with	 a	 unique		
objective:	 to	 reduce	 overwhelming	 US						
military	superiority	 to	one	that	 is	 relative.	 In	
PLA	 calculus,	 the	 Pentagon	 would	 balk	 at	
initiating	 direct	 confrontation	 against	 China	
when	 it	 does	 not	 enjoy	 overwhelming							
superiority.	 In	 the	 PLA’s	 process	 of	 reducing	
the	 level	 of	 inferiority	 to	 the	 US,	 it	 gains			
superiority	 vis-à-vis	 its	 Asian	 adversaries.	
Therefore	 PLA	 commanders	 see	 this	 trans-
formation	 not	 only	 in	 light	 of	 winning	 the	
next	war,	but	also	in	ensuring	its	global	status	
and	national	revival.		
	
Similarly,	 US	 defense	 analysts	 also	 see	 the	
correlation	 between	 the	 rising	 PLA	 power	
and	 US	 determination	 in	 regional	 interven-
tion.	 For	 instance,	 the	 PLA’s	 rising	 missile	
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capabilities	“could	diminish	confidence	 in	US	
guarantees	 not	 only	 in	 Taiwan	 but	 through-
out	 the	 region	 as	 a	 whole”.	 A	 concrete			
measure	 for	US	superiority	 to	be	seen	as	no	
longer	 absolute	 vis-à-vis	 the	 PLA	 is	 the						
latter’s	 possession	 of	 reliable	 retaliatory			
nuclear	 and	 star-war	 capability	 that	 would	
inflict	 greater	 risks	 and	 costs	 on	 the	 US					
military	in	times	of	conflict.	This	gives	the	PLA	
a	 referent	 objective	 for	 arms	 build-up:	 the	
more	sophisticated	PLA	power	becomes,	 the	
more	 expensive	 US	 Asian	 intervention	 is.	
Therefore,	 at	 the	 strategic	 level,	 PLA	 trans-
formation	 is	 anchored	 on	 boosting	 three	
MAD	 capabilities:	 nuclear	 MAD	 (mutually	
assured	 destruction),	 and	 space	 and	 cyber-
space	 MAD	 (mutually	 assured	 disruption)	
that	 are	 effective	 asymmetrical	means	 for	 a	
weak	 military	 to	 deter	 a	 strong.	 While	 the	
PLA	 never	 attempts	 a	 battle-of-order	 parity	
with	US	military,	 it	 is	 confident	 that	 through	
sustained	 increase	 in	 financial	 and	 material	
inputs	 and	 carefully	 cast	 asymmetric									
doctrines,	 i.e.	 those	 for	anti-access	and	area	
denial	 (2A/AD)	 operations,	 it	 can	 inflict	
enough	 casualties	 onto	 approaching	 US				
intervening	forces.		
	
PLA	 transformation	 is	 after	 all	 a	 number’s	
game.	The	 three	MAD-capabilities	are	meas-
ured	 by	 numbers	 that	 express	 capabilities.	
For	 instance,	 the	 PLA	 is	 learning	 Russia’s			
approach	 toward	 using	 nuclear	 threat						
when	 vital	 interests	 are	 at	 stake.	 The	 PLA’s									
possession	 of	 a	 minimum,	 but	 reliable							
nuclear	 MAD	 capability	 is	 thus	 crucial:				
without	 it	 there	 is	 no	 credible	 deterrence	
against	the	more	powerful	adversary.	Here,	a	
minimum	reliability	is	counted	by	the	number	
of	warheads	 and	 delivery	 vehicles.	 By	 2020,	

the	 PLA	 will	 possess	 five	 strategic	 nuclear	
submarines	 (SSBN).	 Each	 of	 them	 has	 12			
sea-launched	 ballistic	 missiles	 capable	 of		
hitting	 US	 mainland.	 If	 each	 missile	 carries	
three	warheads,	altogether	the	PLAN	09	Unit	
will	 eventually	 have	 a	 likely	 number	 of	 72	
SLBMs	 and	 216	warheads.	 This	will	 give	 the	
PLA	 confidence	 to	 survive	 the	 first	 wave	 of	
strikes	 for	 launching	 retaliatory	 attacks.	 As	
pointed	 out	 by	 Tellis,	 “America	 has	 lost	 the	
easy	 escalation	 dominance	 that	 it	 enjoyed	
over	 China’s	 nuclear	 forces”.	 The	 long-term	
impact	of	 this	 loss	 can	be	 significant	 in	 stra-
tegic	Sino-US	rivalry,	despite	PLA	inferiority.	
	
Even	 if	 the	 PLA	 narrows	 its	 capability	 gap	
with	 the	US	military	by	2035	as	an	 indicator	
of	 its	 modernization,	 the	 latter	 will	 still					
remain	 tremendously	 more	 superior	 in					
almost	all	compartments	of	weapons	systems.	
This	 dictates	 the	 PLA	 to	 stick	 to	 the	 AD/2A	
typology	of	war	fighting	continuously	to	2050	
and	 beyond.	 There	 is	 rich	 inventory	 for	 the	
PLA	to	execute	such	asymmetric	warfare,	but	
the	 very	 foundation	 for	 it	 to	 be	 effective	 is	
the	acquisition	of	the	three	MAD	capabilities	
that	 are	 effective	 asymmetrical	means	 for	 a	
weak	 military	 to	 deter	 a	 strong.	 While	 the	
PLA	 never	 attempts	 a	 battle-of-order	 parity	
with	US	military,	it	is	confident	that	through	a	
sustained	 increase	 in	 financial	 and	 material	
inputs	 in	 constructing	 the	 three	MAD	 forces	
and	carefully	cast	asymmetric	doctrines,	 it	 is	
able	to	deter	Pentagon	in	attempting	military	
confrontation	as	a	way	of	pressuring	China.	
	
The	 timetable	 and	 road	 map	 for	 PLA						
transformation	
Yet,	 the	 biggest	 challenge	 is	 China’s	military	
inferiority	 vis-à-vis	 America’s.	 In	 2013,	 Xi		
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initiated	 a	 thorough	 PLA	 reform,	 based	 on					
a	 synergy	 of	 the	 most	 advanced	 military				
technology,	 new	 military	 strategies	 and				
doctrines,	 and	 a	 five-dimensional	 joint						
forces	 structure	 according	 to	 the	 IT-RMA														
requirements	 for	 future	 wars.	 The	 PLA	 has	
designed	 a	 three-phased	 development	 plan	
for	 it	 to	 evolve	 into	 a	 military	 on	 a	 par							
with	 the	 US	 military	 by	 2050:	 completing	
mechanization	 by	 2020,	 joining	 the	 first		
echelon	of	top	military	powers	by	2035	(e.g.,	
a	 top	European	NATO	military)	and	 reaching	
a	rough	parity	with	the	US	by	2050.	
	
Until	 then,	 however,	 the	 PLA	 has	 to	 cope	
with	 the	 visible	 capability	 deficits	 compared	
with	 the	 US,	 especially	 in	 the	 areas	 of							
conventional	arms,	which	still	play	a	decisive	
role	 in	current	warfare.	Xi	once	told	top	PLA	
commanders	that	no	war	against	top	military	
powers	 could	 be	 won	 if	 there	 is	 a	 gene-
rational	gap	with	 them	 in	weaponry.	On	 the	
other	hand,	if	the	gap	is	sufficiently	narrowed,	
the	 US	 overwhelming	 superiority	 will	 be			
reduced	to	one	that	is	relative,	as	mentioned	
earlier.	To	Beijing	this	is	of	huge	importance:	
the	 US	 has	 not	 launched	 a	 war	 against						
another	top	power	at	a	time	when	it	does	not	
enjoy	absolute	superiority.	Then	China	would	
gain	 much	 greater	 space	 in	 conducting	 its	
world	pursuits.		
	
By	 2035,	 the	 PLA	 will	 own	 a	 combat	 ready	
space	 force	and	a	 cyber	 force.	 For	a	weaker	
military,	 a	 2A/AD	 offensive	 in	 space	 and	
cyber	 space	 is	 easier	 than	 a	 major	 battle							
at	 the	 sea	 and	 in	 the	 air,	 and	 it	 is																	
human-casualty	 free.	 Such	a	 strike	may	 take	
different	 combat	 forms	 carefully	 weighed	
and	designed,	from	show	and	threat	of	force	

to	 its	 actual	 execution,	 and	 from	 symbolic	
actions	to	paralysis	of	a	few	satellites.	Attacks	
on	 China’s	 homeland	 would	 diminish	 major	
psychological	 and	 physical	 taboos	 for									
aerospace	 retaliation,	 which	 is	 regarded	
more	as	self-defence	than	pre-emptive	strike.	
	
Capability	 improvement	 is	 foundational	 to	
the	 PLA’s	 overall	 transformation.	 The								
previously	mentioned	 timetable	 for	 a	 three-
phased	 transition	 from	 a	 top-power	military	
to	 a	 superpower	 military	 by	 2050	 is												
tremendously	 ambitious,	 although	 the	
timeframe	 is	 not	 outrageous.	 China’s	 huge	
GDP	size	would	eventually	allow	the	military	
spending	on	a	par	of	 the	US	scales.	The	 first	
phase	will	see	the	PLA	realize	its	long-desired	
objective	 of	 mechanization.	 The	 goal	 of	 the	
second	 phase	 is	 to	 lessen	 the	 superpower’s	
overwhelming	 superiority	 over	 the	 PLA	 to	
one	of	relative	superiority.	By	the	end	of	the	
third	phase	in	2050,	the	PLA	will	largely	reach	
rough	power	parity	with	the	U.S.	according	to	
its	long-term	development	plan.	
	
Mechanization	by	2020	
Mechanization	 is	 important	 for	 the	 PLA	 for	
two	 reasons.	 First,	 only	 in	 advanced	 hard-
ware	platforms	can	informatization	measures	
work	 effectively.	 Secondly,	 mechanization	
has	 been	 especially	 cherished	 by	 a	 military	
like	 the	 PLA,	 which	 fought	 on	 foot	 against	
mechanized	 enemies	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 like	 in	
Korea	in	1950.	It	was	not	until	the	1970s	that	
the	PLA	achieved	motorization.	The	new	call	
of	mechanization	means	mechanization	with	
much	more	sophistication.	Specifically	it	aims	
to	 equip	 the	 bulk	 of	 the	 PLA	 with	 weapons				
of	 the	 “third	 generation”,	 comparable	 to	
weapons	commonly	used	by	NATO	countries,	
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such	as	 the	combat	aircraft	of	 the	Typhoons	
or	 aegis	 destroyers.	 In	 the	 meantime	 it	 will	
indict	the	“backbone”	weapons	of	the	fourth-
generation,	 similar	 to	 those	of	US	arms,	e.g.	
the	F-22s.	Advanced	platforms	are	sources	of	
confidence	 for	 the	 PLA	 to	 engage	 powerful	
foes.	 Thirdly,	 the	 reemphasis	 on	mechaniza-
tion	 highlights	 the	 urgency	 for	 the	 PLA	 to	
address	 the	 “short	 plate”	 in	 its	 overall	
equipment	modernization.	
	
“Short-plates”	and	“blank	holes”	in	the	PLA’s	
capability	 acquisition	 and	 inventory	 increas-
ingly	 prohibit	 its	 war	 preparation.	 When	 a	
joint	 informatized	 war	 breaks	 out,	 the	 PLA	
would	 be	 left	 in	 a	 disadvantageous	 combat	
situation	 due	 to	 lack	 of	 essential	 weapons.	
The	 typical	 example	 is	 the	 “heart	 (engine)	
disease”	 for	 China’s	 military	 aviation										
development	 that	 adversely	 affects	 all	 other	
elements	 of	 war	 preparation.	 More	 con-
cretely,	 the	 high-end	 PLA	 mechanization	 is	
measured	by	the	indicators	listed	below:	
	
1)	 The	 Navy	 is	 modernizing	 its	 fleets	 with					
an	 unprecedented	 pace	 of	 ship	 induction,	
rooted	in	a	huge	effort	to	build	carrier-based	
strike	groups	and	guided	by	an	RMA	type	of	
concept	 of	 “from	 the	 sea”.	 In	 the	 last	 five	
years,	the	Navy	has	received	70	capital	ships,	
including	two	aircraft	carriers.	Now	the	PLAN	
boasts	 28	 aegis	 destroyers	 (including	 four	
under	 construction),	 89	 frigates	 (including	
056As),	 and	over	 80	 submarines.	 The	 guide-
line	 is	 to	equip	the	Navy	with	a	new	fleet	of	
warships	at	one-go	rather	than	by	a	conven-
tional	practice	of	inducting	one	capital	ship	at	
a	time.	For	instance,	at	this	very	moment	one	
of	 the	 country’s	 ship-building	 companies		
Hudong	 is	 alone	 building	 13	 capital	 ships,	

including	two	055	cruisers	(15,000	tons),	four	
052	 aegis	 destroyers,	 five	 assault	 tank								
carriers	 and	 two	 093	 supply	 ships	 (40,000	
tons).	 When	 they	 are	 completed,	 they	 can	
form	a	large	deep-sea	going	fleet	at	one-go.	
	
2)	 The	 PLA	 Air	 Force	 (PLAAF)	 is	 in	 a	 great	
transition.	 It	 endeavours	 to	 achieve	 two				
strategic	objectives	set	in	the	1990s	amid	the	
campaign	to	learn	RMA:	to	catch	up	with	the	
global	 trend	 of	 integrating	 air	 power	 with	
space	power	 in	 informatized	warfare;	and	to	
transform	 itself	 from	 a	 tactical	 home-land	
defensive	 force	 to	 one	 that	 is	 capable	 of		
strategic	 offensive	missions	 beyond	 national	
borders.	In	terms	of	capability	strengthening,	
the	 PLAAF	 has	 simultaneously	 put	 on	 trial	
two	5th–G	stealthy	prototypes,	 the	 J-20	and	
the	J-31,	and	is	currently	the	only	air	force	in	
the	 world	 to	 engage	 in	 R&D	 for	 two	 5th–G	
aircrafts.	 Now,	 about	 20	 J-20s	 have	 been	
commissioned,	making	the	PLAAF	the	second	
largest	 air	 force	operating	 the	 5th-G	 aircraft	
in	the	world.		
	
For	the	first	time	since	the	1960s,	China	and	
the	US	have	operated	combat	aircraft	of	the	
same	 generation,	 although	 there	 is	 a	 huge	
number-gap	 between	 them.	 	 China	 is	 also	
conducting	 the	 largest	 number	 of	 UVA						
prototype	 trials	 on	 earth.	 The	 PLAAF	makes	
an	 effort	 to	 overcome	 its	 off-sided	 force	
structure	 due	 to	 lack	 of	 strike	 aircraft	 and	
special	 planes.	 Improving	 the	 ratio	 between	
interceptor	 and	 multirole	 aircrafts	 is	 a								
priority	for	 induction	with	more	of	the	latter	
entering	the	Service.		
	
The	 second	 feature	 is	 to	 provide	 the	 PLAAF	
with	more	 special	 aircrafts,	 such	 as	 AWACs,	
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ASWs	and	psychological		warfare	planes,	aer-
ial	 refuelling	 tankers,	 	 	 strategic	 lift	 aircrafts	
and	so	on.	Currently	the	PLAAF	has	13	types	
of	new	aircraft	prototypes	on	trial,	 the	most	
numerous	 in	 the	world.	 This	has	 started	 the	
PLAAF’s	2.0	 	epoch	with	the	R&D	and	 induc-
tion	of	a	 	number	of	aircraft	nick-named	20:	
the	J-20s;	the	Y-20s,	a	strategic	transport;	the	
Z-20s,	a	medium-heavy	helicopter,	and	the	H-
20s.	 This	 2.0	 epoch	 symbolizes	 the	 PLAAF’s						
unprecedented	 pace	 of	 hardware	 transfor-
mation.	
	
3)	The	Army	is	rectifying	its	own	“short-plate”	
capability	deficits.	Among	them,	for	instance,	
are	 the	 insufficient	 numbers	 of	 combat					
helicopters	 and	 modern	 main-battle	 tanks.	
The	PLA	set	a	key	gauge	on	its	completion	of	
the	 value-added	 mechanization,	 namely	 a	
helicopter	 brigade	 in	 all	 of	 its	 group	 armies	
(GA).	This	is	an	essential	precondition	for	the	
army	to	fight	modern	Air-Land	warfare	 in	an	
American	way	of	vertical	strike	and	defence,	
a	 Chinese	 version	 of	 RMA	 force	 transfor-
mation.		
	
The	PLAA	has	been	slow	 in	helicopter	 induc-
tion,	 given	 the	 large	 number	 of	 GAs	 in	 its	
structure,	the	shortage	of	financial	inputs	and	
the	technological	barriers.	Finally,	the	priority	
is	being	shifted	from	equipping			 	 	 	 	 	the	GAs	
with	transport	helicopters	to	the	induction	of	
strike	ones.	Now	 the	goal	 of	 complete	 army	
mechanization	is	hinged	on	whether	a	unit	of	
WZ-10	or	WZ-20	strike		helicopters	is	created	
in	every	GA	by	2020.	There	 is	no	doubt	 that	
when	the	PLA	 	 	 	 	 	 	 completes	 its	mechaniza-
tion	 by	 2020,	 it	will	 greatly	 boost	 its	 overall	
capability-based	transformation.	
	

Complete	force	modernization	by	2035	
The	timetable	of	completing	PLA	moderniza-
tion	 by	 2035	 is	 on	 the	 surface	 an	 abstract	
concept,	 as	 no	 criteria	 was	 given	 on	 what	
constitutes	 a	 modern	 PLA,	 nor	 were	 details		
of	 modernization	 given	 in	 terms	 of	 force	
transformation.	However,	 under	 Xi’s	 general	
guidance	on	war	preparation	that	drives	PLA	
transformation,	 some	 specific	 contents	 can	
be	 deciphered.	 Simply	 put,	 the	 goal	 for						
this	 phased	 development	 is	 to	 narrow	 the	
generational	 capability	 gap	 with	 the	 US.			
According	 to	Xi,	a	major	war	cannot	be	won	
against	 top	military	 powers	when	 there	 is	 a	
generational	gap	with	them	in	weaponry.	The	
best	 the	 PLA	 can	 do	 then	 is	 to	 pursue	 an	
asymmetric	 AD/2A	 type	 of	 warfare	 from	 a	
position	of	weakness.	
	
Of	particular	concern	 for	 the	PLA	 is	 its	weak	
capability	 in	 conducting	 net-work	 centric	
warfare.	 The	 goal	 is	 to	 deny	 the	 enemy’s		
one-way	 battle-field	 transparency	 as	 a					
strategic	 necessity,	 since	 the	 outcome	 of		
future	 wars	 will	 be	 determined	 by	 software	
sophistication,	 and	 not	 merely	 by	 advanced	
hardware	 platforms.	 To	 this	 end,	 the	 PLA	
Strategic	 Support	 Force	 will	 integrate	 all	
“new	 types	 of	 fighting	 components”	 in			
modern	 warfare,	 such	 as	 those	 for	 “star	
wars”,	 cyber	 warfare,	 internet	 warfare,				
unmanned	 warfare	 and	 so	 on.	 One	 of	 the	
early	objectives	is	to	generate	the	PLA’s	own	
battle-field	transparency	through	toughening	
its	C4ISR	structure,	 interconnectivity	and	the	
Data-Link	systems.	
	
In	summary,	while	the	US	tries	to	consolidate	
its	superiority	against	the	PLA	in	the	years	to	
come,	 the	 PLA	 endeavours	 to	 catch	 up	
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through	 an	 unprecedented	 reform	 that	 will	
eventually	 enhance	 its	 combat	 readiness			
according	 to	 the	world’s	 latest	 development	
of	military	science,	military	technologies	and	
the	 new	 modes	 of	 combat	 engagement.	
However,	 the	 risks	 for	 the	 PLA	 are	 also						
definite,	 as	 the	 transitional	 dislocations	may	
temporarily	 undermine	 its	 force	 coherence	
and	command	effectiveness	at	various	levels.	
More	profoundly,	China	 is	 in	peacetime,	but	
persistent	 emphasis	 on	 war	 fighting	 and			
subjecting	 the	 soldiers	 to	 constant	 war			
preparation	may	 eat	 into	 national	 resources	
at	 a	 time	 where	 the	 country’s	 economic	
growth	 loses	 vigour.	 Last	 but	 not	 the	 least,	
emphasis	 on	 war	 further	 lifts	 the	 military’s	
social	and	political	status	in	domestic	politics	
and	 in	 the	 decision-making	 process	 over			
foreign	 policy	 and	 territorial	 disputes.	 How	
the	 PLA	 overcomes	 these	 downsides	 of	
change	 is	 an	 interesting	 development	 for	 us	
to	watch.		




