ANALYSIS OF CHINA’S STRATEGIC POWER


By


Lim Tai Wei


Singapore Institute of International Affairs (SIIA) website contributor at www.siiaonline.org 


and Cornell PhD Student and SAGE scholar


(All Rights Reserved)





	Introduction. China’s ability to become a regional power seems to be on track. This paper will analyze the developments that seem to support this observation. The paper is divided into several sections, the land forces capabilities, the modernization of the air force, the naval projection ability, the hi-tech military industrial complex and political power projection.


	The Army. The army is the backbone of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) which is actually a nomenclature that covers the entire Chinese military despite the term ‘army’. The Chinese regional capability is firstly enhanced by the presence of the rapid reaction brigade whose development might have been spurred by the Taiwan independence challenge. Several dozens and a couple of brigades amongst China’s approximately 20 armies, 40 group divisions and several brigades have been upgraded to become rapid reaction forces. These forces transcends the previously somewhat static defenses in the 1980s where armies are grouped into clearly delineated regions and are solely responsible for their backyards in the provinces where the armies are based. 


The trend towards these divisions are slanted towards airborne troops, no doubt in part spurred by the success of the elite 82nd airborne division in the US military that had been crucial in securing important victories since WWII. This emulation is probably accelerated by Chinese observations of the 1991 Gulf War which has somewhat become of a prototypical model for Chinese military development, partially because of the stunning success of the US military in that war. Another obvious lessons from the 1991 conflict was the Chinese development of Special Operation forces that are similar in operations to SEALS, Delta force, commandoes, rangers and other elite forces that carry out sabotage, spying and specialized destruction of communications nodes and command posts.  The third main development in Chinese army capabilities is the gradual increase of armored divisions, especially after the T-80 MBT was released in 1987. Though 105 mm in caliber, It is, however, still lagging behind technologically compared to the M1A1 Abrams. 


The Navy. The PLAN or People Liberation Army Navy is probably the most important of the trio in terms of power projection. Overall, the PLAN has a long way to go before it can achieve the operational capability of the US Pacific 7th Fleet with its 15 or so aircraft carriers including the ones that run on nuclear energy. Its main weaknesses are the lack of an aircraft carrier, aging destroyers, obsolete technologies and the lack of allied overseas naval bases. The strategic aspect of the navy is also weak with a technologically backward strategic nuclear submarine fleet.


The strategic arm of the Navy is based on Xia and Han class submarines. The latter which is China’s first indigenously produced nuclear submarine is known to be accident-prone. Outside nuclear submarines, China’s domestic submarine fleet is still dominated by Romeo class, an outdated Soviet-era diesel submarine that is noisier than most conventional submarines. This aspect is only beginning to experience some changes with the purchase of Russian Kilo class submarines which are considered of the best conventional submarines in the world and probably one of the quietest. China’s antisubmarine warfare is also obsolete and had up to recently, depended on the 1960s antisubmarine mortars as its main defense. Again, this is now in the process of being upgraded with the purchase of the Whitehead A244S antisubmarine torpedo.               


	China’s southernmost base is Hainan. Though convenient for power projection when it comes to intimidating Taiwan, it is difficult to achieve a hegemonic regional presence in the South China seas traditionally treated by the Chinese as their own backdoor lake. Collectively, the US Pacific Fleet and its staunch allies in Australia (hosting US forces at Shoalwater Bay and coordinated exercises like Tandem Thrust), Singapore, Thailand (Cobra Gold) and the Philippines may limit the Chinese navy’s reach. China’s navy however is familiarizing itself with the region’s water through more visits, perhaps the greatest efforts to do so since the Ming dynasty’s Admiral Cheng Ho (Zheng He) journeys and the sailing of Qing Beiyang Fleet to Japan in the later half of the 19th century. 


Thus far, Chinese destroyers have been welcomed warmly at Malaysia and various other Southeast Asian countries. It may be a long way off in terms of establishing permanent presence in the region.  The Chinese have also become more open with their release of information, allowing US to establish military liaisons office in places like HK. In addition, they have made frequent visits to US bases in Hawaii for example.


The second major weakness of its conventional fleet is the tendency is place less priority on upgrading the air capabilities of the navy, priority given to arming the airforce with the latest planes like SU-27 but retaining the older planes for the navy (mostly obsolete). China does not have its own versions of F-14 Tomcats armed with phoenix missiles, STOL fighters like F-18 that are carrier appropriate or VTOL fighters like the Harriers (something it had tried procuring previously but failed).


The third major weakness of its conventional fleet was the lack of sophisticated anti-ship missiles. This problem is probably one of the most successful problems rectified by the Chinese in recent years with the installation of the JY1 Eagle Strike and HY2 missiles for destroyer ships in sea-battles. Such missiles are said to be able to destroy and sink destroyers up to 3000 tons. However, once again, there is vast room for improvement to match up to the US Harpoon in terms of range and technologies, especially since they are deployed even in other regional navies like the Japanese Aegis fleet. The Japanese SDF also produces its own hi-tech versions of naval based cruise missiles like the hi-tech Type 88 SSMs that are considerably more hi-tech than the Chinese counterparts having been modeled after American technologies.          


	Despite obvious problems, China’s navy is still sufficiently powerful in the region to be only seriously challenged by the US Pacific 7th fleet and the Japanese SDF navy. The Chinese navy is still formidable in the region with 50 destroyers. Other than these two major navies in the region, the other countries are unlikely to pose any credible challenge to the PLAN. However, the PLAN has been busy upgrading itself. Its crown jewel is perhaps the ultimate plan to build an aircraft carrier, a plan that is somewhat unpredictable, alternating between being shelved and being pursued aggressively at the same time. 


The first concrete evidence of this plan was procuring a decommissioned aircraft carrier that was intended to be stripped down in Australia, before being studied extensively by the Chinese. The second evidence is the purchase of an ex-Ukrainian aircraft carrier and converting it into an amusement park in Shenzhen but not without extensive studies as well. 


The Air force. The PLAF or the People’s Liberation Army Airforce is probably the weakest of the three in the sense that it is still made up of mostly obsolete fighters. T counter this weakness, China has been aggressively buying SU-27s, a rugged fighter famous for its hammerhead maneuvers and is now producing its own versions Jian 11. SU-27 is regarded as one of the best superiority fighter and multi role fighter-bombers in the world, though its reputation is somewhat tarnished recently by a series of accidents e.g. Farnborough. Still, Jian 11s and SU 27s can alter the strategic balance over the air in China’s favor considerably.  


China’s export of aircraft however tells a different story. Though it is obsolete in terms of technology say compare to the Japanese or US airforce in the region, China’s fighters are popular exports in the region because of its affordable prices, especially if China sells them at ‘friendship prices’. Myanmar for example is one of the largest customers of the export F-7M fighters (upgraded versions of the Soviet MIG 21) and at one point of time, its purchase of these Chinese fighters frightened traditional rival Thailand. But cooler assessments of the strategic balance between the two countries concluded that the F-16s in Thailand may still prove a match for the F-7Ms. Moreover, it appears that Myanmar is more interested in using the aircrafts for counter insurgencies than for external conflicts or swaggering over the Thais.  


Hi-tech Military Industrial Complex. At one point of time, there were worries expressed about China’s military industrial complex, stating that since the PLA was allowed to privatize some of its weapons manufacturing arms to raise more funds at the local levels to support military needs. There was a real fear that the PLA would sin off into more or less independent military fiefdoms and veer into a semi-independent status, becoming harder for the Chinese communists party political leadership to control. These rumors have remained as such and seemed to have dissipated into obscurity. 


China has also recently enjoyed brisk sales of its export weapons. Some of its sales worry the West as they are sufficiently hi-tech to pose a threat to Western power especially since the highly publicized Silkworm sinking of US ships in the Gulf in the early 1980s. Missiles like the C-201 and HY2 Hongying posed a big headache for the Western powers especially in the Gulf area as the launchers for these missiles are difficult to detect and upon firing the entire system can be shut down and hidden from detection till the next launch is ready. They can cover 14 000 square kilometers of sea space, perfect for coastal defense and deadly for Western patrol ships. Under US pressures, the Chinese have stopped selling naval based cruise missiles to countries like Iran. These missiles are reported to have 70% success rate. See below for a regional cruise missiles comparison chart. 


China has also demonstrated that it has developed cyberspace warfare capabilities, being able to deface official government websites at will whenever bad relations emerges between China and the US (e.g. after the collision of the EP3 spy plane with a Chinese fighter) or Japan (when its leader visit Yasukuni shrine). Its supercomputer manufacture ability is proven by its indigenously produced Legend Deepcom 1800 reportedly the 24th fastest computer in the world and the current craze to complete its goal of a moon walk by 2004 will see considerable resources placed in the aspect of space technologies, including military applications. 


Political/Economic Power Projections. Military power is of course just one aspect of Chinese power projection. Other important elements include establishing close political and economic ties with regional countries. In the economic sphere, the Chinese have negotiated a free trade agreement (FTA) with ASEAN countries – a highly welcome initiative since China is perceived as sucking away external investments destined for ASEAN- a region still recovering from the 1997 financial economic crisis. 


China has also created a significant beachhead in Myanmar, recently noticed by more paranoid ASEAN observers that Myanmar may become the Albania of Southeast Asia. China is now a major ally of the military regime in Myanmar and a major arms exporter there. There are reports that Myanmar is also hosting some Chinese military installations as well in exchange for close Chinese friendship. Recent developments especially after 911, indicate however the scales seemed to have tipped to US’s favor again as Southeast Asian countries once again invite the Americans back into their folds. This especially so in countries like the Philippines and Singapore – experiencing a renaissance of sorts in diplomacy last seen in the common stance against communism in the 1970s Vietnam war. 


The blackhorse in the region seems to be Australia which has declared itself to be the US deputy in the region since 1999. It has shown itself to be a pragmatic country, leaning towards China when it is economically beneficial to do and then allying with the US publicly in the war against terrorism. Its major oil deal with the Chinese indicate a certain level of economic reliance on the emerging regional economic power of China. Yet on the other hand, it was not too long ago when Australia formed the last portion of the crescent theory, a reportedly US-led Chinese containment strategy where Australia forms the last part of the crescent in the region – a development that irked the Chinese.


Economic Power. Besides the immediate region, the Chinese have also expanded their power overseas to faraway distances. Some US sources are fearful of Chinese purchase of the Panama Canal and US docks on the West Coast. The Chinese have denied such purchases are directed at the US. One thing is clear though that with the Chinese progress in economic power, its military is bound to benefit from it. In March 2002, China announced that it was going to increase its military budget by 17.6% to 20 billion US dollars.        


Conclusion. China was considered a strategic competitor by the US Bush administration not too long ago. Things have changed substantially since 911 and the US policy has realigned itself with the latest development, focusing on the war of terror. This ironically enables for the two great powers to come together in the same war and fostered good relations between the both of them.  Given the highly favorable US-China relations now, both sides do not want to rock the boat. This is epitomized by Jiang Zemin being hosted at President Bush’s ranch in Texas recently. President Jiang stopped over on his way to Mexico. 


It is reported that the meeting took almost four months to plan amidst a flurry of coordination between the two states’ bureaucracies to make the meeting successful. The two were even reportedly on turkey hunts on the ranch together (according to a recent speech given by Amb. Winston Lord at the John Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies). Such symbolic closeness and healing of relations that had somewhat dipped after the EP3 spyplane and accidental bombing of the Chinese embassy in Serbia, is likely to continue in the near future. 


�
Comparison of Regional Cruise Missiles


Country of Origin�
India�
China�
Taiwan�
USA�
Japan�
Russia�
�
Name of Cruise missile�
Sagarika�
HY-2 Silkworm/ HY-4/ Seersucker/ HN1/ HN2/ Russian intelligence uncovered KH 55 production in China/ HN3 is in production/ C802 export


LACM under production�
Hsiung Feng 2�
ACM/ Harpoon/ tomahawk�
SSM-1�
SSN-2C Styx / SSN-3/ SSN-21/ Haddock/ SSN12 Sampson/ SSN26 Yakhont/ KH 10 Khipper/ KH 55 Kent/ KH 55 SM�
�
Range(km)�
250-350�
HY-2: 105


C802=120


HN1 = 600


HN2=1500


KH55=2500�
?�
3000�
?�
Haddock = 500/ Yakhont = 250/ Kent = 2500�
�
Mode of Launch�
Submarine�
Truck or tube launched


C802 ship launched�
?�
Ship, airlaunched�
?�
Mostly ship, bomber – air launched�
�
Guidance�
Prob TERCOM or inertial�
Control surface, LACM is by TERCOM or inertial�
?�
GPS, TERCOM and infra red mapping�
Probably GPS�
Probably Russian satellite guidance, TERCOM or Inertial�
�
Cost:�
?�
?�
?�
Tomahawk = 1.5 million USD�
?�
Styx is considered the cheapest cruise missile available on the market�
�
Remarks�
?�
The Chinese are believed to own Tomahawks that did not explode in the last Gulf War through their intelligence. HN1 is designed to carry nuclear, HE or cluster munitions warhead, C802 =HE warhead





Major exporter of cruise missiles�
?�
ACM and tomahawk capable of delivering nuclear and chem. Warheads, cluster bomblet warhead, carbon fiber thread (carbon carbon threat warhead)  used to short circuit power stations�
Manufactures chips for US cruise missiles warheads�
SSN21 nuclear and biological capable. KH 55SM is the most powerful missile on the market that can carry a 200 kiloton warhead





Major exporter of cruise missiles�
�
�
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