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INTRODUCTION

Since the 1980s, the Chinese People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) has been undergoing a comprehensive 
reform process to move from a personnel-heavy, low-
tech force designed to expel invaders to one that is 
technology-intensive and focused on operating be-
yond China’s coasts. The PLA is currently focused on 
traditional arfighting missions, ith an emphasis 
on winning local wars under informationized condi-
tions shaping its military preparedness.1 While Chi-
na’s ability to project conventional military power 
beyond its periphery remains limited2 as China gains 
greater influence ithin the international community, 
it is becoming increasingly focused on modernizing 
its military capabilities to include “a wider range of 
missions beyond its immediate territorial concerns, 
including counterpiracy, peacekeeping, humanitarian 
assistance/disaster relief (HADR), and regional mili-
tary operations.”3

Since 2004, China has increasingly focused on cop-
ing with nontraditional security threats and safeguard-
ing the state’s development and overseas interests.4 
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This has inspired the Chinese military to increasingly 
conduct missions beyond its immediate territory, in 
particular to handle threats to Chinese citizens and 
economic interests abroad.5 Chinese armed forces are 
already emphasizing how they would be employed 
during peacetime for military operations other than 
war (MOOTW) to: 

strengthen overseas operational capabilities such as 
emergency response and rescue, merchant vessel pro-
tection at sea and evacuation of Chinese nationals, and 
provide reliable security support for China’s interests 
overseas.6

The PLA’s experience to date with such expedi-
tionary operations is limited, but expanding rapidly. 
Since 2002, the PLA has undertaken 36 urgent inter-
national humanitarian aid missions.7 Chinese naval 
vessels have engaged in expeditionary goodwill tours 
such as the 2012 voyage of the PLAN ship Zheng He 
and the 2010-13 “Harmonious Missions” of a hospi-
tal ship to provide medical aid in Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America.8 To date, China’s participation in the 
anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden is the most 
notable example of the PLA conducting expeditionary 
operations. As one Chinese Rear Admiral notes, the 
main point of the operation was not to combat pirates, 
as the Chinese navy’s main mission was not to attack 
or detain them, but to protect Chinese overseas eco-
nomic interests.9 The mission began in January 2009 

hen a hinese naval flotilla consisting of a replen-
ishment ship and two destroyers arrived in the Gulf 
of Aden off Somalia to protect merchant ships from 
pirates.10 Over the course of 500 operations, this force 
has protected more than 5,000 commercial vessels.11 
The humanitarian aspect of the operation allowed the 
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PLA to operate outside China and gain valuable de-
ployment experience, without being seen as a threat.12 

The amount of resources China dedicates to its 
glo al missions ill e influenced y a num er of 
variables, including the U.S. response to this evolu-
tion, and China’s relations with regional states such 
as Japan, North Korea, Taiwan, Vietnam and the Phil-
ippines. But domestic and international imperatives 
could ensure that China develops power projection 
capabilities regardless. Furthermore, the Chinese 
leadership is likely to believe that the capabilities 
necessary for such expeditionary capabilities could 
also be employed in regional contingencies, thereby 
increasing the political support for their development. 
In this chapter, I will outline what doctrine, force 
structure, and organization and training would most 
likely characterize a globally expeditionary PLA. The 
chapter then addresses the implications of a global 
expeditionary PLA capable of operating to a limited 
degree overseas for regional and global security.

FUTURE NATURE AND DIRECTION OF 
CHINESE MILITARY MODERNIZATION

A range of domestic and international factors—
from the need to protect overseas Chinese interests 
to the status of regional issues—could, by 2025-30, 
compel the PLA to act increasingly globally. A global 
expeditionary PLA is not inevitable, but one of three 
possible scenarios of the PLA’s development covered 
in this volume. In this alternative future, by 2025-30 
a global expeditionary PLA could be able to project 
limited power in a limited area for a short duration 
anywhere in the world. This global expeditionary ca-
pability will allow China to play a role in peacekeep-
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ing, HADR, and stability operations regionally and 
globally. China could also develop capabilities such 
as expeditionary strike groups and special operations 
to conduct raids, noncombatant evacuation opera-
tions (NEOs), security operations, counterblockades, 
strikes, and amphibious exercises. If the Party lead-
ership mandates the PLA to modernize and train to 
operate eyond the first and second island chain, the 
majority of those efforts would be undertaken by the 
PLA Navy (PLAN) and PLA Air Force (PLAAF). This 
section addresses the likely developments in doctrine, 
force posture, and organization and training of a PLA 
capable of projecting power globally.

DOCTRINE, STRATEGIC GUIDELINES,  
AND OPERATIONAL CONCEPTS

Doctrinal changes would likely accompany any 
changes in the direction and focus of Chinese military 
evolution to account for the addition of global expe-
ditionary missions. Since 1949, China’s doctrine has 
evolved as the Party leadership’s threat perceptions 
and China’s ability to meet them have changed.13 In 
this future scenario, the state of the international en-
vironment, potential threats to China, the most likely 
type of ar and the est ays to fight that ar ill 
shift significantly, calling for an addition to the cur-
rent formulation of “local war under informationized 
conditions.” In terms of equipment, integration, and 
training, China plans to have the process of mecha-
nization (the deployment of advanced military plat-
forms) and informatization (bringing them together 
as a network) completed by 2020. Around this time, 
in this scenario, President Xi Jinping would announce 
a corollary to local war, win-win global operations, 
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asserting that China must also develop the skills and 
platforms necessary to project power globally to be 
a responsible great power. Within the top echelons 
of government, there would be more discussion and 
formalization of the basis for MOOTW and a focus 
on creating the ability to conduct simultaneous op-
erations in different locations globally, in addition to 
joint operations. 

Additionally, Chinese operational concepts will 
likely evolve to account for shifting priorities and 
frequency of certain types of missions. For obvious 
reasons, the joint island landing campaign is the most 
prominent operation currently found in publicly 
available Chinese writings. This campaign objective’s 
would be: 

to break through or circumvent shore defense, estab-
lish and build a beachhead, transport personnel and 
material to designated landing sites in the north or 
south of Taiwan’s western coastline, and launch at-
tacks to seize and occupy key targets and/or the entire 
island.14 

Strategic air raids designed to leverage the PLA’s 
asymmetric advantages over potential adversaries 
to achieve localized air superiority is another type of 
campaign currently at the top of Beijing’s priorities.15 
But as the PLA begins to operate farther from China’s 
shores, ensuring its own ability to conduct opera-
tions may take precedence over capabilities designed 
to degrade an adversary’s capability. A reprioritiza-
tion of campaigns coupled with the addition of new 
campaigns could shift the focus from defense-orient-
ed campaigns to security operations and strikes. By 
2025-30, Chinese strike capability could move beyond 
the Second Artillery to give equal strategic weight to 
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strikes conducted by the PLA, PLAN and PLAAF—
a doctrinal change that has institutional and strategic 
implications. 

Lastly, Chinese leaders would begin to consider 
the framework needed to build the type of strategic 
partnerships necessary for expeditionary operations. 
To date, China has been focused on developing rela-
tionships that will help it improve its capabilities and 
increase its political power. China has already begun 
this process, though to a limited degree. For example, 
in February 2014, China signed a security and defense 
agreement with Djibouti to promote regional stabil-
ity in the Gulf of Aden region.16 China participated in 
RIMPAC 2014, the biennial naval exercise hosted by 
the United States that involves 23 nations. Within the 
framework of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO), China and other SCO member states have con-
ducted a total of nine bilateral and multilateral exer-
cises.17 China has also conducted joint exercises with 
Thailand, Singapore, Romania, Indonesia, Pakistan, 
Belarus, Venezuela, Colombia, Russia, Australia, New 
Zealand and Turkey since 2010. 18

While Chinese leaders have been adamantly against 
formal alliances, given the operational necessity of 
this global expeditionary scenario, a debate could en-
sue in China about changing its approach, akin to the 
way China changed its approach to peacekeeping op-
erations in the 1990s. Chinese strategists are currently 
ideologically averse to overseas bases partly due to the 
national narrative that only hegemonic powers seek 
such arrangements.19 Though useful in operations, es-
ta lishing overseas ases or hu s are in direct conflict 
with Chinese foreign policy, defense policy, and mili-
tary strategy.20 Mutual defense treaties and permanent 
bases are therefore unlikely at this stage, but Beijing’s 
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ideology is elastic, and could e reshaped to fit prag-
matic realities if required. China could begin to pursue 
formal treaties to institutionalize arrangements to use 
facilities in other countries. To maintain the appear-
ance of consistency, Beijing would retain its rhetoric 
against alliances and put forth strategic guidance that 
describes these arrangements as win-win agreements 
between equal partners seeking to enhance stability 
and security in the region. According to one Chinese 
naval officer, if hina ere to go this route, first e -
perts would have to posit and discuss the idea, then 
revisions would have to be made to the white paper, 
supported by diplomatic efforts. But he noted it was 
unlikely China would station troops overseas or oper-
ate from overseas bases, because such a change would 
require major changes to Chinese defense and grand 
strategy, in addition to a major diplomatic undertak-
ing.21 Increased multilateral exercises and operations 
would likely follow to reassure countries that China 
will not unilaterally pursue changes in the status quo 
through the use of force. 

FORCE POSTURE

In order to conduct global operations, the PLA 
would start to develop the ability to force open denied 
air and sea space far from Chinese territory in order to 
be able to operate beyond immediate periphery and 
in hostile environments away from friendly ports.22 
In addition to building the relevant air, naval, and 
ground forces, the PLA will prioritize the systems and 
skills necessary for joint operations. For any type of 
expeditionary operation, conducted in peacetime or in 
war, China will need to make major advances in infor-
mation warfare—space, cyber, and electronic warfare. 
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Chinese writings suggest that the PLA believes these 
three types of technologies not only enable operations, 
but should also be treated as separate domains that 
must be seized and denied to an adversary.23

In terms of space assets, China will be able to call 
upon communication and navigation satellites, and a 
robust, space-based ocean surveillance system in par-
ticular for its operations. The PLA also understands 
that in order to e effective in modern conflicts and 
MOOTW, it must have the Command, Control, Com-
munications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance 
and Reconnaissance (C4ISR) capacity to carry out joint 
operations. By 2025-30, a global expeditionary PLA 
must have made great strides in C4ISR integration in-
cluding creating a model system to facilitate interop-
erability of its information technology systems.24 Digi-
tal C4ISR connectivity will revolutionize the PLA’s 
ability to conduct modern combined arms military 
operations.25 The incorporation of improved C4ISR 
networks into training will ensure that the forces are 
consistently provided with real-time data transmis-
sion within and between units, enabling better com-
mand and control during operations.26 

Cyber and electronic warfare capabilities will also 
enhance China’s ability to conduct global operations, 
especially in contested environments. Currently, 
China is more focused on cyber warfare as a means to 
e filtrate data from vulnera le net or s, to serve as 
a force multiplier when coupled with kinetic attacks, 
and to target an adversary’s networks to constrain 
its actions or slow its response time.27 As the Chinese 
military begins to operate abroad, cyber warfare will 
become a critical tool in gathering intelligence on 
potential areas in which the PLA may be required 
to operate, known as intelligence preparation of the  
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operational environment (IPOE). The PLA will also 
work to expand their electronic warfare capabilities, 
which consist of technologies that weaken and destroy 
electronic equipment and systems and protect one’s 
own electronic equipment and systems. During air 
operations, these systems would be employed against 
communication nodes, radars, command centers, and 
air-defense weapon control systems in particular. If 
conducting operations at sea, such as a counter block-
ade campaign, electronic warfare forces would be 
used against enemy ships and airborne and sea-based 
anti-missile systems. 28

While this section focuses on the assets needed to 
sustain operations far from China’s shores, the PLA 

ill simultaneously continue to improve its arfight-
ing capabilities with a focus on regional contingen-
cies. Current plans suggest that by 2020, China will be 
able to employ satellites and reconnaissance drones; 
thousands of surface-to-surface and anti-ship mis-
siles; more than 60 stealthy conventional submarines 
and at least six nuclear attack submarines; increasing-
ly stealthy surface combatants and stealthy manned 
and unmanned combat aircraft; and space and cyber 
warfare capabilities. It is also possible that China will 
invest in additional aircraft carriers.29 But even as the 

 prepares to fight local ars under high tech con-
ditions within the region, it will expand its attention 
on expeditionary capabilities in the air, on the sea, and 
on the ground.

Air.

hina ill invest in large fleets of tan ers and 
long-range large transport aircraft for various mis-
sions such as NEOs. China has ordered but not taken 



216

delivery of four IL-78/MIDAS tankers, but even these 
can support at most a squadron of Su-30s in combat 
operations, so the PLA would look to use a more ad-
vanced platform by 2025-30.30 China will be looking 
to expand its inventory of large transport airplanes 
capa le of carrying large cargo for long range flights  
This may include more IL-76s from Russia, but more 
likely the advanced models of the indigenously manu-
factured Y-20 aircraft. The Y-20 should give China the 
ability to quickly ship troops, vehicles, and supplies 
over long distances, though the PLA may need to up-
grade the engines at some point for the Y-20 to be able 
to do so efficiently 31 The PLAAF will also continue to 
progress in its Airborne Early Warning (AEW), Elec-
tronic Warfare, and command and control systems, 
including significant unmanned aerial vehicle  
development.32

In addition to developing and acquiring systems 
designed to sustain operations abroad, the PLA will 
continue to progress in traditional arfighting capa-
bilities. The PLAAF will likely phase out its aging H6 
fleet  33 The new H-6K, which was unveiled in 2013, is 
likely only a stopgap measure. Though China’s inten-
tions are unclear at this point, the PLA will likely have 
a stealthier platform by 2025-30.34 The PLAAF’s 2025-
30 inventory will include a low-observable aircraft a 
low-observable aircraft derived from either the J-20  
or J-31.

UAV development over the next 15 years will be 
significant  the  ill li ely have several massive 
fleets of mostly cheap drones operated y the ground 
forces, the General Staff Department (GSD), PLAN, 
PLAAF, Second Artillery, and Coast Guard.35 Each 
will bolster the operational requirements of the re-
spective service or unit they serve.36 These assets will 
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probably be truck-launched to keep them operation-
ally fle i le and surviva le, or some could e ased 
on carriers. While most will be used regionally, larger 
drones could serve as long-range reconnaissance plat-
forms or focus on decoy, jamming, and swarming 
tactics for penetrating enemy air defense systems in 
expeditionary operations. However, China will likely 
continue to suffer from a lack of bases outside China. 

Sea.

China’s defense white paper articulates the desire 
to develop blue water navy capabilities for conduct-
ing operations, carrying out international coopera-
tion and countering nontraditional security threats, 
and enhancing capabilities of strategic deterrence and 
counterattack.37 But currently, strategic sealift beyond 
Taiwan is quite limited. China has never possessed a 
robust capability to transport and land troops under 
combat conditions.38 China has three Yuzhao class 
landing platform dock (LPD) ships, each capable of 
transporting one battalion of marines and their vehi-
cles and two large multiproduct replenishment ships 
that carry fuel, water, ammunition, and other sup-
plies.39 But to be a global expeditionary PLAN, the ser-
vice will need to increase the number of LPDs as well 
as the number of large, multiproduct replenishment 
ships to support long-range patrols.40 China would 
also have to address the limitations of inadequate air 
defense, lack of experience in formation steaming, and 
lack of ability and training in cross-beach movement 
of forces to enhance its amphibious assault capabili-
ties.41 The Chinese navy may also invest to a greater 
degree in a marine corps as an offshore expedition-
ary force given the increased need to prepare for  
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amphibious landings and assaults. China’s marines 
will have to expand from the current two brigades 
of 6,000 men each, but the ultimate level of forces 
depends on the type of amphibious operations the 
PLA stresses in 2025-30 and the forces of surrounding 
countries.42 China may also put off such investments 
given the e traordinarily difficult nature of amphi i-
ous operations—at this point, only the United States 
has a robust capability. Even now, China currently 
has more marines than naval powers such as Austra-
lia, Great Britain, and Japan. 

Currently the PLAN possesses approximately 77 
principal surface combatants, more than 60 subma-
rines, 55 medium and large amphibious ships and 
roughly 85 missile-equipped small combatants.43 The 
PLAN would develop the capabilities and assets need-
ed to protect the sea lines of communication (SLOCs) 
and engage in operations far from its shores. To that 
end, the PLAN has already begun the process of retir-
ing legacy combatants in favor of larger, multi-mission 
ships, equipped with advanced anti-ship, anti-air, and 
anti-submarine weapons and sensors.44 China may 
also commission more carriers, along with their air-
craft and s, ith the ustification that carriers are 
useful in maritime security operations and operations 
other than war. These carriers, plus 18 air defense 
destroyers with Aegis-like anti-air warfare systems, 
and 36 frigates and corvettes equipped primarily for 
anti-submarine warfare (ASW), will be tasked with 
defending the SLOCs.45 

China may expand the number of attack subma-
rines (SSNs) for sustained patrols in distant waters or 
to conduct counterblockade operations, though China 
will rely heavily on conventionally powered subma-
rines equipped with air-independent-propulsion to 
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patrol out to the first and eventually the second is-
land chains. China’s economic growth relies heavily 
on its access to natural resources, and its petroleum 
comes primarily from the Middle East, which has to 
pass through a number of vulnerable chokepoints in-
cluding the Luzon and Taiwan straits and the Strait of 
Malacca and Strait of Hormuz. China currently can-
not project naval control over these chokepoints, but 
future capabilities may be developed to address this 
vulnerability. To date, China has stressed anti-surface 
warfare over ASW. But China may start to focus on 
developing counterblockade capabilities to protect vi-
tal SLOCs, such as more advanced sonar operations 
and airborne ASW.

Ground. 

As China’s focus expands from homeland defense 
to regional contingencies, to global expeditions, the 
relative role of the PLA Army (PLAA) with respect to 
the other services will decrease. By 2025-30, the num-
ber of active and reserve soldiers in the PLAA will 
likely be reduced to fewer than two million, unless 
there is a conventional flare up ith ndia, ietnam, 
Russia, or instability on the border with North Korea. 
The PLAA, however, will still have critical missions 
within a global expeditionary PLA. The PLAA is reori-
enting itself already from theater operations to trans-
theater mobility focusing on army aviation troops, 
light mechanized units and special operations forces 
(SOF), and enhancing building of digitized units, 
making its units small, modular, and multi-functional 
to enhance capabilities for air-ground integrated oper-
ations, long-distance maneuvers, rapid assaults, and 
special operations. 
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China’s reluctance to get involved globally on 
a large scale may translate to a prioritization of de-
velopment of China’s special operations capabilities. 
China created its elite special forces and Rapid Reac-
tion Units (RRU) in the 1980s. Today, their training ex-
tends into more unconventional arfighting missions 
such as sabotage, and no-contact long range warfare 
(indirect attacks against an enemy from beyond the 
line of sight), with the United States and Japan as po-
tential enemies. According to the PLA Army Daily: 

Special forces warfare includes detailed battle theo-
ries, such as special forces reconnaissance, attacks and 
sabotage, and comprehensive battle theories, such as 
integrated land-sea-air-space-electronic combat, all-
dimensional simultaneous attacks, nonlinear combat, 
no-contact long-range warfare, asymmetrical combat, 
large-scale night combat and ‘surgical’ strikes.46 

According to On Military Campaigns, one of several 
special operations missions include: 

raids to kill or capture enemy command personnel (in-
cluding military and government leaders), or destroy 
small units in the enemy’s rear area or key command 
and control, intelligence, or logistics systems.47 

China’s Rapid Reaction Forces (RRF) currently 
consist of army special forces, army aviation units, 
the marine corps, and airborne troops. They focus 
primarily on order defense, internal armed conflict, 
maintaining public order, and conducting disaster 
relief missions.48 While all “rapid reaction,” the army 
special forces and airborne troops would split off and 
develop the core SOF mission, while the marine corps 
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and army aviation will progress to address more tra-
ditional arfighting tas s  hinese ritings suggest a 
traditional understanding of SOF in that they would 
be used for special reconnaissance, decapitation, 
counterterrorism, hostage rescue, and also have a psy-
chological effect that will impose caution by increas-
ing the risk of war.49 ome specific missions include  
“prisoner snatch operations; raids on enemy missile 
sites, CPs, and communications facilities; harassment 
and interdiction operations to prevent or delay enemy 
movements; strategic reconnaissance; anti-terrorist 
operations.”50 The PLA may heavily rely on types of 
special operations forces to accomplish their goals 
overseas partly because of the small footprint, but 
primarily because training and readiness of regular 
troops will continue to be a weakness of their military 
forces.51

By 2025-30, joint use of special forces with the 
PLA’s amphibious and airborne forces, expected im-
provements in sealift and airlift capabilities, coupled 
with the increasing mechanization of airborne and 
army and marine amphibious units will increase the 
reach and effectiveness of these forces. By the end of 
that decade, PLA forces may be capable of capturing 
ports and airfields in neigh oring states, leading to a 
victorious campaign on land.52

ORGANIZATION, TRAINING, AND LOGISTICS

Reforms beyond hardware in terms of organiza-
tion, training, and readiness must be undertaken as 
well for the PLA to expand its operational reach. First, 
China will need to improve the movement of mili-
tary units within China. The PLA still conducts long 
distance maneuver training at speeds measured by 
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how fast the next available cargo train can transport 
its tanks and guns forward.53 To improve its air and 
sealift, China will have to mobilize the civilian sec-
tor, especially in the area of aviation. Furthermore, 
the Chinese Communist Party will have to move to 
strengthened interior ground, air, and waterway lines 
of communication. The PLA will also have to consider 
the logistics needed to deploy globally and sustain 
operations abroad. A reorganization of the current 
Military Region (MR) system is a necessary step to im-
prove mobility. Since 2010, the PLA has attempted to 
improve its trans-MR maneuvers by carrying out a se-
ries of campaign level exercises and drills, codenamed 
Mission Action.54 China could reduce the number of 
MRs from seven to perhaps four and implement a 
joint operational command structure.55 Given the new 
importance of the PLAN, PLAAF, and Second Artil-
lery, another major step toward “jointness” would 

e assigning a navy or air force officer as an   
commander.56 

he  ill have to consider ho  to fit glo al 
logistics into this MR system; given its diverse set 
of tasks and missions, the PLA will need to improve 
its logistical system so that it is fle i le, distri uted, 
and nimble.57 Analysis of past operations such as the 
PLAN’s deployment to the Gulf of Aden demonstrates 
that the issue of preparedness during emergency, the 
problem of preserving consumables over long peri-
ods of time, and the lack of nearby Chinese facilities/
bases to which it can send vessels for maintenance and 
repair continue to plague long-distance PLAN opera-
tions.58 Because the PLA’s ability to force open denied 
air and sea space far from Chinese territory will likely 
still be constrained in 2025-30, it will still be challeng-
ing to operate beyond its immediate periphery and 
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in hostile environments away from friendly ports.59 
Bringing along military supply ships with 3 months’ 
worth of fuel, food, fresh water, and spare parts, as 
China did in the Gulf of Aden, will not be a viable 
strategy if China is to conduct larger, more prolonged, 
or contested, operations.60 Overseas bases may be the 
only ay for hina to e a le to deploy and fight on 
the high seas; the lack of such resources is one of the 
major differences between major and minor naval 
powers.61 China may need them as forward operating 
bases and logistics platforms, as well as to conduct 
amphibious assaults.62

Some believe that China wants to build a series 
of bases in the Indian Ocean to support naval opera-
tions along the routes linking China to Persian Gulf 
oil sources. There, Beijing can pursue access in coun-
tries such as Oman, Pakistan, and Burma that are 
politically insulated from Indian and U.S. pressure. 
Others believe that the PLAN only wants to have 
places in the Indian Ocean where it can restock and 
refuel, rather than its own bases.63 The latter is prob-
ably the more likely scenario, especially given the les-
sons learned from the Soviet Union’s overextension, 
and the priority of concerns closer to home.64 Leaving 
aside China’s ideological aversion to overseas bases, 
it is also important to keep in mind that in these ar-
eas, facilities are difficult to defend and host nations 
may not e sufficiently sta le to support operations 65 
Given these obstacles, for China to start preposition-
ing supplies overseas or establishing institutional ar-
rangements to allow operations from other countries, 
the driver would have to be more than just the need 
to operate escort vessels like in a Gulf of Aden type of  
operation.66

The PLA will need to improve training to en-
hance the ability to conduct multiple joint operations  
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simultaneously. China currently conducts exercises 
frequently; for example, during the month of January 

, a three ship flotilla from the anhai leet egan 
com at e ercises in the est acific cean and ast 
Indian Ocean.67 Additionally, nearly 100,000 Chinese 
soldiers and thousands of vehicles from the 16th and 
39th Army Groups of the Shenyang MR mobilized for 
a winter exercise to prepare for a potential crisis over 
the Korean peninsula.68 

However, despite the scale and frequency of these 
exercises, PLA individual and unit training standards 
remain low, and are improving only gradually. Cur-
rently, PLAAF pilots typically get less than 10 hours 
of flight time a month and only last year egan to su -
mit their o n flight plans 69 China’s naval infantry and 
other amphibious warfare units train by landing on big 
sandy beaches, an unrealistic environment to train for 
conflict over disputed islands 70 Moreover, in recent 
exercises, PLA troops have lacked the emotional for-
titude to succeed in high-pressure situations, possibly 
one of the reasons for President Xi Jinping’s focus on 
enhancing combat readiness among the PLA.71 There-
fore, Chinese exercises will need to become larger and 
more complicated coupled with training that is more 
frequent, intense and realistic for the PLA to become a 
global expeditionary force by 2025-30. 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This chapter presents how the PLA may evolve 
with respect to doctrine, force structure, organization, 
and training if it were to transition to a force capable 
of conducting global expeditionary operations. How-
ever, such new and expansive PLA capabilities will 
have significant implications for hina s illingness 
to use force as well as regional stability. 
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Propensity to Use Force. 

The breadth of capabilities the PLA would acquire 
to conduct global expeditionary operations could also 
augment Beijing’s options in resolving both global 
and regional disputes. Augmented sea and airlift, ad-
vanced SOF capabilities, a greater number of surface 
vessels and aircraft, and most significant, operational 
experience for its forces, could encourage China to 
expand the scope of its interests and willingness to 
use force to protect those interests. China could be-
come more forceful, confident in its a ility to achieve 
its objectives by support alone with the backing of  
its people. 

While China may currently have no intention of 
becoming a global hegemon, the introduction of new 
capabilities in turn could drive changes in Chinese 
grand strategy away from limited regional aims. Chi-
nese strategists and netizens have already launched a 
debate about whether China should aspire to become 
a global military power. Currently, those debates are 
couched in discussions about how China should ap-
proach its territorial disputes, especially in the East 
and South China Seas.72 ut influential thin ers such 
as Colonel Liu Mingfu, a former professor at the PLA 
National Defense University, writes in his book China 
Dream that China should aim to surpass the United 
States as the world’s top military power.73 In a March 
2010 newspaper poll, 80 percent of respondents re-
sponded positively to the question, “Do you think 
China should strive to be the world’s strongest coun-
try militarily?” However, less than half of respon-
dents approved of a policy to publicly announce such 
an objective.74
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Stability and Balance of Power.

Even if this future scenario spurs a growth in tra-
ditional power projection capabilities or increased use 
of force abroad, the implications for the United States 
and its regional allies and partners are uncertain. This 
could create balancing backlash in Asia and instability 
as incentives for preventive war increase with the rap-
id shifts in the regional balance of power. However, 
this future scenario could also create a more assertive 
China that is positioned to provide public goods to the 
international community and region, further enmesh-
ing Beijing into the current world order, and reducing 
the incentives to use force to resolve disputes. 

Globally, increased expeditionary capabilities 
could increase the potential for Chinese interference 
in issues in which the United States may prefer Chi-
na’s traditional hands-off approach. Chinese inter-
ests in the Middle East, Africa, and South America, 
as well as Beijing’s preference for stability over other 
factors such as human rights, may clash with those of 
the United States. With increased capabilities, China 
may take actions in countries around the world that 
have negative second order effects for U.S. national 
interests. Furthermore, because Chinese actions are 
not transparent, Washington has limited sense about 

hat e actly hina is doing  his ma es it difficult 
for the United States to adjust its policies accordingly 
to minimize any potential damage to U.S. interests 
and maximize its ability to achieve its foreign policy 
goals.75 

A number of factors could divert the PLA from de-
veloping a global expeditionary force. For example, if 
China were to engage in a war, even a limited one, 
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retrenchment and rebuilding may follow, delaying 
the unfolding of this scenario  urthermore, flare
ups closer to home or the emergence of significant 
threats to its near seas interests may ma e it difficult 
for Beijing to sustain far seas operations.76 But as long 
as China continues to spend a double-digit percent-
age of GDP on defense spending, and GDP growth 
continues, even on a more conservative level, China 
should be able to simultaneously develop traditional 

arfighting capa ilities to address regional challeng-
es and global expeditionary capabilities to confront 
threats farther from home  n this ay, flare ups or 
resolutions of persistent regional issues may delay or 
accelerate this future scenario, but not necessarily pre-
vent it.
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