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military representatives, aviation officials, and numerous other civilian airline company personnel 

observed.99  

Naturally, the use of civilian air transport resources has limited utility in areas that see active combat. 

Any armed threats to civilian transport companies would present significant risk. These fleets are 

therefore primarily used to complete low-threat missions in peacekeeping operations, foreign 

assistance, military training, and non-combatant evacuation operations (NEO).  

Some aspects of the PLA’s first overseas NEO from Libya in 2011 illustrated the value of civil air 

transport prior to the creation of strategic projection support aircraft fleets. Four PLAAF IL-76 

aircraft from the Guangzhou Military Region and one Type-054A frigate from the PLAN’s 7th Escort 

Task Force in the Gulf of Aden were sent to assist the NEO. Over 35,000 Chinese citizens in Libya 

were evacuated to Tunisia via ground transport, merchant ship, and civilian aircraft, including 91 

Chinese and 35 foreign chartered flights.100 In situations where ground support, fuel, and security are 

limited, the PLA can provide its transports as a link to civilian airliners. In 2011, the four IL-76s 

deployed to assist in the evacuation of 5,600 Chinese citizens waiting at Sabha airport in 

southwestern Libya helped provide this link.101 They ferried 1,655 personnel from Sabha to 

Khartoum International Airport, Sudan, where evacuees could then board Chinese civilian airlines.102 

The heavy reliance on civilian carriers in Libya likely convinced Chinese leaders of the value of 

being able to leverage civil aircraft for longer-range missions. 

Going forward, strategic projection support aircraft fleets will likely see more use in overseas NEOs. 

They are particularly useful for evacuating Chinese citizens from areas experiencing natural 

disasters. During the November 2017 Mount Agung volcanic eruption in Bali, Indonesia, aircraft of 

the strategic projection support aircraft fleet reportedly evacuated 17,000 Chinese nationals out of 

Ngurah Rai International Airport.103  

For regions experiencing war and instability, these fleets can transport personnel and cargo from the 

rear to the margins of the combat zone, where they can then complete onward movement using 

organic military carriers, such as PLA aircraft.104  

                                                           
99 “First Strategic Projection Support Aircraft Fleet Combat Readiness Exercise of China Postal Airlines.”  
100 第一次动用军事力量撤侨: 2011 年利比亚大撤侨 [“The First Time Using Military Forces for An Evacuation: The 

Major Evacuation of Libya in 2011”], 新华社 [Xinhua], August 15, 2017, www.xinhuanet.com//politics/2017-

08/15/c_1121487719.htm. 
101 Diplomatic personnel coordinating evacuation efforts on the ground reported difficulties in securing foreign chartered 

aircraft. One example includes an Egypt Air flight chartered to receive Chinese citizens, but being taken by Egyptians 

seeking evacuation after landing in Sabha. While the situation was reportedly calm around Sabha, the airport was 

overwhelmed with evacuees as armed conflict was soon to break out. “[面对面] 跨国撤离中的外交官 (2011.03.20)” 

[Face to Face: The Diplomats in Transnational Evacuation (2011.03.20)], CNTV, March 21, 2011, 

http://news.cntv.cn/china/20110321/100017_print.shtml.    
102 An additional 287 personnel were flown to Beijing from Sabha Airport. 田炜, 李幽幽 [Tian Wei, Li Youyou], 空军赴

海外执行撤离我在外人员任务圆满完成 [“The Air Force Completes Its Mission to Evacuate Chinese Personnel 

Overseas”], 空军报 [Air Force News], March 7, 2011, p. 1; Zhang Xin, “Overseas Aviation Strategic Projection Using 

Strategic Projection Support Fleet,” p. 6 
103 It is unclear which units of the strategic projection support aircraft fleet were dispatched and how many civilian 

airliners unaffiliated with these fleets were also mobilized. Zhang Xin, “Overseas Aviation Strategic Projection Using 

Strategic Projection Support Fleet,” pp. 5-6. 
104 Ibid, p. 6. 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-08/15/c_1121487719.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-08/15/c_1121487719.htm
http://news.cntv.cn/china/20110321/100017_print.shtml
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Rail & Road Strategic Projection 

Despite not being the focus of this report, surface transport is vital to the success of power projection 

over water. Rail and road transport brings PLA forces and material from China’s vast interior to 

frontier and distant areas. In recent years, the PLA has made improvements in its ability to leverage 

civilian surface carriers in support of its power projection capabilities. 

Nationally, rail transport occupies a “core” position in the PLA’s strategic projection capabilities. 

Movement by rail grants large capacities, low costs, and resilience against inclement weather, 

making it a solid resource for getting PLA forces across theater commands.105 The near-national 

coverage of China’s rail system and innovations in moving lighter units via high-speed rail are 

enabling rapid strategic projection operations anywhere within China’s borders.106 At regular rail 

speed, the PLA is able to move personnel and equipment together less than 1,000 km a day. 

However, using high-speed rail a light division can be moved approximately 3,500 km in a 24 hour 

period. The Eastern Theater Command reported in late 2018 that the Fuxing Hao high-speed rail 

lines are regularly transporting light units.107  

If military personnel, equipment, and materials could be moved on dedicated high-speed rail cars, it 

would significantly enhance PLA power projection operations throughout the country and region.108 

However, PLA forces in large part have not been able to effectively utilize the high-speed rail 

network since it is primarily designed for light passenger transportation. High-speed rail may lack 

sufficient power to transport some forces on certain lines with high inclines. Furthermore, the design 

of bridges and stations may not be suitable for PLA forces.109 This could impact the movement of 

forces to hubs and points of embarkation, therefore constraining PLA combat force generation when 

urgently required. Nevertheless, PLA engineers and researchers are working to expand the role of the 

high-speed rail network in strategic projection operations.110  

Another crucial element in unit transport via rail is the ability to conduct emergency mobile loading 

in the field, when railway infrastructure may be degraded due to enemy strikes. According to PLA 

experts, the military transportation departments of the theater commands, the PLAN, PLAAF, and 

PLA Rocket Force have been equipped with mobile railway platforms. These have seen widespread 

use in railway projection missions and exercises. Light platforms, vehicle mounted platforms, and 

mechanized railway platforms for heavy equipment have been distributed to various units. Such 

                                                           
105 郑旭, 张国全, 司爱威 [Zheng Xu, Zhang Guoquan, Si Aiwei], 建制部队铁路战略投送关键问题研究 [“Research on 

Key Points of Railway Strategic Projection for Organizational Troops”], no. 2, (2014), p. 2.  
106 Ibid, p. 3-5. 
107 东部战区某军事运输投送调度中心为 ‘进博会’ 任务部队反营助力 [“A Military Transport and Projection Dispatch 

Center of the Eastern Theater Command Assists the Task Force at the Expo in its Return to Camp”], 东部战区微博 

[Eastern Theater Command Weibo], November 18, 2018, http://mil.news.sina.com.cn/2018-11-18/doc-

ihmutuec1382529.shtml.  
108 Authors note that operating military high-speed rail services would necessarily impact the already tightly-coordinated 

civilian route schedules, which would require careful study of the safety of such operations. See 张瑞鹏, 程虹, 季锋, 尉蓝

天 [Zhang Ruipeng, Cheng Hong, Ji Feng, Wei Lantian], 利用高速铁路投送军事力量研究思路与方向 [“Research Ideas 

of Application of High-Speed Railway in Troop Movement”], 军事交通学院学报 [Journal of Military Transportation 

University], no. 1, (2019), p. 12. 
109 Ibid, p. 13. 
110 Ibid, pp. 13-14. 

http://mil.news.sina.com.cn/2018-11-18/doc-ihmutuec1382529.shtml
http://mil.news.sina.com.cn/2018-11-18/doc-ihmutuec1382529.shtml
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platforms are also useful when fixed platform space is limited.111 The vehicle-mounted railway field 

platform was on display in the October 2019 PLA Military Parade.112  

These developments in rail transport provide important connections for the movement of equipment 

and materials in large volumes to major ports of embarkation. But China has also developed the 

ability to transport the trains themselves over water. Completed in 2003, the Guangdong-Hainan 

Railway (粤海铁路) was China’s first cross-sea railway. It runs from Zhanjiang, Guangdong, home 

to the Southern Theater Command Navy headquarters, down to Hai’an Township at the tip of the 

Leizhou Peninsula, where lengths of rail cars are loaded aboard ferries and transported to Haikou, 

Hainan province.113 With the completed upgrades to the Hainan Western Ring Railway in 2007, 

freight trains arriving from Guangdong can continue on from Haikou down to the southern city of 

Sanya, home to the Yulin Naval Base.114 Using imported German anti-rolling technology, these 

ferries are capable of operating in extreme sea states: there are reportedly only around 30 days per 

year where weather conditions in the Qiongzhou Strait do not permit transit.115  

This system has important implications for Chinese power projection into the South China Sea.116 In 

November 2017, the Guangdong-Hainan Railway began offering transport services using flatbed cars 

for oversized military equipment. Compared to transferring equipment onto ships, this practice 

shortened transit times by nearly 10 hours and allows equipment to be moved directly from 

Guangdong to Phoenix International Airport or Sanya Station, near Yulin Naval Base.117  

In the north, Yantai, Shandong province and Dalian, Liaoning province have similar rail-ferry-rail 

connections that can support freight movement across the Bohai Gulf.118 This could support mobility 

across the Bohai Gulf and alleviate rail congestion in the projection of power into North Korea and 

                                                           
111 曾运清, 张瑞鹏, 辛昕, 贾永涛 [Zeng Yunqing, Zhang Ruipeng, Xin Xin, Jia Yongtao], 部队远程投送铁路野战站台

应用研究 [“Study of Field Platform Application in Our Army’s Long-Distance Projection”], 军事交通学院学报 [Journal 

of Military Transportation University], no. 5 (2016), pp. 20-21. 
112 补给供应方队: 联保“铁骑”接受检阅 [“Supply Column: The Joint Support ‘Cavalry’ Receive Inspection”], 新华网 

[Xinhua], October 1, 2019, www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2019-10/01/c_1125063238.htm. 
113 The author rode this line in 2017, sharing a rail car with a squad of newly-recruited PLAN marines on their way to 

Hainan. The transit was executed quickly and smoothly. 我国首条跨海铁路今天通车 庆典行程公布 [“China’s First 

Cross-sea Railway Opens Today, Celebratory Trip Announced”], 中国新闻网 [China News Network], January 7, 2003, 

http://news.sina.com.cn/c/2003-01-07/072827873s.shtml. 
114 西环线铁路 18 日全线通车 三亚火车驶进京 [“Full Line of the West Circuit Railway Opens on the 18th, Sanya Trains 

Can Enter Beijing”], 南海网-南国都市报 [Hainan News – Nanguo Metropolis Daily], April 13, 2007, 

www.hinews.cn/news/system/2007/04/13/010096937.shtml. 
115 These reports claim that there are only 30 days in the Qiongzhou Strait where conditions are greater than level eight, 

equivalent to over 46 mph (75 km/h) winds and swells over 24 feet (7.5 m). 中国第一条跨海铁路 – 粤海铁路通道正式

开通 [“China’s First Cross-sea Railway—the Guangdong-Hainan Railway Passage Officialy Opens”], 中国报道 [China 

Report], www.cctv.com/lm/522/41/76916.html, (Accessed 22 August 2019); 风速、风力等级与海况等级对照 [“A 

Comparison of Wind Speed, Wind Force Levels, and Sea State Levels”], 海事处 [Maritime Safety Division], April 20, 

2017, www.jialing.gov.cn/a/xxgk/yingjiguanli/yingjichangshi/2017/0420/9453.html. 
116 海军, 葛同民, 常刚 [Hai Jun, Ge Tongmin, Chang Gang], 加强南海方向战略投送能力建设探讨 [“Discuss on 

Strengthen Construction of Strategic Projection Capacity of South China Sea”], 军事交通学院学报 [Journal of Military 

Transportation University], no. 6 (June 2013), p. 9. 
117 琼州海峡火车轮渡首次组织跨海军事运输 专家: 提升战略投送能力 [“Qiongzhou Strait Train Ferry Organizes its 

First Cross-sea Military Transport, Expert: Improves Strategic Projection Capabilities”], 环球网 [Global Times], 

November 22, 2017, http://mil.qianlong.com/2017/1122/2194494.shtml. 
118 烟大铁路轮渡试运营 [“Yantai-Dalian Train Ferry Trial Operation”], 人民日报 [People’s Daily], November 7, 2006, 

http://news.sohu.com/20061107/n246232820.shtml. 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2019-10/01/c_1125063238.htm
http://news.sina.com.cn/c/2003-01-07/072827873s.shtml
http://www.hinews.cn/news/system/2007/04/13/010096937.shtml
http://www.cctv.com/lm/522/41/76916.html
http://www.jialing.gov.cn/a/xxgk/yingjiguanli/yingjichangshi/2017/0420/9453.html
http://mil.qianlong.com/2017/1122/2194494.shtml
http://news.sohu.com/20061107/n246232820.shtml
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other parts of Northeast Asia. The Bohai Ferry Group (discussed above) has conducted transport 

exercises for the PLA. In August 2016, it embarked rail cars loaded with a PLAAF brigade’s 

containerized generators, tractors, and mobile kitchens at West Lüshun Station, and delivered them to 

Yantai port, Shandong province. Military use of the rail-ferry-rail connection between the Shandong 

Peninsula and the Liaoning Peninsula was established in accordance with the joint operational 

requirements of the Northern Theater Command, and has reportedly reduced transit time into the 

northeast by 30 hours.119  

In July 2019, a PLAN Marine Corps (PLANMC) combined arms unit utilized nine ferries, including 

those from the Eighth Transport Dadui and rail-car ferries operated by China Railway Bohai Railway 

Ferry, to transit armor, artillery, support vehicles and personnel across the Bohai Gulf to Dalian. 

Among the reported advantages of this approach was improved operational security: keeping military 

units at sea reduced the attention drawn to unit movements by road closures.120 

 

Image 8: PLANMC units transported by railway ferries in July 2019.  

                                                           
119 驻沈阳铁路军代处探索军民融合海上投送新模式 [“Military Representative Division for Shenyang Railways 

Explores a New Mode of Civil-Military Fusion Maritime Projection”], 中国军网 [China Military Online], August 24, 

2016, www.81.cn/jfjbmap/content/2016-08/24/content_154586.htm.  
120 A PLAN Type-072A landing ship was also used to transport tracked amphibious armor during this exercise. 赵佳庆, 张

旭, 张劭锴 [Zhao Jiaqing, Zhang Xu, Zhang Shaokai], “猛龙” 过海 – 沈阳联勤保障中心联合航运船企开展跨海投送

演练纪实 [“‘Raptors’ Cross the Sea—A Record of the Shenyang Joint Logistics Support Center’s Cross-sea Projection 

Exercise Jointly Held with a Shipping Company”], 解放军画报 [PLA Pictorial], no. 8 (2019), pp. 84-87. 
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Image 9: RO-RO vessels embark PLANMC vehicles in July 2019.121 

 

 

Image 10: A vehicle-mounted railway field platform used during the “Firepower-2015” trans-regional exercise.122 

Bridging the Bohai Gulf and Qiongzhou Strait with PLA rail transport connections provides 

important opportunities for PLA training and projection operations. One senior engineer from the 

CMC Logistics Department explained in 2016 that demand for unit training in maritime projection 

will increase in the future. He stated that “the trial operations of cross-sea railway ferry transports for 

                                                           
121 胶东半岛 军地联合跨海投送演练 [“Shandong Peninsula, Local Military and Government Authorities’ Joint Trans-

sea Projection Exercise”], 中国军视网 [CCTV-7], July 10, 2019, www.js7tv.cn/video/201907_186516.html.   

122 驻川某炮兵旅: 站台被毁, 装备照样上火车 [“Artillery Brigade in Sichuan: The Platform was Destroyed and 

Equipment was Still on the Train”], 新华网 [Xinhua], July 14, 2015, www.xinhuanet.com//mil/2015-

07/14/c_128018722.htm. 

http://www.js7tv.cn/video/201907_186516.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/mil/2015-07/14/c_128018722.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/mil/2015-07/14/c_128018722.htm
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units has opened up a new strategic transport passage, innovated modes of joint projection, and 

improved the efficiency of projection support.”123 

Strategic projection support forces also include truck fleets (战略投送支援车队). These serve as 

excellent connectors between other modes of transportation and have the flexibility to access areas 

unavailable to rail, shipping, or air transport. The first of these trucking fleets was established by the 

former Xinjiang Military Region in July 2013 out of a transportation enterprise associated with the 

Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps. According to PLA reports, this fleet includes zhongdui 

for container, bulk cargo, and oil transport respectively, and contains dedicated emergency 

command, communications, refueling and maintenance trucks. Under contract with the former 

Xinjiang Military Region (now Western Theater Command), this truck fleet is obligated to rapidly 

activate emergency plans and carry out transport missions once orders are received.124     

Trucking fleets are already seeing use in PLA exercises. In an August 2017 exercise, the strategic 

projection support truck fleet in one of China National Petroleum Corporation’s aviation fuel 

transport subsidiaries helped supplement the PLAAF’s refueling requirements. A first for the newly 

created JLSF, the transport and projection office of the Guilin Joint Logistics Support Center 

mobilized 20 of the company’s trucks to transport aviation fuel 300-km after its own fuel trucks 

proved insufficient.125  

While trucking may appear to lie on the lower-end of the projection spectrum, it has proven to be a 

bottleneck in power projection capabilities for the PLA. The movement of armored units is 

constrained by a lack of flat-bed trucks for moving tracked vehicles, and low numbers of tractor 

trailers and tanker trucks.126 As one PLA officer notes, the US military currently employs a ratio of 

one transport vehicle for every seven units of heavy equipment, which can be augmented to one 

vehicle for every three units of equipment during war time. China however, is far behind in its 

trucking resources. Nationally, civilian trucking fleets can only generate several hundred trucks 

suited to transporting tanks and armored vehicles, as heavy trucking has been limited in tonnage 

capacity due to industry regulation. For example, there are only around one-hundred 40-ton or 

greater low-flatbed trucks dispersed nationwide, and they are difficult to mobilize. The width of 

civilian trucks are also an important consideration. PLA experts recommend modifying low flatbed 

semi-trucks by widening their beds to more than three meters, thereby enabling the transport of 

tracked vehicles.127  

                                                           
123 刘建伟, 胡月, 赵雷 [Liu Jianwei, Hu Yue, Zhao Lei], 军列搭民船, 远程机动辟新径 [“Military Locomotives on 

Merchant Ships Create New Paths for Long-range Maneuver”], 中国国防报 [China Defense News], August 22, 2016, 

www.mod.gov.cn/mobilization/2016-08/22/content_4716392_3.htm. 
124 Compensation is provided for expenses incurred when fulfilling their contractual obligations. 我军建首支战略投送支

援车队 [“PLA Establishes First Strategic Projection Support Truck Fleet”], 解放军报 [PLA Daily], November 17, 2013, 

https://xw.qq.com/mil/20131117001735/MIL2013111700173500. 
125 Movement of these support forces was further facilitated by local transportation war readiness offices, which cleared 

the formations through tolls and arranged emergency hospital and mechanical repair support using local resources. 桂林联

勤保障中心深化军民融合提升运投效能—战略投送支援车队加盟油料运输 [“Guilin Joint Logistics Support Center 

Deepens Civil-Military Fusion to Enhance Projection Efficiency—Strategic Projection Support Truck Fleet Joins in POL 

Transport”], 中国军网 [China Military Online], August 8, 2017, www.81.cn/gfbmap/content/2017-

08/08/content_184957.htm. 
126 Hai Jun, “Discuss on Strengthen Construction of Strategic Projection Capacity of South China Sea,” p. 8. 
127 Liu Jiasheng, “Development of Carriers for Strategic Projection in Response to National Security Needs,” pp. 12-13; Li 

Peng, “Impact of National Strategic Delivery Capability Development on Construction of Synthetic Forces and 

Countermeasures,” p. 3. 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/mobilization/2016-08/22/content_4716392_3.htm
https://xw.qq.com/mil/20131117001735/MIL2013111700173500
http://www.81.cn/gfbmap/content/2017-08/08/content_184957.htm
http://www.81.cn/gfbmap/content/2017-08/08/content_184957.htm
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Strategic Projection Bases 

In order to respond to new strategic projection requirements, the PLA is also transforming the way it 

develops its bases and uses transportation infrastructure. It has sought to better integrate PLA 

logistics forces and civilian transportation resources, and it has built specialized facilities and bases 

to help it do so.  

The PLA established its first “civil-military fusion strategic projection base” (军民融合战略投送基

地) in 2014.128 It is located in Zhengzhou, Henan province, the location of the JLSF Zhengzhou Joint 

Logistic Support Center assigned to the Central Theater Command. Zhengzhou is a major road, rail, 

and aviation hub. The Zhengzhou Strategic Projection Base is developing network integration 

between rail and road services with airports for rapid troop, equipment, and materials loading onto 

aircraft.129 It is a test base for improving joint logistics support for strategic projection capabilities 

that will “cover the nation and radiate overseas” (覆盖全国、辐射境外). According to base staff, the 

Zhengzhou base marks a key step in conducting “long-range rapid multi-dimensional projection of 

large quantities of forces” and is gradually developing capabilities for all-domain support and distant 

deployment to conduct overseas projection support missions.130 

The projection base is adjacent to the Zhengzhou Xinzheng International Airport, where a “base 

command position” was created in conjunction with the airport operational command center.131 The 

base is also reportedly frequented by PLA academies for training and research on advanced joint 

logistics support.132 From 26-28 December 2016, the National Transportation War Readiness Office 

held a training course in Zhengzhou to familiarize officials in various sectors on the recently 

promulgated National Defense Transportation Law. Reporters at this event were allowed to visit the 

base where they noted “materials delivery teams working quickly and orderly to transship and load 

materials, a three-dimensional automated warehouse for aviation containers rapidly operating, and a 

support mode that fuses mechanization and informatization in integrated materials transport 

processes, pre-storage, and transshipment.”133 If automation and technical standards that can 

                                                           
128 The former General Logistics Department began developing the idea of this base in 2011, and signed a “strategic 

cooperation agreement” with the Henan Provincial Government that same year. Work on the base was launched in 

February 2012. 卢伟, 郝庆杰, 李娜 [Lu Wei, Hao Qingjie, Li Na], 聚力打造军民融合战略投送保障劲旅 [“Coming 

Together to Create Elite Civil-Military Fusion Strategic Projection Support”], 军民融合 [Civil-Military Integration], 

August 7, 2018, http://wemedia.ifeng.com/72615855/wemedia.shtml. 
129 花晓, 赵杰 [Hua Xiao, Zhao Jie], 全国首个军民融合式应急投送保障基地高效运行 [“The Nation's First Civil-

Military Fusion Emergency Projection Support Base is Operating Efficiently”], 解放军报 [PLA Daily], October 14, 2016, 

www.mod.gov.cn/mobilization/2016-10/14/content_4746556.htm. 
130 Lu Wei, “Coming Together to Create Elite Civil-Military Fusion Strategic Projection Support.”  
131 The Zhengzhou Base formed a working small group with the operators of the Zhengzhou airport Henan Airport Group 

Co., Ltd. To set up plans, operational security measures, and other measures on managing the use of the airport for 

military strategic projection operations. Ibid.  
132 Construction of the base also features 16 large military and civilian general materials and equipment transportation and 

storage support bases. 河南郑州依托民生工程推进军民融合深度发展纪事 [“A Chronicle of Zhengzhou, Henan Civil 

Projects Promoting Deep Civil-Military Fusion Development”], 中原网 [ZY News], December 17, 2014, 

http://news.ifeng.com/a/20141217/42737053_0.shtml; 军列装载时间缩短一半 [“Military Train Loading Time Reduced 

by Half”], 解放军新闻传播中心融媒体 [PLA News Communication Center], July 11, 2018, 

https://kknews.cc/military/9nmy4ll.html 
133 屈百春, 戴丹华 [Qu Baichun, Dai Danhua], 国家交通战备办公室《国防交通法》培训班 [“National Transportation 

War Preparedness Office National Defense Transportation Law Training Course”], 中国国防报 [China Defense News], 

January 3, 2017, www.mod.gov.cn/mobilization/2017-01/03/content_4769029.htm. 

http://wemedia.ifeng.com/72615855/wemedia.shtml
http://www.mod.gov.cn/mobilization/2016-10/14/content_4746556.htm
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streamline logistics processes are successfully implemented at the Zhengzhou base, they will likely 

be adopted on a larger scale at similar facilities elsewhere in the future.   

To date, the Zhengzhou Strategic Projection Base has supported Theater Command-level trans-

regional exercises and provided a staging base for air lift in support of rotating peacekeeping forces 

and trans-regional special police missions. It has also supported China’s aid missions in Myanmar 

and Afghanistan with materials transportation.134  

Integrated with PLA rear depots, bases like the one in Zhengzhou will preposition forces and 

materials and aid their movement from the heartland to a strategic direction, or help them to rapidly 

respond to national emergencies.135 They enable the unified integration of projection support 

resources, often covering a wide geographic area. They also work to optimize these resources with 

new facilities and equipment so they can take on diverse missions and deal with larger volumes of 

forces and materials. When force projection orders are given, operational units can rely on these 

bases to provide a host of dual-use carriers and solutions for sustainment, rest, staging, technical 

preparation, transshipment, materials distribution, casualty retrieval, and training. As long as a unit 

can reach one of these bases, its mobility will be greatly enhanced.136  

Challenges in Effective Strategic Projection 

The PLA has clearly made major progress developing its strategic projection support forces. 

However, Chinese military experts are acutely aware of ongoing challenges preventing the military 

from fully leveraging civilian carriers for power projection purposes. These chiefly include problems 

with national defense standards, inadequate training, weak operational security, and inadequacies 

within the PLA itself. 

Standards  

To effectively support PLA power projection, civilian carriers must fully implement national defense 

standards. Approved in 2015, the Technical Standards for New Civilian Ships to Implement National 

Defense Requirements provided significant guidance and support for China’s growing merchant fleet 

to ensure its readiness for military service.137 However, large numbers of vessels not conforming to 

these standards have already been built. These older vessels will require significant modification and 

conversion before they can conduct missions for the military. As the deputy commander of the 

Northern Theater Command Army explained in March 2017, out of the 200,000 transport vessels in 

China, fewer than 2000 are suited for “direct mobilization.”138 

                                                           
134 Lu Wei, “Coming Together to Create Elite Civil-Military Fusion Strategic Projection Support.”  
135 海军, 杨军, 刘顺尧 [Haijun, Yang Jun, Liu Shunyao], 军民融合式战略投送基地力量体系规划建设的战略思考 

[“Our Strategic Reflection on Planning and Building-up an Army-Civilian Combined Force System of Strategic Projection 

Bases”], 国防交通工程与技术 [Traffic Engineering and Technology for National Defence], no. 6 (2015), pp. 5-8. 
136 Yu Dianxiang, “Basic Conception of Comprehensive Projection Base Construction,” pp. 1-5. 
137 These standards covered five categories of vessels, including container, roll-on/roll-off, multipurpose, bulk carriers, and 

break bulk. Zhao Lei, “New Rules Mean Ships Can Be Used by Military,” China Daily, June 18, 2015, 

www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2015-06/18/content_21036944.htm; 刘航 [Liu Hang], 我国《新造民船贯彻国防要求技

术标准》正式颁布实施 [“China’s ‘Technical Standards for New Civilian Ships to Implement National Defense 

Requirements’ Formally Promulgated”], 中国军网 [China Military Online], June 5, 2015, www.81.cn/jwgz/2015-

06/05/content_6527060.htm.  
138 According to the deputy commander, this accounted for less than 1 percent of China’s transport carrier fleet. 胡修斌: 

我国海上战略投送后备力量建设存在 “四个不足” [“Hu Xiubin: ‘Four Insufficients’ Present in the Construction of 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2015-06/18/content_21036944.htm
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National defense standards in the aviation industry are also inadequate. Several technical and general 

standards have been reviewed and approved by the PLA. These include General Technical 

Requirements for Air Transportation and Facilities Construction Standards for Conversion of 

Permanent Airfields into Bases. The PLAAF has also implemented the Code of Practice for Resident 

Loading and Unloading Detachments for Air Transport (Trial) to further improve standards in 

ground support teams.139 However, some standards are clearly outdated, or based on Russian or 

American standards. Others face difficulties with operationalization. For example, some vehicles 

cannot be loaded onto aircraft due to unforeseen size constraints or poor packing methods. More 

efficient methods of moving materials—such as containerized shipping equipment for air transport—

are gradually being implemented.140 

Training 

Civilian carriers and their crews require training to maintain readiness levels in the fleets and ensure 

they can meet PLA requirements. The National Transportation War Readiness Office promulgated 

the first Outline for Training and Evaluation of National Defense Transportation Specialized Support 

Forces in early 2015. Strategic projection support forces were then subject to a new set of training 

requirements meant to guide and standardize training.141 Monitored by local transportation war 

readiness offices, training responsibilities are divided differently at the zongdui, dadui, and zhongdui 

levels. Zongdui are expected to formulate annual training plans for the dadui-level units, focusing on 

formation maneuvers, command, communication, and lifesaving training with PLAN ships. Dadui 

organize and implement these plans, combining their regular transportation work with support for 

major exercises by PLA units. Such training is conducted once or twice a year. Zhongdui-level units 

execute training plans by dispatching personnel and allocating equipment and materials to take part 

in training activities. They also conduct self-evaluations.142 

However, a 2017 study by PLA experts found that in many cases enterprise management staff were 

not enthusiastic about spending money, resources, and time on peacetime training. In fact, many 

enterprises had not even established departments for handling training matters and dedicated no 

personnel to overseeing training plan development and requirements. Since training is primarily 

conducted by the enterprises themselves, their negligent approach to training has meant a lack of 

combat realism. Compounding this issue is the reported limited ability of transportation war 

readiness offices to oversee and assist the organization of fleet training.143  

Operational Security 

Article 9 of the National Defense Transportation Law states that any organization or individual has a 

duty of confidentiality for state and commercial secrets learned during national defense 

                                                           
China’s Maritime Strategic Projection Reserve Forces”], 央广网 [China National Radio], March 9, 2017, 

http://news.cnr.cn/zt2017/2017h/ppzb/lhzkzyt/zkzythxb/zbkx/20170309/t20170309_523647186.shtml. 
139 Zhang Fang, “Thoughts on Accelerating Ground Security System Construction for Air Strategic Projection,” p. 3. 
140 Ibid, p. 3. 
141 周济晓, 张歌 [Zhou Jixiao, Zhang Ge], 国防交通专业保障队伍有了首部训考大纲 [“National Defense 

Transportation Specialized Support Forces Now Have Their First Training and Evaluation Outline”], 解放军报 [PLA 

Daily], February 7, 2015, www.81.cn/jwgz/2015-02/07/content_6344869.htm. 
142 He Guoben, “Current Situation and Countermeasures of Strategic Projection Support Fleet Training,” p. 2. 
143 The authors of this study advocated for the creation of a specific training outline for civilian shipping organized into 

strategic projection support forces, which can help standardize training subjects and other requirements. Currently, these 

forces train according to the National Defense Transportation Specialized Support Force Training and Evaluation Outline. 

Ibid, pp. 1-4. 
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transportation work.144 However, this does not always happen. For example, some personnel in the 

strategic projection support aircraft fleet purportedly lack awareness in security and secrecy.145 In a 

conflict or crisis, poor operational security by China’s civilian carriers could enable the adversary to 

more easily track PLA movements.  

The PLA is taking steps to remedy this problem. Civilian trucking fleets are reportedly committed to 

secrecy as part of confidentiality clauses in the contracts they sign with the PLA. They also receive 

dedicated computers and classified materials handling and “secrecy” training.146 In the future, 

merchant shipping training could include silent running operations and encryption training to ensure 

the PLA can engage in encrypted communications with ship formations during wartime.147  

Problems with the PLA  

Some problems are not the fault of civilian carriers themselves. Rather, they relate to weaknesses 

within the PLA and its ability to integrate civilian carriers into joint operations. Since 2015, the PLA 

has undergone major organizational reforms. One objective is to improve jointness. This process is 

far from complete, and has created organizational uncertainties for China’s strategic projection 

support forces.  

Greater use of civilian carriers could enhance logistics support for joint operations. However, poor 

coordination between the services can inhibit their effective use. For example, PLAAF experts argue 

that greater use of strategic projection support forces, like civilian sea and air carriers, can rectify the 

significant shortfalls in PLA organic projection capabilities out to places like the Spratlys. However, 

they state that support for PLAN and PLAAF aviation units lacks jointness, especially when multiple 

aircraft types are being supported. Each service still relies on its own organic support instead of 

making greater employment of common-use carriers. As a result, units undergoing projection out to 

distant islands and reefs have “long tails” due to slow transport procedures and difficulties in 

embarkation and debarkation.148 

There also appears to be problems in determining who is responsible for commanding and activating 

China’s strategic projection forces. The division of responsibilities and procedures between newly-

created transport and projection departments in Theater Commands and those in the JLSF for 

supporting joint operations has not been determined.149 Unclear command and activation authority 

over civilian forces could negatively impact the effectiveness and speed of strategic projection 

support forces.   

The PLA recognizes this issue and is contemplating ways to resolve it. Coordinating the various 

transport forces of the JLSF, services, and local civilian resources for strategic projection will require 

higher-level command authority. Lacking coordination and effective communication between the 

transport departments of the services and local military commands means that important missions 

must be led at the CMC-level. This solution is widely discussed by PLA experts. PLAAF officers 

                                                           
144 Article 9, Law of the People’s Republic of China on National Defense Transportation. 
145 Chen Xiangpeng, “Consideration on Strengthening Construction of Strategic Delivery Support Fleet in New Period,” p. 
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from the Southern Theater Command advocated in 2017 for the concentration of command authority 

for strategic projection operations in the CMC Transport and Projection Department with inter-

service coordination primarily conducted by Theater Command transport and projection departments. 

Theater Command transport and projection departments would also coordinate with the mobilized 

forces generated by local transportation war readiness offices in their jurisdictions.150  

Another major challenge for the PLA is in the integration of operational and support command 

systems that will enable rapid precision support. As one observer from the Southern Theater 

Command put it, “the front and rear should operate on one network, using a single platform for 

command, while looking at the same operating picture.”151 In supporting projection operations, 

civilian carriers will be operating under the PLA’s command and logistics networks. Precise 

allocation of civilian carriers to meet transportation demand will prove difficult if the PLA is unable 

to successfully integrate these systems. The resulting gaps in information and awareness would 

hinder the provision of support in real-time. However, technical capabilities for implementing unified 

control of the transport and projection forces are currently under development. 

The CMC Logistics Support Department has taken the lead on developing these capabilities. One of 

its research projects—entitled “Key Technologies in a Planning, Command, and Simulation Platform 

for Transport and Projection in Joint Operations”—is expected to be completed by the end of 2019. 

The objective of this project is to provide informatized and intelligent methods of support for 

command planning of transport and projection in joint operations. It seeks seamless integration of 

joint operational command systems and the military’s transportation monitoring systems. This 

project will integrate data from a vast network of sources to provide solutions in route planning, plan 

dissemination, in-transit visibility, simulated exercises, simulation evaluation, operations feedback, 

and a host of other functions that will directly support PLA-wide transportation capabilities.152 

Greater tracking of inventories and sites could allow planners to run simulations of potential 

scenarios involving the movement of large volumes of PLA forces and materials for power 

projection operations, which will prove essential to understanding how much force will be available 

at a specific point in time.153 These capabilities are fundamental to assisting decision makers in 

assessing the volume of lift required and the quantity of civilian carriers that will need to be activated 

ahead of time to better meet requirements for power projection missions. 

The PLA itself may not be prepared to fully embrace the diverse options presented by the strategic 

projection support forces. As the PLA transitions towards “all-domain” operations, services like the 
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PLA Army are working to become a “projection-type” (投送型) force.154 Greater mobility for power 

projection operations will require increased use of diverse civilian transportation services. However, 

PLA experts explain that many units are still heavily reliant on rail transport due to their 

unfamiliarity with aviation transport methods. They choose rail transport over air when possible due 

to “traditional thinking.”155 Advocates in the PLA call for combined arms units to avail themselves of 

different kinds of transportation modes and adopt new projection methods whereby personnel and 

equipment are transported using separate means to the same location (人装分运、目的地结合). Unit 

commanders previously emphasized the transport of personnel and equipment together (人装合运) in 

order to rapidly regain combat readiness on arrival. Such modes favored the PLA’s domestic 

defensive missions in the past, but are poorly suited to overseas operations that will rely on moving 

personnel via air lift and equipment and materials via land and sea transport.156 PLA commanders 

will need to leave the comfort of traditional transport modes for a more complex mix of sea and air 

lift where different force components are in transit at varying rates. They will need to learn how to 

reassemble and restore combat forces at points of debarkation in far-away locations.   

Facing these challenges and lacking experience in conducting long-range power projection 

operations, the PLA will be strenuously challenged to meet the goals for global projection outlined 

earlier in this report by CMC Transport and Projection Bureau head Liu Jiasheng. Nonetheless, 

strategic projection receives top-level leadership attention and is an area of increasing focus in PLA 

research and development. As the PLA builds toward fulfilling its missions and tasks in protecting 

PRC interests wherever they extend, the civilian forces supporting this longer reach will be crucial to 

enabling and sustaining those operations. The creation of numerous strategic projection support 

forces in the past several years demonstrates this commitment to enhancing power projection 

capabilities.  
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