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PLA Navy Reserve:
Out of the Shadows and into the Forefront?

Tiffany A. Tat'

As a part China’s goal to build a fully modernized military by 2035, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)
is improving its reserve forces through increased defense spending, critical policy changes, and
organizational restructuring. Reserve forces (Ji 7% 7J &) encompass the PLA Reserve (T4 1% i F\) and
paramilitary forces, such as the militia, which fall under the leadership of the Central Military Commission
and can be mobilized by the National Defense Mobilization Department to support combat.? The many
components that make up China’s fighting force such as active-duty PLA forces, China Coast Guard, and
the militia have been studied in depth; however, the PLA Reserve remains an understudied and
underreported topic. While the PLA Reserve represents a fraction of the force structure of their active-
duty counterparts, recent changes in military reform specific to the PLA Reserve highlight the importance
of this relatively small force and the evolving role reservists (Fi#5 ¢ A\ 1) may play within the PLA.3

CMSI Perspectives and Key Takeaways:

e A focus on reforming the PLA Reserve signals ongoing efforts at military readiness and may be
an indicator China is preparing for a scenario in which additional resources are required to replace
active-duty casualties.

e The PLA seeks to shrink the Army Reserve and grow the Reserves of the PLA Navy (PLAN), PLA
Rocket Force (PLARF) and PLA Air Force (PLAAF) which may indicate the PLA is preparing to
engage more in these non-ground force domains.

e New reforms affecting the PLA Reserve seek to attract civilian talent in addition to retaining
former active-duty veterans. The widening of eligibility and recruitment to civilians with no prior
active-duty service is another form of attempted military-civilian fusion as the PLA aims to
capitalize on specific technical skills from the civilian sector.

e Reserve forces, and more specifically the PLAN Reserve, can be mobilized in a cross-Strait
invasion scenario, giving the PLAN a source of strategic depth in manpower capabilities.
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Graphic 1: PLA Navy Reservists conducting training.*

Discussion:

Initial research efforts have identified at least five distinct PLAN Reserve units, but the exact size of the
PLAN Reserve and number of units is not currently publicly available.’ Three of these units are Mobile
Radar and Observation Battalions located in Qingdao, Xiamen, and Shenzhen. A Reconnaissance Ship
Squadron is based in Yantai and a Minesweeper Squadron is based in Ningbo.® The primary mission set
of the PLAN Reserve varies depending on time, place, situation, and unit capabilities. Of the five units
identified, their duties may include but are not limited to performing tasking related to maritime
reconnaissance, countermine warfare, service support for other vessels, electronic warfare, humanitarian
assistance and disaster relief (HADR), search and rescue, or local level security. PLAN Reserve units
operate either independently or in coordination with active-duty PLAN forces. Notably, PLAN Reserve
units have been observed participating in several active-duty PLAN exercises, which is a testament to
this force’s ability to mobilize and integrate with their active-duty counterparts in increasingly realistic
scenarios.’

PLAN reservists are distinct in appearance, capabilities, and purpose; and therefore, should not be
confused or conflated with the China Coast Guard, the Maritime Militia, active-duty PLA, or any other
reserve force. As depicted in Graphic 2, PLAN reservists wear the PLAN uniform while on duty and a
‘Y’ insignia on their uniform distinguishes reservists from their active-duty counterparts.® The PLAN
Reserve has historically drawn primarily from prior service active-duty veterans and their experience
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operating heavy weaponry and specialized military equipment makes this force uniquely positioned to
support, augment, and even replace active-duty PLAN forces. When not in duty status, PLAN reservists
are able to maintain civilian employment and are excused from their civilian duties when called to
military service.’

At present, there are three major reforms affecting the evolution of PLAN Reserve. The first is a
commitment to decrease PLAA Reserve and increase PLAN, PLAAF, and PLARF Reserves. The
second reform is to optimize the PLA Reserve organizational structure to adapt to future combat needs
and integrate with the active-duty component.'® The third reform, codified in the 2023 Reservist Law,
widens the net of eligibility to include, notably, non-prior service individuals with special technical or
professional skills from the civilian sector.!' These reforms are being implemented through a series of
changes in military legislation and new policies governing the PLA Reserve specifically.

Graphic 2: PLAN Reserve vessel with reservists aboard. Reservists wear the PLAN uniform
with a “Y” insignia indicating they are a member of the PLAN Reserve."

Analysis:

The widening of recruitment efforts to include non-prior service civilians with special technical or
professional skills reflects an attempt to capitalize on military-civilian fusion as the PLA Reserve seeks
to benefit from and incorporate civilian professional and technical skills for military purposes.'* These
new recruiting efforts may yield advanced professional and technical expertise while traditional
recruiting of veterans maintains institutional knowledge and skills. Training gaps exist for both new and
old reservist recruits. For non-prior service civilian recruits, how to train them to adapt to the military as
an institution with unique concepts such as chain of command and how to respond in military
environments that can be austere, high-stress, and isolating remain important questions. The skills and
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experience reservists bring to the table from previous civilian and veteran experiences and those they
pick up from training exercises as reservists may be transferable to conflict scenarios; yet, for both types
of reservists, a lack of prior combat experience presents a significant weakness. While recruitment
reforms aim to attract a more diverse pool of reservists that the PLA hopes to capitalize on, training gaps
caused by changing the composition of reserve recruitment will affect current and future man, train, and
equip needs and, ultimately, the PLAN’s performance and capabilities in a conflict scenario.

Studying the PLA Reserve could present a vital source of early warning indicators. The push for reform
could mean that the PLA sees the current force structure and capacity of its Reserve as a critical
vulnerability to military readiness that it seeks to change. Ministry of Defense officials state the PLA
seeks to shrink the Army Reserve and grow the Reserves of the PLAN, PLARF, and PLAAF which
could indicate China is preparing to engage more in these other domains.'* Lastly, China’s continued
commitment to strengthening reserve forces and reforming the Reserve could indicate that China is
preparing for a scenario in which additional trained resources are required to replace active-duty
casualties.

While most research has focused on active-duty forces, China has been quietly building up a potentially
combat ready and technically competent Reserve, which is part of the PLA fighting force in its own
right. The PLAN Reserve could be mobilized in a cross-Strait invasion or other maritime conflict
scenario, thereby giving the PLAN a source of strategic depth in manpower capabilities that is
heretofore an understudied and underreported topic. The Reserve represents a force multiplier hiding in
plain sight; it would be prudent to continue to study it closely to understand how reservists train, how
this force might be utilized, and better yet, how they might be countered.

! Tiffany Tat is an Assistant Professor at the China Maritime Studies Institute. The views expressed here are the author’s
alone and do not necessarily represent the views, policies, or positions of the U.S. Department of Defense or its components,
to include the Department of the Navy or the U.S. Naval War College.

2 The PLA Dictionary of Military Terms defines reserve forces (J5 7% /] &) as “armed organizations and personnel other than
the national standing army that can participate in war and directly support combat through mobilization. Mainly including the
Reserve, militia, and other reserve personnel, as well as trained university and middle school students.” (“[E ZX ¥ £ Z PA4b
S 7)) 515 T LA S O B SRR AR iR A ZURI N B . AR AN . REEFIAM A N 52, DA &
YLK HEE5242 . ) This definition can be found on page 31.

The PLA Dictionary of Military Terms defines the Reserve (T £1%#B\) as “a force in the armed forces composed mainly of
reserve personnel with active soldiers as the backbone. They can be quickly converted to active forces through mobilization.”
(RN TSN A TR AR ZE NS T4 BN . 280 AT PRt % A% RPN . ) This definition is on
page 333.

3 The PLA Dictionary of Military Terms defines reservists (Fl 1% A ) as “personnel who perform military service outside
of active service in accordance with the law. This includes those who have been registered and pre-assigned to active forces,
assigned to the Reserve, assigned to militia organizations for reserve service, or those who perform reserve service in other
forms. They are divided into reserve officers and reserve soldiers.” (“#% BRIER I € LA MR AN 1 . BFEEITE
0, g BIDABCHREN « J AT BCBRA . i A\ ISR IR a5 A5 1N 5 BRBL A SR P A N B e 0 A Tl 4
HH ML T e ) This definition can be found on page 35.

CERN, FAE HIKL XEREER KB EABH [“If There is a War, We Will Return if Called! Just Now, This
Group of Veterans ‘Restored’ Their Military Status™], ##{({& [WeChat], 2 November 2018, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/.

5 There is evidence that there are other PLAN Reserve units, but the author does not have sufficient information to identify
and distinguish them with certainty at this time.



O WAL B IAME It [“Naval Reserve Overview”], # [E % W 254 [China Military Online], 12 March 2015,
http://www.81.cn/jmbl/2015-03/12/content 63907642.htm.

The names of the five identified PLAN Reserve units are as follows: N & F 25 Tl & 15 22 i KA [Reserve Reconnaissance
Ship Squadron in Yantai], T3 i 4 1l 4% 5471 55 MK BA [Reserve Minesweeping Squadron in Ningbo], 5 & 4 Tl & AL
BB IAMIEE [Reserve Mobile Radar and Observation Battalion in Qingdao], J& | J/F 4 Fil 45 1% WL 50 55 1A WLiEE [Reserve
Mobile Radar and Observation Battalion in Xiamen], and 3115 2 il 2% 5L 80 B 1A WLl S [Reserve Mobile Radar and
Observation Battalion in Shenzhen].

7 PLAN reservists are reported to have participated in more than ten PLAN exercises between 2005-15.

AEHE o E A BRI T A BN [“About the People’s Liberation Army Navy Reserve”], F1[E 4 M %: & [China
Military Online], 12 March 2015, http://www.81.cn/jmbl/2015-03/12/content 6390764 47.htm.

8 The “Y” stands for i £ 1% (Yubeiyi), which means “reservist.”

R N ROEFTE S f5692: [“Military Service Law of the PRC™], F1[E A K [National People’s Congress], Revised 2021,
https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2021-08/21/content_5632513.htm; 4 N R ILATE T 15 N 57272 [“Reservist Law of the
PRC”], #1[E A K [National People’s Congress], Revised 2023, http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/fewx/flfg/4929602.html; %7k
. E M [He Yuemin, Wang Lingshuo], ¥ % J5 % J) 8 N A BME %) & J [“The Ranks of the Navy’s Reserve Forces
are Thriving”), f# i ZE % [Jiefangjun Bao (PLA Daily)], No. 12-27, 27 December 2012.

9 “Military Service Law of the PRC.”

“Reservist Law of the PRC.”

“The Ranks of the Navy’s Reserve Forces Are Thriving.”

10" ] 577 505 ) 2 5 N S et T8 A5 308 A 403 A i) 1 B2 2712 3% 1] [“Ministry of National Defense Spokesperson Wu Qian
Answered Reporters’ Questions on the Adjustment of the Reserve Force’s Leadership System™], £l M58 [Ministry of
National Defense], 1 July 2020, http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/xwfyr/fyrth/4867464.html.

I “Reservist Law of the PRC.”

12 «“About the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Naval Reserve Force.”

13 “Reservist Law of the PRC.”

14 “Ministry of National Defense Spokesperson Wu Qian.”
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