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arms race on the peninsula and that it destabilizes the U.S.-PRC nuclear balance, 
and suggests that Chinese opposition has more to do with concern over the 
system’s potential to solidify the trilateral South Korean–U.S.–Japanese alliance. 
Commander Watts is a surface warfare officer in the U.S. Navy.

In “Mission Command in a Future Naval Combat Environment,” Robert C. 
Rubel addresses an issue that has taken on new salience as the U.S. Navy redis-
covers the challenge of high-end war fighting at sea. The emerging concept of 
“distributed lethality” raises fundamental questions concerning the conduct of 
future naval warfare as a networked enterprise, especially given the increasing 
electronic threat to communications at sea. The author argues that these ques-
tions need to be approached in terms of the three fundamental modes of naval 
combat: structured battle, melee, and sniping. Robert C. Rubel is the former dean 
of the Center for Naval Warfare Studies at the Naval War College.

Recently, the College has increased its focus on Russia through the creation 
of a Russia Maritime Studies Institute, paralleling its established China Maritime 
Studies Institute. “‘Sea of Peace’ or Sea of War: Russian Maritime Hybrid Warfare 
in the Baltic Sea,” by Martin Murphy and Gary Schaub Jr., more than makes the 
case for intensified interest in the Russian challenge to the West—indeed, to 
the entire liberal international order. They argue that the United States and its 
NATO allies, while increasingly concerned about deterring or defeating Russian 
so-called hybrid warfare on the land frontier of the Baltic States, have not paid 
sufficient attention to potential threats from the sea, citing, for example, possible 
cyber attacks against ships and port facilities or the severing of critical undersea 
communication cables. Martin Murphy is a fellow at the Corbett Centre for 
Maritime Policy Studies at King’s College London; Gary Schaub Jr. is a senior 
researcher at the Centre for Military Studies at the University of Copenhagen.

Further reflection on the growing importance of the Baltic Sea region in 
the context of continuing Russian threats and provocations is provided in Don 
Thieme’s commentary piece, “The Baltic, Poland, and President Trump’s Warsaw 
Declaration.” Thieme, a retired U.S. Marine officer and former naval and Marine 
attaché with service in London and Warsaw, explicates the message of the presi-
dent’s underreported and underanalyzed speech of July 2017 in relation to the 
fraught German-Russian-Polish historical relationship.

IF YOU VISIT US
Our editorial offices are located in Sims Hall, in the Naval War College Coasters 
Harbor Island complex, on the third floor, west wing (rooms W334, 335, 309, 
332). For building-security reasons, it would be necessary to meet you at the main 
entrance and escort you to our suite—give us a call ahead of time (401-841-2236).
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national resolve, we rebuilt our military and our Navy to the point where our pri-
mary geostrategic foe—a militarily strong and capable Soviet Union—was forced 
into retreat. This palpable national resolve—and the sacrifices of many people 
who passed through these very halls—contributed to the demise of the Soviet 
system, removed the imminent threat of military force on Western Europe, and 
led to a chain of unstoppable events that freed millions behind the Iron Curtain 
from Communist tyranny. There is no doubt that we honored the words of James 
Lawrence with how we responded as a nation during that era. We did not give up 
the ship then, and we must not give up the ship now.

In closing, I would like to leave you with a message that is directed mostly to 
anyone in this hall who served a full career in the Navy or Marine Corps, but 
most especially to my classmates from the class of 1983. My own tenure as an 
active-duty officer in the Navy was short, but those of you here who dedicated 
a career to the naval service after leaving this Yard with me in May of 1983 have 
my greatest respect, admiration, and thanks for your dedicated service. President 
John F. Kennedy said it best: “I can imagine no more rewarding a career. And any 
[person] who may be asked in this century what he did to make his life worth 
while, I think [he or she] can respond with a good deal of pride and satisfaction: 
‘I served in the United States Navy.’”

To my classmates, I want you to know that it is my great honor to represent 
you as I have this very unique and humbling opportunity to serve in the Navy 
again. You have my commitment that, as long as I have the privilege to serve as 
our Navy’s Under Secretary, I will never, ever give up the ship.

Thank you for being here. God bless you. And may God bless the Sailors and 
Marines who go in harm’s way on the seas, in the air, and on the land to keep us 
safe and free.
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Rear Admiral Jeff Harley is the fifty-sixth President 
of the U.S. Naval War College. The College is respon-
sible for educating future leaders, developing their 
strategic perspective and critical thinking, and en-
hancing their capability to advise senior leaders and 
policy makers.

Admiral Harley is a career surface warfare officer 
whose sea-duty assignments have included command 
of USS Milius (DDG 69), Destroyer Squadron 9, and 
Amphibious Force Seventh Fleet / Expeditionary 
Strike Group 7 / Task Force 76. During his command 
of Milius, the ship participated in combat operations 
supporting Operation IRAQI FREEDOM and his crew 
won the Battle Efficiency Award and the Marjorie 
Sterrett Battleship Fund Award for overall combat 
readiness.

Admiral Harley attended the University of Minne-
sota, graduating with a bachelor of arts in political 
science, and received master of arts degrees from the 
Naval War College and the Fletcher School of Law 
and Diplomacy, Tufts University. Additionally, he 
served as a military fellow at the Council on Foreign 
Relations in New York City.
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PRESIDENT’S FORUM

IN NATURE THERE ARE MANY COMPETING FORCES. Regarding 
leadership, I believe that the most powerful opposing forces 

that leaders must address revolve around the tendency for organizations (and 
individuals) to maintain the status quo and the contrasting need to adjust behav-
ior to address changes occurring in the environment in which they operate. It is 
easy to take comfort from continuity of activity—“a state of stability and the ab-
sence of disruption.” We know with certainty that the laws of physics and elegant 
mathematical formulas will remain constant and unalterable; human behavior, 
however, occupies the opposite end of the stability spectrum. The challenge for 
leaders at all levels is to maintain the continuity of actions that have proved suc-
cessful in the past, while making modifications as necessary to accommodate the 
changes that inevitably occur.

The Naval War College currently is undertaking a measured program of op-
erational and organizational changes that will keep the best aspects of what we 
have done successfully for over 130 years, while modifying activities as necessary 
to accommodate the ever-increasing level of change affecting the future world 
in which our students will live and work following their graduation. Previous 
President’s Forums over the past five issues of this publication have spelled out 
the nature of many of these changes. This column seeks to put these changes into 
the context of past practice and lessons learned over more than a dozen decades.

Since the College’s inception in 1884, its primary output has been alumni 
with an increased knowledge of the historical precedents of military actions 
and enhanced abilities to exercise critical-thinking skills in times of stress and 
conflict. These continuous threads remain fundamental to our efforts today, 
but our curric ula now include sessions focusing on the changing geographical, 

Thoughts on Continuity and Change
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technological, and political landscapes that exist in the first quarter of the 
twenty-first century. Students now grapple with issues related to such factors as 
operations and potential conflict in the cyber world, adoption of offensive and 
defensive unmanned and robotic systems, and the use of space-based sensors 
and communications systems. Cyber, robots, and space are terms that our founder 
Stephen B. Luce would have found incomprehensible. Yet he would be entirely 
comfortable knowing that Naval War College students routinely dedicate pre-
cious learning time to understanding the full range of conditions in which they 
ultimately may fight and prevail. Other examples of ongoing actions include the 
following: 

• As we teach our Joint Professional Military Education requirements, we have 
increased greatly our war-fighting focus while also increasing the maritime 
perspective. The requirement to teach sea control and the need for sea power 
never have been more important, and we have navalized our curriculum to 
achieve that end. In the training realm, we also have developed a number of 
war-fighting courses such as the Maritime Operational Planners Course, the 
Executive Level Operational Level of War Course, and the Maritime Staff 
Operators Course. We also are designing a new warfighter course for non-
commanders that we hope to implement in the near future.

• Your Naval War College has been educating international officers since the 
first foreign students were enrolled in 1894. Regularly scheduled internation-
al educational programs have been an integral part of this institution since 
the inception of the Naval Command College in 1956, followed by the Naval 
Staff College in 1972. Over the years, thousands of students have earned a 
Naval War College diploma in recognition of their successful studies. Today 
we maintain this continuity of effort, but now we allow select international 
students to earn a fully accredited master’s degree from the College. In this 
manner, they earn global recognition for their increased level of scholarship.

• It is widely recognized that any school is only as strong as its dedicated 
faculty enables it to be. In Newport, active-duty military officers and retired 
practitioners have been partnered in the classroom with highly qualified 
civilian educators for more than fifty years, ever since the appointment of Dr. 
Frederick Hartmann to the College’s first long-term contract in 1966. These 
professional educators—many with advanced degrees from the nation’s top 
academic institutions—bring extensive teaching and research experience 
to the diverse faculty. This year, to enable NWC better to recruit and retain 
faculty of the high caliber desired, we are taking steps to modify the Col-
lege’s policies and practices to resemble more closely the conditions educa-
tors find in more-traditional (i.e., Ivy League) graduate institutions. Faculty 
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committees are working to recommend changes to compensation levels, to 
improve and standardize promotion processes, and to create a form of future 
employment stability similar to tenure. Our goal is to ensure that upwardly 
mobile educators are not deterred from accepting employment at the Naval 
War College out of concern for the degree to which government employment 
rules differ from those at other top-tier graduate institutions.

In considering the issues of continuity and change, I am fond of the words of 
former Harvard University Fellow Pauline R. Kezer, who has written: “Continuity 
gives us roots; change gives us branches, letting us stretch and grow and reach 
new heights.”

The examples above are only a few of the areas in which we are instituting 
carefully considered changes to the status quo so as to serve our students better, 
and ultimately our military services and the nation. I seek the assistance of all Na-
val War College supporters and both past and present members of the extended 
Naval War College family in contributing ideas for change through participation 
on faculty committees, working within each organizational unit, and even by 
forwarding constructive e-mails. Finally, I ask the entire College community to 
recognize the benefits of the small but significant changes being made as we work 
together to “stretch and grow and reach new heights.”

JEFFREY A. HARLEY

Rear Admiral, U.S. Navy
President, U.S. Naval War College
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Liza Tobin is a China analyst at the U.S. Pacific 
Command. She has worked for twelve years for the 
U.S. military and other government entities as a 
China specialist, focusing on economic, political, 
and security topics. She earned a BA in China studies 
and biblical studies from Gordon College; a gradu-
ate certificate from the Hopkins-Nanjing Center for 
Chinese and American Studies; and an MA in in-
ternational relations, with concentrations in China 
studies and international economics, from the Johns 
Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies.
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Beijing’s Strategy to Build China into a Maritime Great Power

Liza Tobin

UNDERWAY

Strategists and onlookers seeking to anticipate China’s next moves in the South 
China Sea (SCS) often have focused on aspects of the problem that are near 

term, security-centric, and geographically specific—such as whether and when 
China will seize or deploy military platforms on disputed features. These are im-
portant questions, but they are only pieces of a much bigger puzzle. Authoritative 
Chinese documents make clear that China’s activity in the SCS, East China Sea, 
and Indian Ocean and elsewhere in the maritime realm is part of a larger strategy 
to build China into a “maritime great power” (MGP)—an end state that Chinese 
leaders define in the broadest possible terms and view as an essential component 
of their overall strategy to achieve national rejuvenation.

This article provides an account of how Beijing itself depicts its maritime 
strategy in public, authoritative statements.1 The author acknowledges the robust 
body of research that exists on China’s maritime development, activities, and 
capabilities, particularly security-related aspects, and does not seek to duplicate 
it. 2  Rather, the focus here is on understanding these phenomena through the lens 
of Beijing’s own stated objectives and approach, which tend to be exceptionally 
wide-ranging in focus and not limited to the security realm. The intent here is to 
increase understanding of China’s strategic intentions and priorities in the mari-
time realm and to equip U.S. policy makers and national security professionals 
with a more precise and powerful lexicon for engaging their Chinese counter-
parts on maritime issues.

The article is organized as follows. First, it describes the end state that Beijing 
envisions achieving in the maritime realm and how this end state is linked di-
rectly to China’s higher-order national strategy. The article then traces the origins 
of China’s maritime strategy, demonstrating that China’s aspirations for maritime 
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power are not recent developments but are rooted in long-standing concern 
for China’s security and development interests. Next, the article examines the 
country’s maritime strategy in its current form, arguing that China’s approach is 
exceptionally broad and uses every available tool of statecraft to achieve its objec-
tives. The article then considers the strategy’s future prospects by examining how 
Beijing’s conception of its maritime rights and interests is expanding.

CHINA’S STRATEGIC END STATE: MARITIME GREAT POWER
The first step in grasping China’s maritime strategy is to understand how Beijing 
envisions its end state in the maritime domain. In Beijing’s own words, it is striv-
ing to build China into a maritime great power. People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
authoritative documents cite this key term—海洋强国—frequently, as an over-
arching mission statement for a host of maritime programs, ranging across deep-
sea exploration, littoral diplomacy, law-enforcement patrols, fishing industry 
development, public relations campaigns to promote China’s maritime territorial 
claims, naval development, and construction on SCS features. 3

While Chinese government documents from as early as 2003 list “building 
China into an MGP” (or simply “building MGP”) as a strategic imperative, the 
term surged in political significance on November 8, 2012. That day, General 
Secretary Hu Jintao called for “building China into an MGP” in his work report 
to the Eighteenth National Congress of the Communist Party of China, a gather-
ing of top party officials held every five years that issues authoritative guidance 
on all major policy priorities. 4  Hu’s statement at this venue indicated that the goal 
of MGP had been elevated as a national priority.

Hu’s speech listed four characteristics of MGP; together they frame Beijing’s 
overall strategic approach to the maritime realm:5

• The ability to exploit ocean resources

• A developed maritime economy

• Preservation of the marine environment

• Resolute protection of maritime rights and interests 

Authoritative commentary on Hu’s speech makes clear that Beijing views the 
mastery of all manner of ocean-related endeavors as a requirement for achiev-
ing China’s strategic ambitions. State Oceanic Administration (SOA) director 
Liu Cigui, in an article published shortly after Hu’s speech, defined an MGP as a 
country with a “powerful and comprehensive ability to develop, use, protect, and 
control the ocean.” He did not elaborate on what “control” (管控) meant, geo-
graphically or operationally. However, he did not use the term that Chinese strat-
egists use to express the Western military concept of sea control or sea command
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(制海权); rather, he used a more general term with managerial or administrative 
connotations.6 Liu did elaborate further on what MGP should look like: marine 
industries should constitute a relatively large proportion of China’s overall econ-
omy; large numbers of maritime professionals should be achieving scientific and 
technological breakthroughs; exploitation of marine resources should be done 
sustainably; and defense capabilities should be formidable enough to defend na-
tional sovereignty and maritime rights and interests and play an important role 
in safeguarding peace and promoting the development of international maritime 
affairs. 7  He was painting a comprehensive and ambitious picture.

General Secretary Xi Jinping subsequently amplified and clarified the connec-
tion between MGP and China’s overall strategic goals, making clear that mari-
time power is both a requirement for and an expression of China’s emergence 
as a well-rounded great power. Xi explicitly linked the maritime strategy to the 
achievement of China’s interim and long-term national strategic goals: “building 
a moderately prosperous society in all respects” (全面建成小康社会) by 2021 
(the centenary of the founding of the Chinese Communist Party); and “the great 
rejuvenation of the Chinese people” (中华民族伟大复兴), or national rejuvena-
tion, by 2049 (the centenary of the founding of the PRC).8 In July 2013, Xi led a 
politburo study session on maritime issues, during which he stressed that MGP 
was key to “sustained and healthy economic development” (经济持续健康发展) 
and “protection of national sovereignty, security, and development interests” (维
护国家主权、安全、发展利益). This set up his next statement: that MGP was 
a significant factor in achieving a moderately prosperous society and national 
rejuvenation.9

Liu, expounding further on MGP in 2014, clarified the benchmarks Xi had 
established: the interim goal was, by around 2020, to “lay a decent foundation for 
building maritime power.”10 After this, according to Liu, China would “ascend in 
the ranks of the world’s maritime powers and become [the] world’s main mari-
time power” by around 2049.11 It was an unusually explicit statement of China’s 
long-term aspirations, and one that Beijing may not care to articulate publicly on 
a frequent basis, perhaps aware that doing so would sound provocative.

THE STRATEGY’S LONG-STANDING ORIGINS
China’s modern quest for MGP stretches back decades. The following section is 
not a comprehensive history of China’s MGP aspirations; rather, it attempts to 
(1) shed light on the deep-seated strategic and psychological concerns that drive 
China’s maritime goals and behavior to this day; (2) show how the maritime 
strategy has gained coherence over time, but remains a work in progress; and (3) 
highlight examples of key doctrinal changes, laws, and other authoritative guid-
ance that laid the groundwork for Chinese behavior many years later.
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Victimized, Disadvantaged, and Late
China’s maritime strategy is rooted in historical baggage accumulated over 
centuries. According to one Chinese scholar, “China’s bitter modern historical 
experience began with the sea.”12  Chinese scholars assess that in the late twentieth 
century, China rejoined the international maritime realm victimized, disadvan-
taged, and late. First, Chinese strategists lament that China was subjected to ill- 
treatment by Western and Japanese aggressors approaching from the sea during 
China’s “century of humiliation” in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. These writers describe this victimization as a major setback that must be 
overcome with accurate understanding, careful planning, and persistent effort.13

A second source of anguish is China’s “geographic disadvantage”; strategists point 
out that China is “besieged” by island chains in the western Pacific that could be 
used as springboards for foreign aggression, and nearby straits and waterways 
could turn into choke points for cutting off supplies.14  Third, scholars heap blame 
on Chinese rulers, noting with regret that China turned its back on the sea in the 
fifteenth century, and as a result arrived late to the race for rights and influence 
in the twentieth century, when other nations already had made great strides in 
exploiting the oceans for wealth, power, and prestige.15

This sense of victimhood, disadvantage, and lateness is still relevant in China. 
It played out in Beijing’s public messaging on SCS issues in the lead-up to and 
aftermath of the ruling by the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) in July 
2016 on the Philippines’ case against China’s nine-dash-line claims. Accord-
ing to Beijing, China was a victim of outside powers’ territorial invasion, but 
itself showed restraint when responding to provocations. Wu Shicun, a leading 
Chinese SCS commentator, asserted in June 2016 that “China’s sovereignty and 
sovereign rights over the SCS . . . [are] defined by the struggle against imperialist 
aggression.”16 In May of that year, China’s ambassador to the United Kingdom 
contended, “Whichever angle one chooses to look at the [SCS] issue, China has 
never been the troublemaker. Quite the opposite, China has been a victim.”17  Chi-
na’s insistence on its victimhood may sound discordant to outside observers of 
growing PRC maritime clout (a rapidly growing navy, coast guard, and maritime 
militia; a network of reclaimed features and military outposts in the SCS; and an 
outsize role in global shipbuilding, shipping, and fishing). But China’s confidence 
in its increasing capabilities is juxtaposed to genuine angst over lingering vulner-
abilities and past strategic blunders. The trend for China is toward strength—but 
feelings of exposure persist and are a powerful motivator for Beijing.

Returning to the Sea
For nearly six hundred years, Beijing embraced a defensive continental focus, 
viewing the ocean as a monolithic source of danger against which China must 
protect itself. Then, starting in the late 1970s, China emerged from decades of 
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relative international isolation, and as its engagement with the world grew its 
interest in the strategic role of the ocean expanded dramatically. Beijing gradu-
ally adopted a dualistic view of the ocean as a source of opportunity and danger.

Economics drove China to renew its strategic interest in the ocean in the 1980s. 
Deng Xiaoping’s Reform and Opening policies set China on a course to integrate 
with the international economy, boost exports, and develop industrial and tech-
nological capacity along its coast. International legal developments unfolding 

concurrently also helped to 
spark China’s reawakening. 
Chinese strategists highlight 
the adoption of the United 
Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 
1982, which “established an 
all-new legal framework for 
the modern world ocean,” 
as particularly important.18

UNCLOS drove Beijing’s realization that other nations had surged ahead of China 
in exploiting the ocean’s potential. Catching up with—and eventually getting 
ahead of the curve on—international legal developments, so as to capture strate-
gic benefits from the sea, remains a focus for China’s maritime strategy to this day.

The codification of China’s maritime ambitions into laws and guiding docu-
ments gained momentum. In February 1992, China enacted its Law of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China Concerning the Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone 
of 1992, which defined the PRC’s territorial sea expansively, to include disputed 
areas covering Taiwan and all its islands, the Diaoyu Islands (Senkakus), the Para-
cels, Macclesfield Bank, and the Spratlys.19 It also introduced a phrase to China’s 
lexicon that would become central to China’s maritime strategy: maritime rights 
and interests (海洋权益). 2 0 Other laws followed, such as the Law of the PRC on 
the Exclusive Economic Zone and the Continental Shelf, in 1998. 2 1 These laws 
would become very significant; Beijing was laying down markers in domestic 
legislation that it would cite later to assert its claims to contested maritime areas.
For example, China cited the 1992 law as a rationale for delineating its claimed 
baselines around the Senkakus in 2012. 2 2  In 2016, it cited the 1992 and 1998 laws 
to support its SCS claims against Manila at the PCA. In particular, it cited article 
14 of the 1998 law: “The provisions of this Act shall not affect the historical rights 
of the People’s Republic of China.” 2 3

Another contributing factor to China’s maritime awakening in the mid-1980s 
and onward was that fears of ground invasion by the Soviets were receding. Liu 
Huaqing, during his tenure as commander of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 

[A]ccording to Liu, China would “ascend in 
the ranks of the world’s maritime powers and 
become [the] world’s main maritime power” 
by around 2049. It was an unusually explicit 
statement of China’s long-term aspirations, 
and one that Beijing may not care to articu-
late publicly on a frequent basis, perhaps 
aware that doing so would sound provocative.
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Navy (PLAN) from 1982 to 1987, oversaw a shift in the navy’s strategic focus 
from coastal defense to near-seas defense (or offshore defense), expanding the 
PLAN’s mission to waters farther from China’s coast. 2 4  In 1992, Jiang Zemin’s 
work report to the party congress stated that the PLA must improve its ability to 
perform the sacred mission of “defending China’s sovereignty over its territory, 
airspace, and territorial waters and maritime rights and interests, and safeguard-
ing the unity and security of the motherland” (emphasis added). 2 5 In 1993, the 
Central Military Commission—China’s top military body, of which Liu was a 
vice-chairman—issued new Military Strategic Guidelines, a rare and seminal 
event for the PLA. The guidelines formally introduced the concept of near-seas 
defense into military doctrine. 2 6 Furthermore, according to U.S. scholars, the 
guidelines redirected the PLA’s main strategic direction—a doctrinal concept de-
termining the geographic direction that poses the highest risk to China—from a 
territorial focus (premised on a Soviet threat) to a maritime one. 2 7  This paradigm 
shift provided significant impetus and focus to naval modernization and laid the 
groundwork for the PLA’s increasingly distant missions (such as its antipiracy 
missions to the Gulf of Aden) years later.

In 1998, which the United Nations designated the International Year of the 
Ocean, China’s top government body, the State Council, issued the country’s first 
maritime white paper, an early step toward a maritime strategy. 2 8 The document 
outlined “a sustainable development strategy” and called for overall planning 
to develop and control marine resources and “safeguard the new international 
maritime order and the state’s maritime rights and interests.” This signaled Bei-
jing’s desire both to participate constructively in the international system and to 
ensure that China did not continue to miss out on benefits from the ocean. Later 
that year, China followed the white paper with the establishment of the Marine 
Surveillance Force, a paramilitary law-enforcement agency and precursor to the 
China Coast Guard (CCG), to “protect maritime resource rights and interests 
from encroachment.” 2 9 In 2001, China included maritime development goals for 
the first time in its Tenth Five-Year Plan (FYP) (2001–2005), ensuring that rel-
evant government units at all levels would have maritime tasks to fulfill. 3 0

Refining a Maritime Vision
Hu Jintao’s tenure as general secretary (2002–12) was pivotal in the development 
of China’s maritime strategy in several areas. These included the ideological, 
military, and government-planning fronts.

With regard to ideology, Hu in 2003 held a politburo study session to exam-
ine factors that enabled the rise of global powers. Maritime power was one such 
factor. The session was followed by government-sponsored scholarly study and 
a television series that aired in 2006. 3 1 Beijing was seeking to popularize the idea 
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