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In December 2015, China commissioned Hefei (174) — the third Type 052D guided-
missile destroyer into its navy. ! The warship represents the most advanced surface
combatant ever operated by the PLA Navy, and comparable to the best in the world. It is
armed with potent long-range missiles like the HHQ-9 (anti-air), the YJ-18 (anti-ship),
and the CJ-10 (land-attack).2 This seems incredible considering that until barely a
decade ago, China’s navy did not even possess a credible fleet air defence missile system,
let alone a land-attack capability.
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Notably, all three Type 052D destroyers are based in PLA Navy’s South Sea Fleet
(SSF).3 This is among the latest indicators of the growing salience and strength of this
fleet. The SSF is fast becoming the ‘sword arm’ of the PLA Navy that is rapidly amassing
distant power-projection capabilities, with major geopolitical and security ramifications,
not only for the China’s immediate maritime neighbours in the South China Sea (SCS),
but also for the littorals of the Indian Ocean region (IOR). This essay attempts to discern
the trends since the rise of China’s naval power in recent decades, and the implications
for the Indo-Pacific4 region.

Circa 1995-2005: Focus on ESF

Until the 1980s, the PLA Navy was merely a ‘brown-water’ coastal force. Beginning in
the mid-1990s, China’s naval power witnessed a quantum jump with the acquisition of
the Russian Kilo-class submarines and the Sovremenny-class destroyers. The Kilos were
considered to be the quietest submarines in the world, whereas the Sovremennys were
armed with the lethal S-22 Moskit anti-ship missile — dubbed ‘aircraft-carrier killer’ —
whose supersonic speed gives little reaction time to the victim warship to defend itself.

All four Sovremennyss and eight Kilos® were added to the East Sea Fleet (ESF).
At this time, China’s strategic focus was directed towards its eastern seaboard, primarily
to prepare for any adverse contingency involving Taiwan, soon after the 1995-1996
Taiwan Strait crisis. In 1999, China began the indigenous development of its Song-class
conventional submarines. The first of these new-generation boats commissioned
between 2001 and 2004 were also inducted into the ESF7.

Circa 2005-2010: Focus on SSF

About a decade after the Taiwan Strait crisis, however, China’s strategic focus
began to shift from Taiwan to its maritime-territorial claims in the South China Sea
(SCS). The reason for the shift is unclear; it could be attributed to Beijing’s successful
‘Taiwan policy’ that led to a reduced probability of a military conflict across the Taiwan
Strait. It is also possible that Beijing had always considered the SCS as its priority, but
was ‘biding its time’ due to various geopolitical and capability constraints. All the same,
China’s intent began to unravel through the increasing ‘capabilities’ being allocated to
the SSF, such as those enumerated below.




¢ 2004-05: SSF inducts two each of Type 052B and 052C destroyers, the
first-ever world-class indigenous warship designs.8

¢2005: China begins refurbishing the erstwhile Soviet aircraft carrier
Varyag for power-projection in the SCS (that later joined SSF as Liaoning).

¢ 2006-07: SSF inducts four additional Kilo-class submarines procured
from Russia.

e End-2007: SSF inducts the first Type 071 Yuzhao-class Landing Platform
Dock (LPD), which provided China a distant sealift capability.9

e Mid-2008: Satellite-based reports carried pictures of China’s new Yalong
Bay base in southern Hainan, indicating entrances to the underground
submarine pens and a Jin-class (Type 094) new-generation nuclear ballistic
missile submarine (SSBN).10

¢ 2007-08: Extension of Woody Island airstrip (Paracels) to 8,100 feet. The
airstrip was now capable of operating heavier aircraft like bombers,
transports and aerial-refuellers.!

Most of these developments were analysed in 2008-09 by the author!2 and a few
other analysts like James Bussert.13 However, these writings received little attention.
Interestingly, China’s ‘intentions’ became clearer within a couple of years when Beijing
declared in 2010 that the SCS was its “core interest” of sovereignty.4 Two years later, in
2012, China upgraded Sansha City on Woody Island from county-level to a prefecture-
city level’s to facilitate the administration of all the island groups in SCS claimed by
China.1¢ It also established a military command in Sansha City, under Hainan provincial
sub-command within the Guangzhou Military Command. While these were largely
‘administrative’ and ‘defensive’ policy measures, these reinforced China intent’s with
regard to its “core interest” of sovereignty.

Recent Developments: Reinforced Focus on SSF
Recent developments clearly indicate that China has persevered with its southward-

oriented military-strategic intent. The latest of these is China’s January 2016
redeployment of its Haiyang Shiyou 981 (HD-981) oil rig in disputed waters with




Vietnam, which created a major diplomatic rift between the two countries in mid-2014.17
A CSIS report of January 2016 notes an “accelerated...frequency of its (China’s) coercive
activities and pace of its island-building in the... South China Sea...”8 The report adds
that “the PLA in the near future will be operating well beyond the First Island Chain and
into the Indian Ocean ...”. If such predictions are substantive, what precisely may be
among the enabling capabilities?

Aircraft Carrier Task Force

In 2012, Varyag was commissioned as Liaoning; and soon after sea-trials, it was based
in the SSF. China is building an indigenous carrier,9 which is also likely to be based in
the SSF for patrols in the disputed South China Sea.2¢ These carriers with have potent
escort combatants. In addition to the Type 052D destroyers, most of PLA Navy latest
Jiangkai II class frigates are also based in the SSF. The carrier(s) — along with these
escorts — would provide versatility to the SSF to conduct missions in the IOR and SCS
across the spectrum of conflict, ranging from humanitarian missions and counter-piracy
to flag-showing, and from supporting maritime expeditionary operations to military
coercion.

Notably, both Jiangkai II frigates — Liuzhou (573) and Sanya (574) — that
participated in India’s International Fleet Review-2016 (IFR-16) at Visakhapatnam in
early-February 2016 were based at SSF. The two ships — part of PLA Navy’s 21st anti-
piracy task force — made a ‘goodwill’ port call at Chittagong and conducted combined
naval exercises with the Bangladesh Navy, before participating in IFR-16.2! In the
coming years, the availability of the carrier in its task force will provide the PLA Navy
more operational options, enabling it to undertake other types of missions in the IOR as
well.

‘Unsinkable’ Aircraft Carriers in the SCS

China is likely to continue upgrading its airfields in the Paracels and Spratlys. In Woody
Island, satellite imagery reveals that since 2007-08, China has added a wide array of
aviation infrastructure to the main airstrip, which includes aircraft hangers, air traffic
control buildings and radars, fuel depots, crew accommodation and berthing facilities
for larger warships.22 This would provide a force-multiplier effect to the PLA Navy’s
carrier operations, enabling China to effectively exercise sea control and power-




projection in the SCS. It would also enable China to enforce an ADIZ over the SCS, if its
Beijing were to promulgate it.

New-Generation Submarines

In mid-2015, the PLA Navy commissioned three modified Shang-class SSNs (Type
093A/ 093G). Like Type 052D destroyers, these are likely to be armed with the vertical-
launch YJ-18 anti-ship and CJ-10 land-attack missiles.23 In a few years, China is likely to
develop the advanced Jin-class (Type 096) SSBN, which could provide China a more
credible nuclear deterrence and first strike capability. Although Yalong Bay (Hainan)
may be home base for these nuclear-propelled platforms, their virtually unlimited
endurance will enable the PLA Navy to project submarine-based maritime power
eastwards far beyond the second island chain, and westwards into the IOR.

China’s latest conventional submarines the Song-class and the Yuan-class with
Air Independent Propulsion (AIP) — are also based at Yalong Bay.24 Notably, all
submarines that the PLA Navy has deployed so far in the IOR are based in the SSF.
These include the Song-329 that docked in Colombo in September-October 201425 and
the Yuan 335 that spent a week in Karachi harbour in May 2015.2¢

Expeditionary Forces

In 2011-12, two more Type 071 LPDs (Jinggang Shan and Changbai Shan) joined the
first LPD (Kunlun Shan) in the SSF.27 In mid-2015, the SSF inducted PLA Navy’s first
Landing Platform (MLP). Based on the novel submersible roll-on/ roll-off (RO-RO)
design developed by the United States, MLPs would be able to transport PLA Navy’s
heavy Zubr-class air-cushion landing craft to distant littorals.28

This enhanced distant sealift capacity would not only enable the SSF to undertake
humanitarian missions in the SCS and the IOR, but also provide the fleet a nascent
expeditionary capability. Interestingly, the 15000-men Chinese Marines — who have
traditionally trained for amphibious assaults — have lately begun to exercise in
continental locales of Mongolia and Xinjiang, which is a pointer to China’s intention to
be involved in out-of-area expeditionary missions.29




Logistic Ships

The PLA Navy is also developing ‘longer legs’ through induction of high-endurance
logistic vessels meant to provide underway replenishment (UNREP) to its principal
warships far away from Chinese home bases. Since 2005, it has commissioned six
advanced Type 903A (Fuchi-class) UNREP vessel with a full-load displacement of
23,000 tons. Although these are equally divided among the three PLA Navy fleets, the
sequence of allocation and other developments indicate a focus on the SSF. In 2015,
China launched a new rather massive 45,000 tons logistic vessel of the Qinghaihu-class,
which is likely to be allocated to the SSF.

Conclusion

In tandem with China’s overall power, the capabilities of the PLA Navy’s SSF is expected
to continue to grow in the coming decades, notwithstanding transient ‘hiccups’ in its
economic growth. However, China’s geographically expanding economic interests into
the IOR and beyond will soon overstretch its resources. Ostensibly, Beijing is well aware
of this prognosis, and adopting necessary measures as part of a comprehensive long-
term strategy.

Among the two overwhelming imperatives for China is to shape a benign
environment in its north-eastern maritime periphery. Towards this end, in March 2013,
Beijing amalgamated its various maritime agencies to form the unified Coast Guard
under the State Oceanic Administration.3° Reportedly, China has also been trying hard
to resolve its maritime boundary dispute with South Korea.3!

The second imperative is to sustain its naval forces in distant waters of the IOR.
Towards this end, China is developing military facilities in the IOR, and dovetailed with
its increasing hardware sales to the regional countries. Through its ‘Maritime Silk Road’
(MSR) initiative (2013), China seems to have effectively blunted the theory of ‘String of
Pearls’ (2005). Djibouti may be only the beginning. Similar facilities — supplemented by
PLA Navy’s long-legged and ‘sea-based’ assets based in the SSF — would enhance
China’s military-strategic and operational options manifold. Such emerging
developments — and their extrapolations — need to be factored by the national security
establishments of the Indo-Pacific countries.
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