




133

above.  The distances between certain locations in Black Sea, which are relevant to 
this article, are shown below:

•	 Bosphorus Strait-Kerch Strait: 400 nm

•	 Bosphorus Strait-Sevastopol: 280 nm

•	 Sevastopol-Odessa: 160 nm

•	 Kerch Strait-Mariupol: 100 nm

The Moskva 

The Slava-class cruiser Moskva (pennant number 121) was built in the Nikolyev 
Shipyard of Ukraine, which was part of erstwhile Soviet Union.  The ship, displacing 
more than 11,000 tonnes at full load, was commissioned in December of 1982 and 
belonged to the third-largest Class of Russian warships, after the aircraft carrier (the 

Figure 1: The Black Sea Geography
Source: Map from Google Earth; markings by the Author
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Kuznetsov) and the Kirov-Class nuclear-propelled cruisers.  The Moskva was quite 
heavily armed, with 16 Vulcan anti-ship missiles (range: 450 km), a three-layered 
air- and anti-missile defence system, and a range of anti-submarine torpedoes and 
rockets.  It was equipped with long-range surveillance and targeting sensors, as also 
modern Electronic Warfare (EW) systems, which taken in aggregate, enabled the 
ship to be capable of comprehensive, multi-domain warfighting and formidable self-
defence. 

The ship was not, however, equipped with land-attack cruise missiles, because 
of which it was not ideally suited for attacking targets ashore in Ukraine.  The ship’s 
main 130 mm twin-barrelled gun could, of course, be used for firing on shore-targets 
but for this, the Moskva would have to come quite close to the coast, given that the 
range of the gun was limited to about 22 km (approximately 12 nm).  The ship’s 
main strength lay in its ability to provide an effective air-defence umbrella to Russian 
naval forces operating close to the shore for amphibious tasks, while the Moskva itself 
remained at stand-off distance.

Probable Operational Causes Leading to the Moskva Incident

Blue water surface combatants — these are typically ‘capital ships’ — can be utilised 
to their full potential in open waters, where there is enough manoeuvring room to 
engage in multi-domain operations.  Open waters also provide adequate sea area for 
such ships to remain beyond the threatened range of the adversary’s ground-based 
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) systems, missiles and aircraft; and 
while enabling for themselves the freedom to ‘shoot and scoot’ at high-speed, when 
required.  The Moskva, operating in a near landlocked sea with severely limited sea 
space was, therefore, at a huge disadvantage on all these counts.  The regular area of 
the ship’s operation since the outbreak of hostilities on 24 February 2022, lay in the 
constricted bay between Sevastopol and Odessa — the direct distance between them 
being a mere 160 nm.

Naval analysts monitoring the ship’s broad movements through purportedly 
open-source intelligence, placed it off Snake Island — just about 25 nm from the 



135

Ukrainian coastline — between 24 and 28 February 2022; and, subsequently, in a 
general area ranging from 40-90 nm between 15 March and 04 April 2022.8  The 
ship established a deployment pattern wherein it would return to its home port 
of Sevastopol after about 6-7 days, probably for replenishment of fuel and stores.  
The entire sailing itinerary of the Moskva began to fit into a predictable pattern — 
something that no warship ought to be comfortable with.  Further, its operational 
presence in the restricted ‘bay area’ rendered its movements prone to easy tracking 
from shore-based sensors and drones.  The probable covert ISR and targeting-support 
provided by the US and/or certain NATO/EU countries opposed to the Russian 
invasion would have greatly exacerbated the risk. 9

It is posited that the import of such a precariously unenviable situation and 
disadvantageous operating environment, would surely not have been lost on the 
ship’s Commanding Officer and the operational team, especially those placed in 
the upper segments of the hierarchical chain of command.  There are a number of 
probable reasons as to why the Moskva persisted in conforming to what was by now, 
a well-established operating pattern.  Some of the most obvious reasons are:

•	 The Russian Navy was reasonably sure that the Ukrainian shore-based 
airborne ISR and attack capabilities had been sufficiently degraded to the 
point where they posed no viable threat to Russian ships operating close to 
the Ukrainian coast.

•	 The Russian Navy had little or no knowledge of Ukraine having operationally 
deployed ground-launched anti-ship cruise missiles.

•	 The implications of the occasional appearance of Turkish-origin Ukrainian 
TB-2 Bayraktar armed drones at sea, were not fully appreciated by the Russian 
ships.

•	 The Moskva had absolute confidence in its anti-air- and anti-missile defence 
capabilities.

•	 The ship’s crew had become somewhat complacent, possibly out of weariness 
having set in due to a high-level of alertness requiring to be maintained over 
prolonged period, with virtually no action to relive the tedium.
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In the event — and despite denials by Russian official establishment about an attack 
by the Ukrainian missiles — the Moskva suffered an uncontrollable ‘unexplained’ fire 
on board, reportedly from multiple explosions of its own ammunition.  The ship 
finally sank a day later, while being towed to harbour.  If two Ukrainian Neptune anti-
ship missiles had, indeed, managed to pierce the cruiser’s supposedly impermeable 
air-defence, it certainly would indicate that the ship’s crew and weapon systems were 
either not ready at the moment of action, or were so distracted by the Ukrainian TB-2 
Bayraktar armed drones, that they could not mount a viable anti-missile defence.10

Other causes could include inadequacies in maritime domain awareness (MDA)-
support provided to the ship through a reliable two-way data link with Command 
Posts and land- and space-based sensors.  An informed article suggests that this kind 
of integration would ensure seamless transfer of a near-real-time operational picture, 
so as to enable the ship to assess the situation better, have more response time, and 
mount a credible defence well in time, by ‘creating a bigger bubble of lethality’, rather 
than being forced to depend solely upon its own standalone sensors for the entire 
kill chain.11  Also, while the professionalism of Russian sailors and the ship’s damage-
control readiness has come under a cloud, these remain in the speculative realm, 
until the actual sequence of events as they unfolded— if and when that happens — is 
known.  It is, however, quite apparent that a major warship not equipped with land-
attack cruise missiles otherwise heavily-armed, had little business being deployed 
close to Ukrainian coast in a sub-optimal role, thus exposing itself needlessly to the 
danger of aerial attack in constricted sea space.    

Post-Incident Assessment

The loss of a major warship in combat — whether attributable to enemy action 
or otherwise — is often linked to national morale, and certainly psychologically 
impacts a nation’s collective will to continue with hostilities.  That is the reason, 
some countries treat such national assets as their ‘centre of gravity’.12  In the case 
of the Moskva, the symbolism of Russia’s third largest ship — and the flag ship of 
the Black Sea Fleet — sinking in a combat scenario, was not lost on anyone.  The 
double-whammy was that Russia could neither bolster its naval power in the Black 
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Sea, nor replace the ship with another one of equal naval significance.  Turkey would 
just not allow the Russian warships waiting in the Aegean Sea to pass through the 
Dardanelles and Bosphorus Straits, citing the provisions of Montreux Convention 
of 1936.13  In fact, Turkey — in a highly exaggerated interpretation of the Montreux 
Convention — warned all countries not to send warships through the two straits to 
the Black Sea during the Russia-Ukraine war.  The Turkish Foreign Minister, Mevlut 
Cavusoglu clearly stated, “We warned all riparian and non-riparian countries not to let 
warships go through the straits”. 14

While Russia has, as on date, continued to abide by the Turkish pronouncement, 
and no request from other nations either for letting their warships pass through 
the straits has yet been made; the status, applicability, and relevance of Montreux 
Convention itself, and its provisions in the current crisis, are open to debate.  Two 
obvious questions are:

•	 Is the Convention with its lifespan of 20 years — and supposedly having 
expired in 1956 — with no effort by any of the signatories to formulate a 
follow-on agreement, still a valid enforcement-tool?

•	 Should the provisions laid down in the subsequently promulgated United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), 1982, regulating 
transit passage through international straits not be followed in supersession 
of the Montreux Convention, especially when Article 38 stipulates that “the 
right of transit passage through international straits shall not be impeded”?

Notwithstanding these questions relating to the applicability of the Montreux 
Convention — so germane in the current circumstances — and the unilateral 
excessive authority assigned by Turkey to itself in closing the strait and denying 
passage to all warships, the fact remains that Russia is unable to supplement its naval 
forces in the Black Sea.  Despite realising that the depleted naval strength following 
the loss of the Moskva is simply inadequate to dominate Ukrainian territory from 
the sea, Russia is not questioning the legal tenability of the Montreux Convention.  
This gives credence to the hypothesis that larger geopolitical dynamics — including 
those concerning the generally friendly Russia-Turkey relations — may be at play, 
constricting Russian freedom of action.
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The absence of credible area air-defence cover, which the Moskva was otherwise 
providing, has forced Russian warships to remain farther away from coastline.  The 
resultant change in the operational scenario would appear to have put paid to any 
amphibious landing plans that Russia may have initially mulled over, so as to insert 
land forces along the southern axis.  On the other hand, Russia, smarting from this 
globally-visible embarrassment, would surely be keen to deliver a fitting riposte.  The 
reported use of submarine-launched Kalibr land-attack cruise missiles (LACMs) for 
the first time, to target the outskirts of Kiev and other military targets deeper inland15 
can be taken as a precursor for more punitive attacks to follow. 

While the remaining Russian frigates — and submarines too — may well 
continue with limited engagement of targets ashore by their LACMs, the imperative 
to remain beyond the targeting-range of Ukrainian anti-ship missiles, precludes their 
meaningful contribution to support the Russian Navy’s war effort in the Black Sea.  
In this context, at least one maritime analyst has concluded that the loss of the 
Moskva has had so adverse an impact upon the freedom-of-manoeuvre of Russia’s 
remaining warships —particularly the admiral Makarov Class frigates — that it is 
tantamount to the loss Russian frigates themselves!16

Conclusion

The fact that ships of the Russian Black Sea Fleet have borne the brunt of Ukrainian 
drone- and missile-attacks subsequent to the sinking of the Moskva, indicates the 
importance of the cruiser in supporting the entire concept of Russian naval operations 
in that area.  Since the Moskva incident, there have been reports of one Russian 
landing ship and two fast attack craft being severely damaged in attacks mounted by 
Ukrainian armed drones.  This could only have been possible in the absence of viable 
Russian air-defence cover.  An ambitious Ukrainian claim in fact, reported successful 
targeting of the Russian frigate Admiral Makarov.  Even though the Ukrainian claim 
proved to be false, there is no denying that the remaining Russian naval ships in the 
Black Sea remain in great danger due to the constricted geography of the Black Sea, 
and ISR support probably being covertly provided the US and its NATO allies.  The 
limited sea room also leaves the Russian Navy with hardly any scope for flexibility in 
planning and executing operational manoeuvres.
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The risk quotient gets further exacerbated because the only route for providing 
reinforcements is controlled by another country, which is not helping the Russian 
cause by citing an archaic convention long past its ‘use by’ date.  Concurrently, 
the Russian naval leadership must surely be wrestling with the dilemma whether it 
would be wise to commit more ships — and risking them too — in a constricted 
sea space, particularly in light of the Moskva debacle.  That might also be a reason 
for Moscow not calling out Turkey on the latter’s exaggerated interpretation of the 
Montreux Convention.  Finally, the Russian ships deployed in the Mediterranean 
and Aegean seas — and awaiting further orders — are generally in NATO’s naval 
area of dominance, and prudence would call for Moscow to exercise due deliberation 
before overly pushing Turkey — which is still part of NATO — too hard.

As the Russia-Ukraine conflict moves well into its third month, Russia may 
employ even heavier land-based ordnance in future to meet its military objective/s 
vis-à-vis Ukraine.  Be that as it may, the Russian naval campaign through its solitary 
maritime axis of the Black Sea appears to be irrevocably floundering, in the aftermath 
of the Moskva’s sinking.  Even while full details of the Moskva incident remain hidden 
from the general public, one can reasonably conclude that the Russian ship’s readiness 
— in terms of both, men and material — during those few crucial minutes of action 
could certainly have been better.  A noted Indian maritime analyst, Rear Admiral 
Sudarshan Shrikhande (Retired), has quite correctly theorised that “naval warfare is 
lot of inaction, then few minutes of mayhem and action.” 17  It is unfortunate that this 
truism was brought home to the Russians quite so tragically.

25 April 2022
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A Primer on China’s Anti-Ship Ballistic-  
And Cruise Missiles
Commander Saurav Mohanty

For quite some time now, China has been arming itself — both with new hardware 
and new maritime operational concepts, typified by what the Americans (and 

increasingly, others, too) call ‘Anti-Access and Area Denial’ (A2/AD) — to challenge 
any adversarial dominance of the maritime areas of its interest.  The US and its allies 
believe that China seeks to provide credibility to this A2/AD concept by rapidly 
developing war fighting systems based upon anti-ship ballistic missiles and anti-ship 
cruise missiles, supported by spaced-based capabilities as represented by the Yaogan 
series of surveillance-satellites, and the BeiDou navigation system.  Irrespective of 
whether or not India subscribes to the A2/AD nomenclature, these technological 
developments have great significance within India’s own maritime calculus.  
Consequently, it is imperative that these issues be studied in some detail.

Any such study must necessarily involve, as a preliminary activity, the collation 
of the generic, open-source information that is scattered across several sources, 
including assorted articles, analyses, reports, etc.  This article represents precisely 
such a preliminary collation, and additionally makes an effort to explain the collated 
material in simple terms, from which a lay reader can gain a reasonable understanding 
of the subject.  

On 01 October 2019, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) celebrated the 
seventieth anniversary of its founding.  Notable amongst the pageantry was a 
military parade, in which the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) demonstrated a highly 
orchestrated show of strength, exhibiting many of its strategic weapon systems.1  The 
display served to highlight the technical sophistication and modernity of China’s 
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strategic missile force, its conventional precision strike capabilities, as also its prowess 
in terms of ‘Information, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance’ (ISR).

Much interest has since been evoked amongst military and civilian specialists, 
media pundits, and the lay public, too, in these advanced technological weapons 
and the associated systems being fielded by China, and in the maritime concepts 
that underpin their development and deployment.  China’s development of anti-ship 
ballistic missiles, as well as anti-ship cruise missiles, both of which have the ability to 
transform maritime warfare in the 21st century, is a good point at which to begin.

The Concept of Anti-Access/ Area Denial

As reiterated, the terms ‘Anti-Access’ and ‘Area Denial’ are not expressions emanating 
from Chinese military doctrine but are popular US expressions.  In 2003, the US 
Centre for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments (CSBA) defined ‘Anti-Access’ as 
“enemy actions which inhibit military movement into a theatre of operations”, 
and ‘Area-Denial’ operations as “activities that seek to deny freedom of action 
within areas under the enemy’s control”.  At one level, these are not much more 
than American variants of the more well-established terms, “Sea Control” and ‘Sea 
Denial’.  Terminological-provenance notwithstanding, the USA believes the concept 
to have been developed by China in order to ‘sanitise’ its maritime periphery and 
prevent the maritime forces of potential adversaries to dominate a given maritime 
space or area comprising international waters and the super-adjacent airspace.  The 
USA appreciates that China’s ‘A2/AD Strategy’ is based on area-denial weapons such 
as the Anti-Ship Ballistic Missile (ASBM).2

A2/AD Strategy vs. Force Projection

Volume I of the RAND report titled “Smarter Power, Stronger Partners”, explains that 
‘A2/AD’ differs from ‘force projection’ and enjoys certain advantages over the latter.  
A2/AD capacities and capabilities are located mainly within the defender’s homeland 
and deployed largely in its littoral waters, whereas ‘force projection’ requires moving 
platforms, often over great distances, and forcibly entering the defender’s land, air, or 
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littoral space.  Hence, A2/AD forces are more able to absorb losses, exploit internal 
lines of communication, and keep or readily move forces into position.3

The RAND report under reference also emphasises that technologies needed 
to locate, track, and target high-value weapon platforms, such as ships and aircraft, 
are increasingly available with China.  While targeting-technologies are also used in 
‘force projection’, their advantages are more pronounced in A2/AD, since the latter is 
concerned mainly with locating, tracking, and striking weapon-platforms operating 
in open seas and skies (as opposed to defensive platforms that could well be hidden 
in cluttered terrain, as is the case with ‘force projection’).  Moreover, improvements 
in A2/AD technologies have been continuous and rapid, largely because they rely 
heavily on dual-use technologies that are developed principally for civilian markets.  
Examples would include information technology (IT) and global positioning.  In 
contrast, improvements in ‘force projection’ capacities are more likely to require 
entirely new preponderantly ‘military’ platforms and technologies, because they 
need to give primacy to combat-features such as stealth, electronic countermeasures, 
precision-strike, and so forth.  There is, of course, a limit beyond which it is infructuous 
to segregate A2/AD and FP requirements, since there is, obviously, more than a 
little overlap between these categories of systems.4  The RAND report concludes 
that China’s burgeoning A2/AD capabilities, well supported and complemented by 
its satellite technology, will make it difficult for any adversary to undertake ‘force 
projection’ operations against China.

PLA Rocket Force

China’s Strategic Missile Force, previously known as the PLA Second Artillery Corps 
(SAC), was created in 1966.  The SAC was an independent Service, but a grade 
lower than the regular land forces, naval forces, and air forces of the PLA.  On 31 
December 2016, the Central Military Commission (CMC) elevated the Strategic 
Missile Force to the same level as the Ground Force, the Navy, and Air Force of the 
PLA, and renamed it the ‘PLA Rocket Force’ (PLARF).5
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Organisation of the PLA Rocket Force

Operational units of the PLARF are organised into ‘bases’, which are corps-sized 
units consisting of several missile-brigades.  There are currently six operational 
bases, a training base, and, several support-, training-, logistics-, and engineering-
units.  The PLARF Headquarters is located at the Qinghe Compound in northwest 
Beijing, and it is responsible for overseeing administrative management, personnel 
affairs, recruitment, training, budget, etc.  PLARF units across the country receive 
logistic-support from the regional PLA headquarters in which they are stationed, but 
receive their operational orders directly from the CMC through a four-tier chain-
of-command comprising the CMC, missile bases, missile brigades, and launch 
battalions.6

With that brief backdrop having been established, it is pertinent to turn now to 
the missiles that the PLARF handles. These fall into two basic and globally-generic 
categories, namely, ‘ballistic missiles’ and cruise missiles’; although there is now a 
hybrid that has appeared in the typology, as represented by the ‘hypersonic glide 
vehicle’ (HGV).

Ballistic Missiles 

A ballistic missile is simply one that follows a ballistic trajectory to deliver its 
warhead onto its intended target.  The warhead can vary greatly, and could comprise 
conventional explosives, biological, chemical, or nuclear payloads.  Ballistic missiles 
may be propelled by solid or liquid propellants.  Liquid propellants are cheaper, but 
less stable (and therefore more difficult to store) and more toxic.  Solid propellants 
are more expensive, but more easily maintainable and more stable.  Hybrid fuels 
that seek to combine the benefits of solid- and liquid-propelled ballistic-missiles are 
under continuous development.7

Flight Path and Trajectory.  A ballistic trajectory may lie entirely within the 
earth’s atmosphere, or, it may lie partially within and partially outside of it.  The 
sub-orbital trajectory that a ballistic missile follows in order to deliver its warhead 
to the target, comprises three segments: a powered initial-phase, a free-flight phase 
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(which consumes most of the flight-time), and a re-entry phase (in which the missile 
re-enters the Earth’s atmosphere).  Ballistic missiles can be launched from fixed sites, 
or from mobile launchers, aircraft, ships or submarines.  The duration of powered-
phase can vary from a few seconds to several minutes, depending upon the range to 
be achieved and the weight of warhead.  The initial thrust is provided by a single-
stage or multi-stage rocket.  The missile usually attains a high sub-orbital trajectory, 
entering free-flight in space.  The highest point for an ICBM is 1,200 kilometres 
(km).  In the re-entry phase, atmospheric drag plays a significant part in the missile’s 
trajectory till impact.  Ballistic missiles are characteristically easy to detect and track 
at launch, but the hypersonic speed of the missile in its terminal phase presents a 
serious problem for defensive weapon systems.  Interception in the terminal phase 
can be described as attempting to ‘hit a bullet with another bullet’, and the degree 
of difficulty of interception increases with the range and terminal velocity of the 
incoming missile.8

MIRVs and MaRVs.  Longer-range ballistic missiles can carry Multiple 
Independent Re-entry Vehicles (MIRVs), whereby the missile’s warhead contains 
multiple (up to 10) smaller warheads that re-enter the Earth’s atmosphere at velocities 
of the order of 6-8 km per second; and each of which are capable of independent 
targeting.  Being smaller, every such warhead is more difficult to intercept, and there 
are now 10 targets instead of one.  Some countries are also developing Manoeuvrable 
Re-entry Vehicles (MaRVs) which, upon re-entry, effect a terminal-manoeuvre that 
facilitate the evading of anti-missile defences, while increasing the accuracy of their 
own targeting.  In other words, an MIRV allows a ballistic missile to carry multiple-
warheads that can be aimed at different targets within the same area, whereas an 
MaRV is capable of manoeuvring during re-entry, increasing its own accuracy against 
fixed and moving targets while enabling its own warhead to manoeuvre in flight and 
thus avoid interception by the adversary’s missile-defence systems.

Classification of Ballistic Missiles. Ballistic Missiles are often categorised 
according to their range.  A typical categorisation is as follows9: –

•	 Close-Range Ballistic Missile (CRBM), 50-300 km

•	 Short-Range Ballistic Missile (SRBM), 300-1000 km

•	 Medium-Range Ballistic Missile (MRBM), 1000-3000 km
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•	 Intermediate-Range Ballistic Missile (IRBM), 3000-5500 km

•	 Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM), more than 5500 km

Accuracy. The accuracy of a missile is quantified by a measure called ‘Circular 
Error of Probability’ (CEP), which is defined as the radius of a circle, centred upon 
the intended target, within which 50 percent of a large number of identical missiles, 
all operating without malfunction, would land.  The CEP reflects the statistical 
‘median’ rather than the ‘mean’, which implies that the CEP value itself does not 
make any statement about how far outside the radius, the other half of the missiles, 
will land.10

Hypersonic Weapons. The speed of sound in air is 344 metres per second (i.e., 
1238 km/h or 770 mph or 668 knots) and is known as ‘One Mach’.  Hypersonic 
weapons are ultra-high-speed weapons that fly along the edge of military space 
(50 miles above Mean Sea Level) and accelerate to between Mach 5 and Mach 10.  
Given speed and non-ballistic trajectory, hypersonic weapons are difficult for current 
ballistic-missile defence-systems to intercept.  Since 2014, China has carried out 
several tests of its HGVs.  The reasons why hypersonic weapons are considered to be 
deadly is because they combine the advantages of both, a ballistic- as well as a cruise-
missile, in that they have the speed of a ballistic missile and the manoeuvrability of 
a cruise missile.  Hypersonic weapons are specifically designed to defeat a modern 
ballistic-missile defence-system, and to thereafter deliver conventional or nuclear 
payloads, at high velocities, over long ranges, in noticeably short durations of 
time.  Hypersonic vehicles typically consist of a Supersonic Combustion Ramjet 
(SCRAMJET) propulsion-system to enable such high speeds.  A Scramjet engine is 
one that uses ‘air-breathing’ technology; which means that the engine collects oxygen 
from the atmosphere while it is travelling, and mixes the oxygen with its hydrogen 
fuel, creating the combustion needed for hypersonic travel.  This is different from 
a traditional ‘ramjet’, which is used on space shuttles and satellite launches.  The 
traditional ramjet engine carries liquid oxygen, and hydrogen within it, adding a 
tremendous amount of weight to the vessel.  Other options currently in development 
are the dual-mode ramjet (DMRJ), which works as a ramjet until the craft reaches 
a predesignated speed and altitude and works as a scramjet thereafter.  By using the 
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DMRJ, the vessel can operate without a booster, which allows it to operate in a more 
clandestine manner.11

China’s Ballistic Missile Program

China maintains a diverse and growing missile arsenal that it has been modernising 
over the past couple decades.  It is in the process of phasing out its older ballistic 
missiles, such as the early variants of the Dong Feng (DF) series (the DF-3, and 
DF-4), replacing them with upgraded versions.  As it upgrades its missiles, China 
is incorporating ballistic-missile technologies such as MIRV and MaRV.  China 
acquired the technology and capability to develop and deploy MIRVs several 
decades ago, but Chinese leaders chose not to deploy missiles with this capability 
until recently.  China has also developed a sea-based missile arsenal and, currently, 
the six Type 094/ Jin Class nuclear-powered ballistic-missile submarines carry up to 
12 JL-2 submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) each.  According to the 2018 
edition of the US Department of Defence Annual Report on “Military and Security 
Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China”, China’s ballistic missile arsenal 
includes 1,200 SRBMs, 200-300 MRBMs, and 75-100 ICBMs.12

China’s ‘Anti-Ship’ Ballistic Missiles

DF-21D (CSS-5 MOD 5).  The DF 21 missile has four variants, viz., DF-21A, 
DF-21B, DF-21C, and DF-21D, which are also known as CSS-5 Mod 2, CSS-5 
Mod 3, CSS-5 Mod 4, and CSS-5 Mod 5, respectively.  Two of these, the DF-21 C 
(land-attack variant) and the DF- 21D (anti-ship variant), carry only conventional 
warheads.  The DF-21D is specifically designed to target ships at sea. Sometimes 
dubbed the “carrier-killer,” reports suggest a range of 1,450 to 1,550 km (783-837 
nautical miles [nm], which is taken to be 800 nm as a broad-average).   Like the 
DF-21B, the warhead of the DF-21D is manoeuvrable and is reported to have a 
CEP of 20 metres.  This missile entered service in 2006, along with the DF-21C.  
In 2013, the missile was tested against a ship target that was roughly the same size 
as contemporary the US aircraft carriers.13  Reaching speeds up to Mach 10 during 
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the terminal phase, the DF-21D is the fastest MRBM to date and can reportedly 
overcome existing US Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) systems such as the sea-based 
AEGIS.14

DF-26.   The DF-26, which is depicted in Figure 1, is a road-mobile; two-stage, 
solid-fuelled, intermediate-range ballistic-missile (IRBM), with an anti-ship variant, 
the DF-26 B rumoured to have been test-fired in 2017, in the Bohai Sea.  It has a 
range of 3,000-4,000 km (1620-2160 nm).  The DF-26 has a ‘modular’ design, 
meaning that the launch vehicle can accommodate two types of nuclear warheads 
and several types of conventional warheads.  The accuracy of the DF-26 is uncertain, 
with speculations estimating 150-450 meters CEP at intermediate range.15

DF-17.  The DF-17, which is depicted in Figure 2, is a short-to-medium-range 
ballistic missile, with an assessed range of between 1,800 and 2,500 km (972-1350 
nm) and is equipped with a hypersonic glide vehicle (HGV) — the ‘DF-ZF’ (this 
used to be known, in US military circles, as the WU-14).  The missile is solid-fuelled, 

Figure 1: DF 26
Source: Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defence Project, www.missilethreat.csis.org
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measuring around 11 m in length, and weighing around 15,000 kg.  Between January 
2014 and November 2017, China conducted at least nine flight tests of the DF-17.  
Reports also suggest that China could develop the DF-17 into a second-generation 
ASBM.16

Figure 2: DF 17
Source: Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defence Project, www.missilethreat.csis.org

Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missiles (SLBMs) 

The JL-2 (CSS-NX-14), also known as the ‘Julang-2’ or ‘Giant Wave-2’, is a 
Chinese submarine-launched intercontinental ballistic-missile, with a three-stage 
solid propellant, which is depicted in Figure 3.  China has armed its six Jin Class 
SSBNs (two more are planned to be built and inducted) with JL-2 ICBMs.  The 
development of the JL-2 is believed to have begun in 1970, in tandem with the DF-
31 land-based ICBM.  The JL-2 has minimum range of 2,000 km (1,079 nm), and 
maximum range greater than 8,000 km (4,320 nm). It carries a payload of 1,050 to 
2,800 kg.  The missile is believed to be armed with a single nuclear warhead of ‘one-
mega-tonne’ (1 MT) yield, but may also be capable of delivering between three and 
eight lower-yield MIRV warheads.  The JL-2 is reported to have a CEP of 150 or 300 
m.17  It is understood that the PLA Navy (PLA N) is also undertaking test firing of 
the next generation (JL-3) SLBM.
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Cruise Missiles

Brief Overview.  Cruise missiles differ from ballistic ones in that they do not follow 
a ballistic trajectory, but are propelled towards their target, remaining within the 
Earth’s atmosphere throughout their trajectory.  Cruise missiles are capable of 
being launched from ground-based and airborne platforms, as also from ships and 
submarines.18

Propulsion and Flight.  Cruise missiles utilise jet engines as their primary method 
of propulsion. Most such missiles are subsonic and use ‘turbofan’ or ‘turbojet’ engines.  
Although less commonly encountered, supersonic and hypersonic cruise missiles also 
utilise Ramjet and Scramjet engines.  Some use rocket-motor propulsion as a booster 
for the first phase of their flight, or to accelerate to supersonic speeds in the terminal 
phase.  The trajectory of most cruise missiles remains close to the Earth’s surface, 
sometimes skimming just a few metres above the ground.  However, some fly at high 
altitudes and dive sharply during the terminal phase.19

Figure 3: JL 2SLBM
Source: Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defence Project, www.missilethreat.csis.org
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Guidance.  Cruise missiles can use a variety of guidance-methods (often 
combining more than a single method) in order to accurately strike the target and 
evade missile-defence systems.  One of the earliest methods used (but one which is still 
in contemporary use) by cruise missiles is ‘inertial guidance’, effected via an Inertial 
Navigations System (INS).  This allows the missile to fly along a pre-programmed 
flight-path.  Another guidance-method is ‘Terrain Contour Matching’ (TERCOM), 
which compares a terrain-map stored in the missile’s electronic-memory to the 
actual terrain over which the missile is flying.  Some cruise missiles use GPS or other 
satellite-based navigation systems to generate position, and accurate time.  Specific 
guidance-methods are used in the terminal phase of flight to increase the missile’s 
accuracy.  In ‘TV-guidance’, for instance, an operator uses a camera in the nose of 
the missile to visually identify and manually guide the missile to the target in its final 
phase.  In ‘Infrared (IR)-guidance’, on the other hand, the missile is directed towards 
heat-emitting objects.  Likewise, a ‘radar seeker’ is also commonly used to guide the 
missile to an enemy radar installation that is transmitting and seeking to locate the 
incoming missile.  ‘Digital Scene-Matching Area-Correlation’ (DSMAC)-guidance 
uses a camera in the missile to find the desired target, but instead of relaying images 
to an operator, matches them to a stored-set of images, using an image-correlator.20

Payload.  Cruise missiles are typically armed with conventional or nuclear 
warheads, but can also be equipped with chemical or biological ones.

China’s Anti-Ship Cruise Missiles

YJ-12.  First revealed in 2015, the YJ-12 is an air-launched, ramjet-propelled, 
supersonic, anti-ship cruise missile, with an estimated range of 500 km (270 nm).  
China deploys them on its H-6K medium-range strategic bomber aircraft, making 
them the longest-ranged ASCMs, with the added ability to travel at speeds of up to 
Mach 3.  Naval variant of the H-6K strategic bomber is the H-6J, which, despite 
its letter-suffix, is actually a later development of the H-6K.  The H-6J replaces the 
older H-6G, and is thought to carry seven YJ-12 supersonic anti-ship cruise missiles 
(ASCM) — six on wing pylons plus one in the bomb bay.  Despite the increased 
payload, the H6-J has an increased combat radius.21
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YJ-12B.  The YJ-12B, depicted in Figure 4, is a shore-based variant of the YJ-12, 
and has garnered considerable international interest after it was revealed, in 2017-18, 
that these missiles had been deployed on Fiery Cross Reef, Subi Reef, and Mischief 
Reef, in the disputed Spratly Islands.

YJ-18.  The YJ-18, also depicted in Figure 4, is a subsonic, anti-ship missile, 
with an estimated range of between 220 km (119 nm) and 540 km (292 nm).  It is 
capable of being launched from airborne, surface, or ground-based platforms.  After 
‘cruising’ towards the target under turbojet propulsion, the YJ-18 releases a rocket-
propelled warhead, which accelerates it to supersonic velocities.

YJ-100.  The YJ-100 is a 2015-vintage, air-launched, anti-ship variant of the air-
launched CJ-10 land-attack cruise missile (the latter is sometimes called the ‘Chinese 
Tomahawk’), and is designed to be delivered by the H-6 series of bombers.  The YJ-
100 cruises at high subsonic speed and has a reported range of 650 km (350 nm).  
The guidance-system combines an Inertial Navigation System (INS) and a BeiDou 
Satellite-based navigation system for mid-course guidance, while for the terminal 
phase, it utilises an active radar-seeker.22

Figure 4: YJ-12 B and YJ-18
Source: Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defence Project, www.missilethreat.csis.org

HD-1 Supersonic Cruise Missile.  On 15 October 2018, China’s Guangdong 
Hongda Mining Company test-fired its new ‘HD-1’ supersonic cruise missile.  With 
a reported range of some 290 km (157 nm), a reported range of speed between 7.8 
Mach and 12.6 Mach, and a sea-skimming altitude range of 4.8-9.7 metres, the 
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HD-1 is expected to compete in the international defence market with the India-
Russia joint-venture ‘BrahMos’ cruise missile.23

Arms Control Treaties

Arms-control treaties are a deeply studied subject, with rich analytical literature being 
readily and freely available.  The following paragraphs merely offer a very brief, even 
superficial, recapitulation of the main highlights.

Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty.  The ABM Treaty was a 30-year commitment 
signed by the USA and the erstwhile Soviet Union in 1972, with the two signatories 
undertaking to limit their respective Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) systems, so as not 
to destabilise the balance of power.  Under the terms of this treaty, each side was 
obliged to possess not more than two ABM complexes, each limited to 100 ABMs.  
However, upon expiry of the 30-year period in June 2002, the US withdrew from 
the treaty.24

Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT).  Successive rounds of talks between 
the US and the erstwhile Soviet Union, on limiting strategic weapons, eventually led 
to two agreements, namely, ‘SALT 1’ and ‘SALT 2’.  The SALT 1 negotiations, which 
commenced in 1969, led to freezing the number of strategic ballistic missile launchers 
at existing levels, and also paved the way for the Anti- Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty 
mentioned above.  Negotiations between 1972 and 1979, led to SALT 2, which 
sought to reduce the number of strategic nuclear weapons held by both protagonists, 
and did, indeed, conclude with an agreement.  However, the US responded to the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan by refusing to ratify the treaty, and the agreement 
expired in 1985.  Nevertheless, the SALT negotiations were not entirely without 
result and they led to the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START).25

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START).  START is a collective acronym 
for what were really a series of bilateral treaties between the US and Russia, at about 
the time when the erstwhile Soviet Union was breaking up, on reducing strategic 
weapons.
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•	 START-I, which was signed in July 1991 and implemented in 2001, capped 
the nuclear warheads on each side to 6,000 and Inter–Continental Ballistic 
Missiles (ICBM) to 1,600.  It expired in December 2009.

•	 START-II, which was signed in January 1993, represented an agreement to 
ban the use of Multiple Independently Targetable Re-entry Vehicles (MIRVs) on 
ICBMs, but it never entered into force. Although both countries initially 
ratified it, Russia withdrew from START-II in response to the US withdrawal 
from the Anti- Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty in 2002.

•	 As a kind of replacement of START II, the ‘Strategic Offensive Reductions 
Treaty’ (SORT) came into force in June 2003, which committed both 
countries to reduce their respective strategic warheads to 1,700-2,200.

•	 SORT itself was superseded by a ‘New START’ treaty, signed in April 2010. 
This stipulated a reduction of strategic nuclear missile launchers to half the 
existing number.  The ‘New START’ came into in force in January 2011, 
and is expected to remain in force for at least 10 years. 26

The Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty.  The Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty of 1987, between the US and the erstwhile 
Soviet Union, required them to permanently eliminate all nuclear and conventional 
ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles with ranges between 500 and 5,500 
kilometres.  The treaty was, in effect, a commitment between the two superpowers 
to not merely reduce their respective nuclear arsenals, but permanently eliminate 
an entire category of nuclear weapons, and employ extensive on-site inspections for 
verification.  On 02 August 2019, however, the US formally withdrew from the INF 
Treaty, and shortly thereafter, the Russian President, Vladimir Putin, also announced 
that Russia, too, would officially suspend its treaty obligations.27

 Effect of Modern Cruise and Ballistic Missiles upon Naval Combat 

Maritime forces in general and warships in particular, have several significant intrinsic 
attributes.  Amongst these are access, mobility, sustenance, reach, and versatility.  
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These enable the deployment of maritime forces in areas of interest, largely without 
constraint.  The US believes that through the development of robust A2/AD 
capabilities, well-supported and complemented by satellite technology, China is 
making it difficult for maritime forces to exploit these inherent attributes.

In other words, US maritime forces may no longer be able to operate close to 
the Chinese coast with impunity.  The ranges of modern-day ASBMs and ASCMs 
place severe constraints on the freedom-of-navigation and freedom-of-action that the 
US Navy is accustomed to, and accordingly impacts US maritime strategy, doctrine, 
tactics and force structuring.   This requires the US Navy to undertake some serious 
rethinking and restructuring, if it is to negate the advantages that the Chinese now 
increasingly appear to enjoy.  While the efficacy of China’s A2/AD capability may well 
be open to debate, it would be prudent to accept that the technologies underpinning 
the strategy have matured and China is exploiting these technologies effectively.   
The ability of the PLARF to challenge the US Navy’s ability (or that of NATO) to 
influence maritime affairs is a manifestation of what is sometimes called a ‘Mature 
Precision Strike Regime’ (MPSR), a subject that has been extensively dwelt upon by 
strategists such as Dr Andrew Krepinevich of the US.28

Conclusion

China, one of the five nuclear weapons states under the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT), is estimated to possess 320 nuclear warheads,29 an arsenal that has 
steadily increased in recent years.  Beijing has built a credible missile force and has 
simultaneously sought to modernise and expand its nuclear delivery systems, which 
includes numerous nuclear-capable land-based missiles, along with a limited number 
of submarines, SLBMs, and strategic bombers.  China’s stated nuclear policy has 
been to keep its capabilities at the minimum level required to maintain its national 
security and to deter a potential first strike.  It was the first nation to declare a “No 
First Use” policy.30  During the 1995-96 Taiwan Strait Crisis, the SAC fired a total 
of ten DF-15 SRBMs into the international waters off the Taiwanese coast, in an 
obvious show of intimidation and coercion.31
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China continues to default on its commitment to create and sustain a rules-
based order whose rules are devised through international consensus, rather than 
unilaterally.  Chinese coercive diplomacy has become more pronounced of late, and, 
its assertiveness is transforming into aggressiveness.  It is, therefore, imperative for 
countries such as India, Japan, Australia, the US, Singapore, Indonesia, Vietnam, and 
several countries of the European Union — all of which believe in an internationally-
derived rules-based order — to offset China’s growing capabilities through concerted 
development of their own indigenous and shared technology, which is capable of 
being applied at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels.

22 July 2020
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Ream Naval Base Upgrade Project in Cambodia: 
New Point for Geopolitical Contestation  

in the Indo-Pacific
Captain Kamlesh K Agnihotri (Retd.), Apila Sangtam and Khath Bunthorn

A resurgent China aspires to be a great maritime power with a vision to maintain a 
naval presence in distant seas across the globe. Recognising that this presence can 

only be sustained through logistics and administrative support, Beijing seeks to establish 
military bases across the Indo-Pacific.  China’s engagement with Cambodia to upgrade 
the Ream Naval Base near Sihanoukville, with a possible objective of securing some part 
of it as a Chinese naval base, is an example of this.  The Ream Naval Base project has 
elicited much concern from international quarters — the US, and ASEAN countries in 
particular.  While Cambodia cites its constitution to quell these concerns, the absolute 
power of the current political party renders this a weakened defence.  A review of the 
geographical, naval and political topography of Ream reveals significant strategic and 
military issues that China will have to resolve in order to leverage a military presence in 
Cambodia.  China’s involvement in the project has created certain groupings of uneasy 
informal alliances in the Indo-Pacific, with China-Cambodia on one side and US-
Vietnam on the other.  Further, the unity of ASEAN nations is also impacted by this 
development, which only exacerbates their negative reaction to China’s unduly aggressive 
stance on ongoing disputes in the South China Sea.  With the South China Sea being 
part of India’s secondary area of maritime interest, there is reasonable scope for the Indian 
Navy to leverage the additional concern of neighbouring  Southeast Asian nations such 
as Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia, to strengthen naval diplomacy in furtherance of 
India�s maritime security vis-à-vis China.
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Over the past few years, as the geopolitical jockeying between Beijing and 
Washington has intensified, the possibility of China securing a military base in 
Cambodia has been in the spotlight.  In 2019, The Wall Street Journal reported that 
China would construct additional jetties and related infrastructure as part of the 
Ream Naval Base modernisation project.  The report alleged that Cambodia had, 
in this secret deal, agreed to grant China exclusive rights to a certain portion of the 
newly expanded naval base for 30 years, with the option to extend these rights for 
additional periods of 10 years at a time1  

‘Ream’, named after ‘Lord Rama’ — the main protagonist in the Indian epic, 
Ramayana —is situated in Cambodia’s southwestern coastal province of Preah 
Sihanouk (also known as Sihanoukville).  Ream is about 220 km from the national 
capital Phnom Penh, connected by the American-funded National Road No. 4, which 
had been built in the Sangkum era of the mid-1950s.  In 2019, construction began 
on the Phnom Penh-Sihanoukville Expressway.  The US $2 billion project, funded 
by China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) under a build-operate-transfer financial 
model, is likely to be completed by 2023.  Despite being the oldest and largest base in 
Cambodia, Ream remained underdeveloped for a long time.  On June 8, 2022, long 
overdue plans to upgrade and expand Ream were jointly announced by Cambodia 
and China in a public ground-breaking ceremony.  The event, however, sparked 
serious global concerns over China’s intended military presence in the kingdom, 
and the consequent enhancement of its military power-projection capability in the 
region.

This article endeavours to examine, from multiple perspectives, the impact of 
China’s financial and strategic involvement in the Ream Naval Base.  Beginning with 
an evaluation of the decision to develop and modernise Ream from a Cambodian 
domestic and foreign policy perspective, the article will continue with an exploration 
of China’s strategic interest in this base.  The impact of this development upon the 
broader ASEAN community, as well as on the already deteriorating US-Cambodia 
relationship, will then be examined.  Finally, the emerging policy-options for India 
will be discussed.



165

Cambodian Perspective vis-à-vis Ream Naval Base Developments

Beijing’s involvement in the Ream Naval Base expansion project, with the potential 
for future Chinese military use, is, in fact, an indicator of a much broader Cambodia-
China partnership.  An overview of the national political backdrop in Cambodia will 
further illuminate the interplay between domestic politics and the significance of 
Chinese involvement in Ream in the regional and international theatre.  

Domestic Political Backdrop in Cambodia

Domestic power politics in Cambodia has been a major force in driving the 
kingdom progressively into China’s embrace while widening its rift with the west.  
Two main political parties have struggled for power in Cambodian politics — the 
ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) and the opposition Cambodian National 
Rescue Party (CNRP).  The CNRP — a coalition of the Sam Rainsy Party (SRP) and 
the Human Rights Party (HRP) — emerged as the imminent challenger to Prime 
Minister Hun Sen’s CPP in the 2013 general election.  The CNRP won 56 out of 
123 seats in the National Assembly, despite alleged polling irregularities by the ruling 
CPP2, resulting in the CPP — which had dominated the Cambodian political arena 
for over three decades — having its lowest share in the National Assembly since 
1998.  

A survey conducted by a foreign firm — which appeared to have been hired 
by Cambodia’s high-ranking officials — suggested that the CNRP could supersede 
the ruling party in the next general election in 20183.  Quite determined to stay in 
power by whatever means necessary, Prime Minister Hun Sen of the CPP enacted the 
‘Political Party Law’ in November 2017, one year before the general elections and six 
months after the commune elections which had reinforced the increasing threat of 
the CNRP.  The CNRP was dissolved by a Supreme Court ruling under the newly 
enacted law.  The reason cited was that the President of the CNRP was involved 
in treason, allegedly in collusion with US agencies.  Concurrently, a five-year ban 
on active politics was imposed on 118 top party leaders.4  The dissolution of the 
only credible opposition party marked a death of sorts for Cambodian democracy.  
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This was also followed by restrictions on press freedom, and the suspension of US 
affiliated organisations working to promote human rights in the country.

In response, the US imposed sanctions against a variety of individuals in the 
Cambodian government.  In August 2020, the European Union (EU) withdrew 20 
per cent of the EBA (Everything But Arms) trade privileges that had been granted 
to Cambodia (under which the latter was allowed to export goods to the European 
market without quotas and tariffs).  This partial withdrawal of EBA privileges has cost 
Cambodia US$ 1.09 billion annually.5  In May 2022, the EU further threatened to 
withdraw the EBA completely if Cambodia did not conduct free and fair commune 
and national elections in 2022 and 2023, respectively.6

The US and the EU combined accounted for over 60 percent of Cambodia’s 
total exports in 2016, compared to China’s share which was only 6 percent in the 
same period.7 Special trade agreements with the US and EU have helped sustain 
Cambodia’s rapid growth over the past decades, giving the Western world substantial 
economic leverage in the small nation. Although Phnom Penh has maintained a 
tough public stance in the face of Western sanctions, the severity of the ensuing 
economic loss has driven the government to actively take steps to help improve the 
kingdom’s image and enhance its bilateral ties with Washington.

It is instructive to note that just before the dissolution of the CNRP in 2017, 
Cambodia had suspended its bilateral military exercise ANGKOR SENTINEL 
with the US Army, which had been an annual feature since 2010.  In 20188, the 
country began the GOLDEN DRAGON military drills with China.  A few months 
thereafter, Phnom Penh also cancelled its annual counter-terrorism military exercise 
with Australia.9  In the run-up to the general election in July 2018 — in which the 
CPP won all the National Assembly seats — China pledged a US$ 100 million 
defence package to Cambodia, becoming its largest military donor besides being the 
largest creditor, investor and bilateral trading partner of the country.10

These actions clearly signalled Cambodia’s pivot to China for political backing 
and as a counterfoil to Western politico-economic pressures.  It is through this 
lens that the US and its regional allies view China’s growing military influence in 
Cambodia.
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Breaking News: Ream Naval Base Modernisation Project

Since July 2019, when The Wall Street Journal broke its story, the Ream Naval Base 
has remained the subject of headlines in the international media.  Some reports, based 
on satellite imagery, have revealed details of China’s construction and upgradation 
activities, including dredging, landfill, and demolition.  In early June 2021, on a visit 
to Phnom Penh, the US Deputy Secretary of State, Wendy Sherman, voiced “serious 
concerns” over China’s prospective military presence in the country.  The Cambodian 
Defence Minister, Tea Banh, is reported to have responded with an admission that 
Beijing was, indeed, helping Cambodia to construct the naval base but with “no 
strings attached”.11  The US military attaché was also invited to visit the base in June 
2021, although the trip apparently ended in disappointment as the visitors were not 
allowed access to certain areas.12

As recently as June 2022, The Washington Post reported that unnamed yet credible 
Western officials were claiming that “China was secretly building a naval facility in 
Cambodia for the exclusive use of its military” and that the two countries had taken 
“extraordinary measures to conceal the operation.” 13  While analysts appear to still be 
unclear about the exact scope of the Chinese-built facilities at Ream, it is speculated 
that the project will include a new command centre with meeting- and medical 
halls, a drydock, a slipway, and two new piers.  Dredging to deepen the channel may 
also take place to allow larger vessels to berth, although the depth to be maintained 
remains unclear.14  According to Professor Carl Thayer of the University of New 
South Wales in Australia, the total area allocated to the Chinese for renovation of the 
base is about 0.3 square kilometres.15 

A day after report by The Washington Post, Cambodia’s Defence Minister, Tea 
Banh, used the ground-breaking ceremony of the Ream Naval Base construction to 
rebuff the US media report. Citing the attendance of foreign diplomats, including 
Australian ambassador, Pablo Kang, and Indian ambassador, Devyani Khobragade, 
the Defence Minister stated:

“I invited our friends to see that there is nothing going on like what is being alleged by 
people saying that the Ream base modernisation is for the exclusive use of China’s People’s 
Liberation Army.  It is not true, but they come to these conclusions anyways.  It just isn’t 
possible…”16
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Chinese Ambassador, Wang Wentian, also debunked the theory of his country’s 
‘exclusive use of the base’ as reported by The Washington Post.  Speaking at the 
ceremony, he clarified:

“This project respects the laws of Cambodia.  Honestly speaking, this project has mutual 
benefits for both countries.  But some other countries criticise it with bad intent.  They say 
wrong things in order to do wrong things…”17

To further dispel global concerns, Cambodia organised official visits to the base 
— a rather unprecedented measure from a nation’s military perspective.  A tour for 
local media reporters and journalists was arranged within weeks of The Wall Street 
Journal’s report.  However, news analysts speculated that they only saw “exactly what 
the Cambodian government wanted them to see”.18

Cambodian Constitution and the Ream Naval Base 

As has already been indicated, Cambodian leaders have gone to great lengths to 
deny the allegation that the country will provide China with exclusive access to as 
strategically important a location as the Ream Naval Base.  They cite the kingdom’s 
Constitution, which ‘prohibits foreign military bases on its soil’ and requires it to 
pursue a foreign policy of ‘permanent neutrality’.19  They state that the Chinese 
involvement in Ream falls under a constitutionally given permission for Cambodia 
to receive defence aid and assistance from a variety of sources to meet the nation’s 
security challenges — much like any other nation.  

Prior to the ASEAN-US Special Summit in Washington DC in May 2022, 
Cambodian Foreign Minister, Prak Sokhon, who was also the erstwhile Chair of 
ASEAN, in a briefing to the US Deputy Secretary of State, Wendy Sherman, about 
the Ream Naval Base, emphasised “Cambodia’s adherence to its own constitutional 
principles in forbidding the presence of foreign military.” 20  On the sidelines of the 
same meeting, in a press statement along with his US counterpart, Anthony Blinken, 
Sokhon reiterated Cambodia’s firm adherence to its Constitution on the issue, 
emphasising that “the renovation of the base served solely to strengthen the Cambodian 
naval capacities to protect its maritime integrity and combat crimes”.21  He also delivered 
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a similar message telephonically in response to an inquiry by Penny Wong, the 
Australian Foreign Minister, about The Washington Post report concerning the Ream 
Naval Base.22

In May 2022, amidst these conflicting narratives concerning the Ream naval 
base and Phnom Penh’s all-encompassing embrace of Beijing, Cambodia released 
its latest Defence White Paper entitled, “National Defence Policy” — a move that 
could well be interpreted as a direct effort to assuage the general consternation over 
Ream.  The paper outlines the need for the modernisation of the Royal Cambodian 
Armed Forces (RCAF) and specifically covers the Ream Naval Base modernisation 
policy.23  Quoting the entire Article 53 of the Constitution, it seeks to quell the fears 
of neighbouring nations, stating that the modernisation of the Ream Naval Base did 
not aim to “threaten any particular nation in the region while Cambodia did not permit 
any foreign military base on its sovereign territory”.24

However, historical precedent would suggest that the invoking of the Cambodian 
constitution does not, in fact, provide an ironclad guarantee against granting China 
a military presence in Cambodia.  In the 1960s, Prince Norodom Sihanouk forged 
military deals with China and North Vietnam with no regard for the Constitution 
or, for that matter, the 1954 Geneva Accord.  Under those unpublicised deals, China 
could use the port of Sihanoukville to transport military equipment to Vietnam 
during the Vietnam War.  

Prominent opposition leader Sam Rainsy, in self-imposed exile in Paris since 2015, 
also refutes the Cambodian government’s claim of upholding their Constitution, and 
has publicly argued that a [Chinese] base in Cambodia only marks the beginning of 
China’s designs on democracy in Southeast Asia, stating, “...as if the very existence of 
the prohibition made a Chinese troop presence impossible.”25  

The current political stranglehold of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s CPP on the 
National Assembly further weakens Cambodia’s defence of adherence to the 
Constitution.  With all State institutions, including the National Assembly, under the 
firm control of the ruling CPP, an amendment-of or exception-to the Constitution 
to allow China’s military presence in Cambodia is entirely plausible. 
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Geopolitical Significance of Ream Naval Base

Despite the insistent chorus of opinions from all players, the crucial questions that 
remain to be answered are the actual scope of the upgrade and, more significantly, 
China’s role and future military and/or strategic intent in the Ream Naval Base 
project.  While an answer would require far greater transparency on the part of both 
protagonists, an analysis of the geographical significance of the base for China and 
the other nations in the region reveals much.

Geographical Importance of Ream Naval Base  

The Ream Naval Base is located adjacent to the Ream National Park, a heavily forested 
area on the coastline of the Gulf of Thailand.  It is the largest naval base in Cambodia, 
covering about 190 acres and lies about eight kilometres from the Sihanoukville 

Figure 1: Location of the Ream Naval Base vis-à-vis Vietnam
Source: Map from Google Earth; markings by the Authors
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International Airport.  The nearest Vietnamese island, Phu Quoc — pronounced Fu 
Kuod in Vietnamese — lies barely 15 nautical miles (nm) away, while the distance to 
the nearest Vietnamese mainland is 55 nm.  Phu Quoc has an international airport 
with a 3,000 m runway.  Figure 1 provides a visual representation.

A wider perspective brings in the context of the South China Sea and highlights 
the geopolitical significance of the Ream Naval Base.  Ream lies quite deep into the 
Gulf of Thailand, about 130 nm from the southern tip of Vietnam.  Ships heading 
to the Ream Naval Base — particularly from Chinese ports and the South China Sea 
— would have to traverse significant distances in waters proximate to the Vietnamese 
seaboard.  Figure 2 provides a spatial perspective of the area under discussion, with 
the relevant distances marked.

Figure 2: Ream Naval Base Locational Perspective vis-à-vis South China Sea
Source: Map from Google Earth; markings by the Authors
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Relevant point-to-point distances are tabulated below:

Table 1: Point-to-point Distances – China-Vietnam-Cambodia

From To Distance Remarks

Hai Phong, Vietnam Da Nang 300 NM

Da Nang, Vietnam Cam Ranh Bay 275 NM

Cam Ranh Bay, Vietnam Southern Edge of Vietnam 370 NM

Cam Ranh Bay, Vietnam Ream Naval Base 500 NM Close Coast

Southern Edge of Vietnam Ream Naval Base 130 NM

Sanya, Hainan, China Da Nang 150 NM

Sanya, Hainan, China Cam Ranh Bay 360 NM

Sanya, Hainan, China Ream Naval Base 900 NM Close Coast

Gulf of Thailand - 200 NM Narrowest part

Source: Authors

An assessment of any Chinese decision to base PLA Navy ships at the Ream 
Naval  Base, whether as part of some ‘forward deployment’ or as a temporary outpost, 
would require a critical look at these distances between key strategic locations.  The 
close-coast distance from the Sanya Naval Base in Hainan, the Chinese port closest 
to Cambodia, is around 900 nm.  The South Sea Fleet headquarters of Zhanjiang in 
Guangdong province lies a farther 250 nm to the north.  PLA Navy ships in transit 
would have to add at least another 200 nm to the above distances to maintain a 
reasonable separation from Vietnamese maritime zones.  This will make the total 
passage from the Ream Naval Base to Sanya and Zhanjiang, 1,100 nm and 1,350 
nm, respectively.  A PLA Navy flotilla moving at an average speed of 20 knots (kn) 
will require approximately 55 to 65 hours of transit time and will be under the 
constant watch of the Vietnamese Navy and Air Force.  In times of hostility, this 
passage will most certainly become untenable for the PLA Navy.

Besides the issue of a long and potentially hostile transit, it does not seem 
strategically prudent for the PLA Navy to station its ships so far into the Gulf of 
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Thailand (130 nm or approximately seven hours sailing-time from the southern tip 
of Vietnam) with the only ingress and egress route being through the mouth of the 
Gulf.  The proximity of the Vietnamese coastline and the location of Phu Quoc 
Island with its large airfield and (albeit uncorroborated) military installations would 
pose a significant naval strategic issue for the PLA.  

All these geographical factors, even without a consideration of the regional 
geostrategic environment, lead to the conclusion that a Chinese naval base in Ream 
does not come with clear strategic or military advantages for the Chinese.  This, then 
begs the question — why might China be interested in naval presence at Ream?

Chinese Interest in the Ream Naval Base  

To understand why China is interested in establishing a military presence in  
Cambodia, one must first evaluate China’s geopolitical ambitions and power-
projection intent in the Indo-Pacific. 

Military bases are no rarity in the Asia-Pacific.  They are an important manifestation 
of national power projection strategies.  Being cost-intensive to build and requiring 
vast financial resources to maintain, military bases are generally indicators of the 
long-term intentions and priorities of nations.  Politically, they demonstrate a level 
of national commitment and deter potential adversaries in a way that naval fleet 
deployments cannot.  Militarily, they extend capabilities by serving as platforms 
from which countries can monitor and exert influence on the proximate domain.  
Beijing has, largely through economic prowess, progressively cultivated influence in 
its immediate surrounding areas and beyond.  It has promised to invest more than 
US$ 1 trillion in infrastructure under the Belt and Road Initiative, which will impact 
more than 60 nations.26  

Since President Xi Jinping’s election in 2012, one of the central components of 
China’s ambition has been to enhance and expand the nation’s military capabilities, 
with the goal of executing military reform and modernisation by 2035, and becoming 
a world-class force by 2050.27  Its target for military growth in the Western Pacific 
Ocean is to match that of the US by 2027.  Having established its first overseas base 
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in Djibouti in 2017, at the western extremity of the Indo-Pacific region as India sees 
it, and given its above stated military ambition, Beijing’s possible intent to establish 
a naval presence in Ream seems quite plausible.  It would extend China’s regional 
influence and power-projection capacity in the Indo-Pacific.  In terms of logistics, it 
would reduce the distance from, say, Hainan to the Malacca Strait, and consequently 
to the Indian Ocean, by more than 500 nm — or 25 hours at a speed of 20 kn — 
thereby significantly improving its logistical capabilities.28   

Impact on Cambodia’s Immediate Neighbourhood and ASEAN

A Chinese naval base at Ream would enable China to severely constrain Vietnam’s 
autonomy by engaging in pre-emptive, close-quarter coercive diplomacy.  Other 
nations in the Gulf of Thailand littoral as well as the larger grouping of ASEAN 
member-states — barring Myanmar and Laos — will also be subject to an  ominous 
‘new normal’ of Chinese presence right at their doorstep.  Gregory Poling, from the 
Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), has stated that “while access to 
Ream facility may not mean China’s navy is geographically closer to the Strait of Malacca; 
it would enhance China’s ability for surveillance and intelligence collection around the 
Gulf of Thailand”.29  It is considered opinions such as these that have led to the 
conclusion that a Chinese naval presence at the Ream Naval Base in Cambodia will 
pose a direct threat to Cambodia’s neighbours and disrupt the peace and stability of 
the eastern segment of the Indo-Pacific.

The above assessment, coupled with Cambodia’s lack of sufficient transparency, 
reinforces global suspicions that the Ream upgrades are part of a much larger 
clandestine strategy to enable Beijing to project power into the region and beyond, 
potentially as far as the Indian Ocean.30  These suspicions gain ground from an 
emerging pattern of Chinese engagement in constructing port infrastructure and 
managing port operations in various countries in the Pacific and the northern Indian 
Ocean.  According to the US Department of Defense (2021), China is “seeking to 
establish a more robust overseas logistics and basing infrastructure to support naval, air, 
ground, cyber, and space power projection.  Other than Cambodia, it has likely considered 
a number of countries, including Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 
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and Tanzania.”31  The April 2022 Security Agreement signed between China and the 
Solomon Islands is an extension of the same expansive pattern.  It supposedly allows 
Beijing to station armed police and military troops in the South Pacific Island,32 in 
what could be a forerunner to a permanent military presence.

A Chinese military presence in Cambodia by way of a naval base also has the 
potential to disrupt ASEAN’s supposedly united stance vis-a-vis the South China 
Sea Code of Conduct (COC) — an agreement that has been under negotiation 
with China for more than a decade with no tangible progress.  Furthermore, it may 
foreclose the possibilities for maritime security enhancement, limit the freedom 
of navigation and overflight, and hinder peaceful dispute-resolution in the South 
China Sea and related maritime zones.  The Paracel and the Spratly group of islands 
offer a case in point.  Beijing is leveraging its militarisation of certain features in the 
Paracel island chain to coerce the disputants and undermine their efforts to exercise 
their sovereign rights under international law.33  This is a matter of great concern to 
ASEAN nations.  

To date, ASEAN has been conspicuously silent on the Ream Naval Base 
controversy; an indication of the Association’s overtly cautious approach to matters 
involving China.  Since its inception, ASEAN has had a chequered track record.  Two 
success stories are the resolution of Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia from 1978 
to 1989, and the Preah Vihear Temple dispute between Thailand and Cambodia 
in 2011.34  On the other hand, ASEAN faced criticism for its lack of response to 
Myanmar’s military coup in February 202135 and its lack of effectiveness in resolving 
the South China Sea conflict.  The ‘non-binding’ Declaration on the Conduct of 
Parties in the South China Sea (DOC) was signed by ASEAN in 2002.  In 2012, 
under Cambodia’s rotating presidency of ASEAN, the grouping failed to issue a joint 
communique for the first time in its history, thanks to disagreements on South China 
Sea issues.  Interestingly, especially with the Ream Naval Base in play, Cambodia’s 
chairmanship of ASEAN this year (2022) has raised concerns that the South China 
Sea issue will be side-lined once again.

With the recent formation of new groupings such as QUAD and AUKUS, 
ASEAN’s centrality has been called into question, even though several major nations 
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— the US, Japan, Australia and India — continue to highlight the importance of 
ASEAN in their official Indo-Pacific policies and declarations.  The fact of the matter 
is that ASEAN’s de facto centrality can only be determined by clearly demonstrated 
ASEAN unity, with the successful negotiation of the Code of Conduct (COC) — as 
the foremost item on its agenda.

ASEAN’s questionable centrality notwithstanding, there is little doubt that 
Chinese military presence in Ream will catalyse Cambodia’s neighbours — Vietnam, 
Thailand, Indonesia and Singapore — into jointly raising their readiness levels and 
augmenting preparedness, both conceptually and materially.  It will most likely also 
cement their mutual resolve and strengthen ties as they look to confront Beijing’s 
ever-increasing assertiveness in the Western Pacific.

China-US rivalry – Effect on Sub-regional Dynamics 

The US-China rivalry has seen a distinct increase in the last five years, and the strategic 
fault lines are, at present, at their widest ever.  US House Speaker, Nancy Pelosi’s, 
visit to Taiwan in August 2022, where she pledged US “commitment to Taiwan’s 
vibrant democracy” led to China issuing diplomatic warnings and commencing 
military exercises encircling Taiwan.  This kind of military brinkmanship in the 
region could very well lead to a Cold War-like situation in global politics with 
potentially dangerous, uncertain, and unpredictable outcomes.  Caught between 
China’s economic influence in the region (with trade volumes crossing US $878 
billion in 2021) and the Washington-Beijing rivalry, Southeast Asian nations are 
finding themselves unable to choose sides.  

As a small and economically vulnerable nation, Cambodia finds itself trapped in 
the middle of the Sino-American jockeying for influence in the region.  Cambodia is 
dependent on the US for its exports and on China for direct foreign investment.  To 
exacerbate matters further, the authoritarian nature of the Phnom Penh government 
has invited economic sanctions from the US and a reduction in EBA trade privileges 
from the EU.  Despite trying to maintain ‘permanent neutrality’ in its foreign policy 
and pursuing a diversification strategy of ‘minimising foes’ and ‘maximising friends’, 
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Cambodia cannot resist being drawn into Beijing’s orbit. Summarising the situation 
quite candidly and succinctly at Nikkei’s ‘Future of Asia Forum 2021’, Hun Sen said, 
“If I don’t rely on China, who will I rely on?  If I don’t ask China, who am I to ask?” 
(sic)36

Besides the China-US rivalry, the Ream Naval Base developments have played out 
against a backdrop of worsening political, economic, and military interactions between 
the US and Cambodia.  The US imposed sanctions on the Union Development 
Group, a Chinese company, involved in the Ream project.37  Subsequently, the Phnom 
Penh government ordered the demolition of two American-funded facilities in the 
naval base despite Washington’s offer to renovate them.38  The US retaliated with 
further sanctions on two high ranking officials in Cambodia’s Ministry of Defence,39 
to which Cambodia responded with ordering the recall and destruction of American-
made weapons in the Cambodian military inventory.40

Perhaps the most effective strategy for Washington in response to China’s quest 
for greater influence in the Kingdom would be to convince Cambodia to adopt an 
independent and neutral position vis-à-vis China.  However, its strident criticisms 
of the Hun Sen government’s disregard for democratic processes, and human 
rights violations, remain major barriers to bilateral relations between the US and 
Cambodia.  In contrast, helping Prime Minister Hun Sen and his party to stay in 
power serves Beijing’s broader strategic interest.  Cambodia can serve as a model for 
other countries in the region, for allying or band-wagoning with China.  Analyst 
opinions regarding the matter have ranged from , “China intends to use Cambodia as 
its beachhead in Southeast Asia and as a showcase for Chinese soft power”41 to “…with 
its growing influence on world and Asian affairs in recent decades, Beijing continues to 
display an interest in keeping Cambodia as close to China as possible;” and “for his part, 
Hun Sen treats China as the most credible protector of his regime”42. 

Since both countries mutually benefit from their comprehensive strategic 
partnership, there is no reason to expect a reversal, at least not in the near future.  If 
Ream does, in fact, become China’s first naval base in Southeast Asia, it would mark a 
new highpoint in their bilateral relations and significantly change the power balance 
in the region.  That said, the Cambodian government remains cautious about over-
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reliance on a single power.  In recent years, Cambodia has sought to forge Free Trade 
Agreements with major Asian powers such as South Korea, Japan and India.  It has 
also, since 2021, indefinitely postponed its annual military drills with China.  

With these tenuous dynamics in play, somewhat loosely bound groupings of sorts 
are beginning to emerge in the region.  The US and its regional allies continue to exert 
pressure on Cambodia to reconsider its military dealings with Beijing and be more 
transparent about the Ream Naval Base. Vietnam, traditionally an ally of Cambodia, 
is slowly but surely aligning with the US on the issue of Chinese involvement in 
Cambodia’s defence modernisation.  The Vietnamese island of Phu Quoc is extremely 
close to Ream and a Chinese military presence there is understandably perceived as 
a serious security threat.  Vietnam’s concern presents the US with an opportunity to 
better its relations with Vietnam, which is a longstanding strategic goal.  The US has 
occasionally sent its naval ships, including its aircraft carrier group, to Vietnamese 
ports, and engaged with senior members of Vietnam’s political and military hierarchy 
on such occasions.43

How might a tactical scenario look in a region defined by this US-Vietnam and 
Cambodia-China axis?  If PLA naval ships were to be deployed at the Ream Naval 
Base, a US Carrier Strike Group (CSG) positioned astride the mouth of the Gulf of 
Thailand — just about 200 nm wide at its narrowest point — would effectively leave 
the Chinese ships stranded in Ream.  With constant US overtures towards Hanoi 
and other Gulf littorals, a tactical scenario such as the above seems entirely plausible 
and serves to clearly illustrate the dynamics of the power projection strategies and 
emerging alliances in the region.

Policy Options for India in Support of National Interests

The Indian Navy has always been an active instrument of Indian diplomatic outreach 
towards Southeast Asian countries as part of the India’s ‘Look East’ policy, followed 
by the more comprehensive ‘Act East’ one.  

In particular, India and Vietnam have had a vibrant bilateral relationship for more 
than half a century.  The two countries have robust political, military, and economic 
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engagements, predicated upon the mutual complementarities of their respective 
national interests.  In December 2020, the Prime Ministers of both nations adopted 
a historic “Joint Vision for Peace, Prosperity and People” policy document to guide 
the future development of these bilateral relations.44  In fact, the Indian Maritime 
Doctrine 2009 mentions the South China Sea as a secondary area of Maritime 
interest for India.45  The Indian Navy’s warships regularly call at Vietnamese ports 
as part of their overseas deployments.  A review of these visits over the last decade 
(Table 2 refers) indicates that they have become an annual feature and demonstrates 
the close navy-to-navy relations between India and Vietnam. 

Table 2: Indian Navy Warship Port Calls in Vietnam – 2010 Onwards

Year Indian Navy Ships Vietnamese Ports visited

2010
(30 May - 2 June)

INS Ranjit and INS Kulish Ho Chi Minh City, Haiphong

2011
(19 July, 28 July)

INS Airavat Nha Rong Port, Ho Chi Minh City, 
Haiphong

2012-2013
(31 Dec 12 - 3 Jan 13)

INS Sudarshini Da Nang

2014 (August) INS Shivalik Hai Phong

2015 (October) INS Sahyadri Da Nang

2016 (30 May - 3 June)  INS Satpura and INS Kirch Cam Ranh

2017 (23 September) INS Satpura, INS Kadmatt Hai Phong

2018 (27 September) INS Sahyadri Da Nang

2019 (29 Oct - 1 Nov) INS Sahyadri Da Nang

2020 (25 December) INS Kiltan Nha Rong Port, Ho Chi Minh City

2021 (15 August) INS Ranvijay and INS Kora Cam Ranh

2022 (24 - 26 June) INS Sahyadri, INS Kadmatt Nha Rong Port, Ho Chi Minh City

Source: Authors’ compilation from various news reports

India could leverage its regular presence in Vietnamese waters and proximate 
seas to build collaborative frameworks, structures, and develop Standard Operating 
Procedures (SOPs) for the collection of hydrological data, Maritime Domain 



180

Awareness (MDA), underwater surveillance, and aerial reconnaissance.  An 
augmentation of the Vietnamese aerial reconnaissance capabilities would enable 
the monitoring and profiling of all PLA Navy ships that transit through the 
Vietnamese maritime zones.  Similarly, an underwater domain awareness project 
predicated upon the laying of seabed sensors across the mouth of the Gulf of 
Thailand would ensure that no submarines can proceed in or out without being 
detected.  With its sizable maritime training infrastructure and established prowess 
in sonar, remote-sensing satellites, space-based positioning systems, and hypersonic 
anti-ship missile technologies, India can support Vietnam in securing its maritime 
interests against external threats.  Developments such as these will significantly 
restrict the capability of the PLA Navy to conduct operations, clandestine or 
otherwise, in the Gulf of Thailand.

In summary, furthering the traditionally strong India-Vietnam ties ensures 
mutually beneficial outcomes for both countries against a common challenge.  While 
the effect of such synergistic collaboration may not be immediately apparent, it will 
certainly constrain Beijing’s capacity to leverage the Ream Naval Base as a means of 
gaining influence and projecting power in the sub-region.

Conclusion

The developing informal alliances between Cambodia and China and US-Vietnam 
are playing out in an international theatre where the power dynamics of the Indo-
Pacific region have gained much significance and attention in recent years.  The 
perceived decline of American influence, juxtaposed against the rise of China, India, 
and other select nations, has significantly altered the power structure, allowing new 
players to jockey for supremacy.  China views this as a grand opportunity to become 
the major maritime power in the Indo-Pacific and challenge US hegemony.  

While it may well be in Cambodia’s legitimate national interest to modernise its 
defence capacity, it must take into account the regional and international concern 
being generated by Chinese involvement in the Ream Naval Base.  Given its strategic 
and foreign policy limitations and the geopolitical consequences of over-reliance 
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on Beijing for military modernisation, Cambodia cannot afford to jeopardize its 
relationships with its ASEAN neighbours and friendly Indo-Pacific nations such as 
Japan and Australia.  It would do well to remember the tragedy of its Cold War 
history where it was a mere pawn on the superpower chessboard; and carefully weigh 
its alliance choices that could jeopardise not only its own national security, but the 
entire region’s peace and stability as well.  

There is no doubt that both, Beijing and Phnom Penh, aim to reap mutual benefits 
from their close relationship as ‘ironclad friends’.  However, if China actually aims 
to establish a naval base there — as the world believes — then it must factor in the 
geopolitical, military and diplomatic implications of such a move in the immediate 
Gulf of Thailand littoral, the South China Sea, and the greater Indo-Pacific region.

While China benefits from an ‘ironclad friends’ relationship with Cambodia, 
it must also take into account the significant levels of mistrust it elicits from the 
ASEAN group due to longstanding territorial and maritime disputes.  Its aggressive 
posture and non-negotiable stance have further widened the internecine fault lines.  
Although it’s economic centrality to Southeast Asia means that those nations remain 
eager to expand their economic ties with China, they will hesitate if doing so comes 
at the expense of their autonomy.  Ream might well be the perfect launching point to 
China’s ambition of building new military bases in the Indo-Pacific; but it also places 
China in direct confrontation with the common desire of Southeast Asian nations 
for an ‘open and inclusive’ regional order, where freedom of the seas is guaranteed 
— a desire that is supported by all the other stakeholders in the Indo-Pacific region, 
including India.

08 October 2022
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China in the Middle East: Expanding Political  
Clout and Maritime Space

Dr. Jabin T. Jacob

Despite being a relatively new entrant in the Middle East, China, with its ambitious 
leadership and ever-expanding range of interests (not least amongst which remains 
the security of its energy supplies from the region), has now begun to pay consistent 
attention to this transcontinental area. This attention is currently being represented 
through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and is being sold heavily as a mutually 
beneficial arrangement under which China supports infrastructure development in 
the Middle East and contributes to anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden, while 
sourcing a large volume of its energy supplies from the region in return. However, 
China’s involvement in this part of the world is considerably more complex than the 
numbers from such economic engagements let on.

This article focuses on two key aspects of Chinese activity in the Middle East — 
the political and the maritime — and also occasionally touches upon the intersection 
between these two domains. From a political point of view, China’s objective is to 
undermine or dilute the US influence by offering itself as an alternative fulcrum 
around which the regimes of the region can gather. At the same time, China has 
enough resources and diplomatic skill to ensure that the countries of the region 
toe the line on a number of issues that Beijing deems sensitive. Meanwhile, it also 
appears that many of China’s political and economic investments in the Middle- 
East are strongly correlated to its maritime objectives of extended access and 
control.
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Driving New Politics

Alongside its effort at canvassing support from the Middle East via economic 
pathways, China has also employed its traditional methods of propaganda and 
rhetoric to paint itself as a benign and friendly power in the region. For instance, 
in January 2016, Beijing issued an ‘Arab Policy Paper’, where it tried to portray 
itself as a friend of Arab interests via several tropes – of relations dating to ‘ancient 
times’, ‘mutual benefit and win-win results’ and China’s ‘[firm support] for ‘Arab 
countries’ struggle to uphold sovereignty and territorial integrity… and combat 
external interference and aggression’.1  Naturally, China is not the only power that 
has supported these political goals and interests — India has done so as well — but 
China is the only nation that currently possesses both, the political and economic 
wherewithal to actually follow through on some of these claims.

Thus, in sharp contrast to the American position, which leans towards Israel, 
(and has leaned further still on the question of Jerusalem under Donald Trump), 
Beijing, through this policy, declared its support for an independent Palestine, with 
East Jerusalem as its capital, and has been consistent in labelling the Golan Heights 
as Syrian territory under Israeli occupation2. These declarations have come despite 
an equally thriving China-Israel relationship that is based on, economic, and tech-
nology-based exchanges.3

China has also retained a sharp focus and emphasis on its own political interests. 
The policy paper, for instance, notes both, Arab support for China ‘on the Taiwan 
question’, as well as promotes the BRI.4 Meanwhile, there has been a significant 
shift towards nationalism (as opposed to religion), as the new tenet of Saudi foreign 
policy under Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman5, and China has tried to offer 
its support for this narrative in which Saudi actions are seen as an extension of its 
national interests, rather than those arising out of a given religious identity.

Referring to Saudi Crown Prince, Mohammad bin Salman’s Asia trip in February 
2019, a Global Times op-ed argued that Saudi Arabia was ‘trying to achieve the multiple 
goals of diversifying its allies, economy and markets by “looking and turning to the 
east” and even “traveling to the east”.6 At the same time, the article also underlines 
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the primacy of China’s own interests in two ways.  First, it suggested that the Saudis 
were moving away from their reliance on the Americans and that it was the ‘east’ that 
now presented opportunity for the Saudis. However, the author appeared to hint 
that in the ‘east’, Pakistan and India did not really count — the two countries, at the 
time of the Prince’s visit, had been locked in their post-Pulwama tensions — and all 
news of the Saudis attempting to de-escalate tensions between the two was dismissed 
saying, ‘the feud between India and Pakistan is too deep to be easily settled by Saudi 
Arabia’s mediation’.7

In other words, the ‘east’ was represented by China, the only other pole besides the 
US, which could possibly take on the role of mediation between India and Pakistan, 
owing to its higher stature compared to that of either country — or that of the Saudi 
kingdom. These points were justified with a reference to the economic reality that 
China accounted for 15 percent of Saudi’s crude oil exports while India accounted 
for only about half this amount.8 In fact, recent shifts in energy trade patterns in the 
region show that the dependence of the Gulf States on oil and gas exports to China 
has increased, while China itself has diversified its imports reducing its dependence 
on the region.9

Similarly with Turkey, while China has not held back in its criticism whenever 
the Turks have raised the Uyghur issue, it has also tried to offer scope for the Turks 
to come around. Thus, an editorial in the Global Times on the one hand accused 
Turkey of “playing tricks with China” and said that “What’s most unacceptable is 
that Turkey was adding fuel to the Xinjiang question”, but on the other hand, also 
suggested that “…there is no contradiction between the two countries that can’t 
be resolved” and that “China needs the pragmatic vision that accords with China’s 
strength and mission”.10

In fact, China has confidently articulated its position on its ongoing internment 
of possibly up to a million of its Muslim Uyghur minority in Xinjiang.11  In a 2018 
white paper titled, ‘Cultural Protection and Development in Xinjiang, published 
by the State Council Information Office, China defended itself on the Uyghur 
issue declaring that its “government is committed to protecting its citizens’ freedom 
of religious belief while respecting and protecting religious cultures”, and offered 
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examples of how the State had funded  translations,  publication  and  distribution  
of  religious  texts,  and  protected religious heritage.12 These claims are in sharp 
contrast to its actual practice.13

Like economic engagement, China’s propaganda too, has no doubt, helped it 
to ensure that governments in the Middle East kept their silence on the Uyghur 
issue.14 The United Arab Emirates even awarded the Zayed Medal to Xi Jinping 
during the latter’s visit to the country in July 2018.15 Further, despite Saudi Arabia’s 
identity as a staunch defender of Islam, its Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman 
did not raise the subject (at least not publicly) during his visit to China at the end of 
February 2019.16 China is simply too important an economic player and/or supplier 
of military equipment for countries in the region, for them to go out of their way to 
worry about the Uyghurs.

However, China’s apparent political neutrality in the Middle East also means 
that it — much like India — has the hard job of balancing Saudi Arabia and Iran. 
The bigger China grows in the region as a player, the harder this act will be.  Further, 
Beijing will need both, Saudi help, as well as Iranian cooperation if it is to also protect 
its interests in Pakistan, especially the Gwadar port in Balochistan that borders and 
sits astride the Arabian Sea. While Chinese media has reported approvingly of Saudi 
investments in Gwadar, (including a US$10 billion refinery),17 and in Pakistan in 
general,18 Iran’s sensitivities cannot be far from its mind. It has been suggested that 
Iranian silence over a March 2019 US-Oman agreement, which allows American 
military access to Omani ports and airports, including Duqm, is a sign of where 
Teheran stands on the US Indo-Pacific strategy against the Chinese.19

Images of China in the Middle East have, in fact, tended towards being neutral 
or indifferent rather than favorable; and it was not until the launch of the BRI that 
views about China and Xi Jinping began to look up.20 China also faces the dilemma 
of becoming a bigger source of attention and negative views over time despite its 
efforts – on the Uyghur issue, for example — as it becomes more and more involved 
in the region. In this respect, China’s experience might soon begin to mirror the 
American one of being both courted by the ruling regimes and despised or suspected, 
sometimes by both, the government and the public, as in Iran.21



191

The Maritime Sphere

For the moment, China’s economic resources and its work in the political sphere in 
the Middle-East  allows  it  to  be  increasingly  unapologetic  about  its  need  to  
show military/ maritime presence in the region.  China had a modest beginning to 
its anti- piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden in December 2008; at the end of a 
decade, the PLA Navy (PLA N) had used 100 ships and over 26,000 personnel in 
31 task forces to escort more than 6,600 Chinese and foreign ships.  Alongside the 
evacuation of both, Chinese and foreign civilians from conflicts in Libya and Yemen, 
China has also curiously had submarines accompany some of these taskforces, driving 
home, in no uncertain terms, how the PLA N has used — and continues to use — its 
deployments in the Gulf of Aden as a service-wide learning exercise.22 The fact that 
none of the countries in the Middle-East have been bothered by China’s somewhat 
larger (or more advanced than necessary), naval assets being deployed on anti-piracy 
missions, speaks volumes of the success of China’s political and diplomatic work.

It should also not come as any surprise that China has chosen the location of 
many of its investments in the Middle East region with an eye on maritime access and 
observation points. For example, in Egypt, China’s Dongfang Electric and Shanghai 
Electric are building a 6,000 MW clean coal-fired power plant in Hamrawein, while 
Sinohydro has completed a feasibility study for a 2,400 MW hydropower project 
in Mt Ataka in Suez province.23  Hamrawein is a port city on the Red Sea, and Mt. 
Ataka itself is in the southern Sinai Peninsula, not far from the Egyptian tourist 
destination and naval base of Sharm-El-Sheikh. Chinese developers are also involved 
in Egypt’s Suez Canal Economic Zone in Ain Sokhna district that lies on the Gulf 
of Suez.24

On the opposite coast of the Red Sea in Saudi Arabia, the Chinese are even 
engaged in an archaeological dig in the old Al Serrian port. The five-year project 
involving China’s National Center of Underwater Cultural Heritage,25 has apparently 
discovered Chinese porcelain dating back to the Song Dynasty (960-1279) as well 
as to subsequent Chinese dynasties.26 Activities such as these provide greater ballast 
to China’s attempts to portray its Maritime Silk Road under the BRI as the natural 
inheritor and a benign continuation of older trade routes. It might be pointed out 
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here that India’s own Project Mausam launched in 2014 by the Ministry of Culture 
with the Archaeological Society of India as its nodal agency also includes among its 
goals “reviving lost linkages with nations”27 and counts Saudi Arabia (among others 
in the Middle East) as one of the target countries. However, there is little information 
to be found about any concrete action, and nor do the budget figures suggest any 
possibilities of large-scale activities.28

China, meanwhile, also  exercises  a  combination  of  economic  and  political 
influence all along the Red Sea coast in Sudan29 and Eritrea30, all the way down to 
Djibouti, where it opened its first overseas military base — ostensibly just a logistics 
center31 — in mid-2017. In the run-up to the construction of the base, China had 
softened up Djibouti with substantial economic infrastructure development projects;32 
and the latter has consistently dismissed US concerns about Chinese activity in the 
country.33  Beijing even offered to mediate a border dispute between Djibouti and 
Eritrea in 2017.  While a former Chinese diplomat denied any connection between 
the offer for mediation and the military base in Djibouti, an African studies scholar 
at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences argued, “Wherever Chinese interests go, 
means and tools to protect them should follow”.34

The growing ability of Chinese companies to win bids for managing terminals 
in foreign ports has even created tensions in the US-Israeli relationship.  China’s 
Shanghai International Ports Group signed a deal with Israel’s Ports Authority 
to operate a new terminal in Haifa in 2015, with the 25-year agreement coming 
into force in 2021. The US fears that this has security implications for its Sixth 
Fleet that uses Haifa as one of its bases, while sections within the Israeli strategic 
community fear negative consequences for their own naval base that is located across 
the new terminal as well.35 The Haifa port terminal is just one of a larger basket of 
Chinese infrastructure projects in Israel that have riled relations between Tel Aviv 
and Washington DC.36

China has also managed to establish a degree of presence in two ports in the 
Middle East where India has, in recent years, tried to build up stakes — Chabahar 
in Iran, and Duqm in the Sultanate of Oman. Following Indian Prime Minister, 
Narendra Modi’s 2016 visit to Iran during which the Chabahar contract was finalised, 
China’s Global Times commentary suggested that there was “no reason for jealousy 
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in China”37 and that “Iran may not always align itself with India’s geostrategic 
goals” given that “China is also crucial to Tehran’s core interests… [and] Iran never 
publicly articulated its opposition to the Sino-Pakistani project in Gwadar”.38   
Indeed, Iranian Foreign Minister, Javad Zarif invited both, Pakistan and China, to 
participate in further developing Chabahar in March 2018.  The Iranian minister 
even called the Chinese-funded Gwadar port (in Pakistan’s Balochistan province) 
and Chabahar, (about 170 kms away), “sister ports” that could both, benefit from 
greater connectivity.39  This, of course, would have been music to Beijing’s ears. 
There is also the curious case of Indian Ports Global — a joint venture of two Indian 
public sector enterprises, Jawaharlal Nehru Port, Mumbai and Kandla Port — which 
is responsible for developing the Chabahar port, awarding a contract for supplying 
cranes to a Chinese entity, ZPMC, the world’s top supplier, which had been banned 
from supplying to Indian ports by New Delhi.40

Meanwhile, in Oman, India had gained access under the terms of a February 2018 
MoU on military cooperation to “certain facilities at the Special Economic Zone at 
Duqm (Sea Port, Dry Dock and Air Port) by Indian armed forces”.41  However, 
China is not an insignificant presence in Duqm either, having been engaged since 
2016 in setting up a nearly US$10 billion industrial park in the SEZ under the BRI 
framework. Besides petrochemicals and e-commerce, Chinese enterprises in Duqm 
will also invest in tourism and desalination plants.42 Meanwhile, India had only 
begun considering participation in the Duqm SEZ as of early 2018.43

Image-building

China’s  military  diplomacy  in  the  Middle  East  in  the  form  of  high-level  
military delegation visits and port calls by its naval vessels has kept up a steady pace 
since it began to participate in anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden.44  Chinese 
military delegations to the Middle East push not just China’s political line, but also 
the sales of its military equipment. For instance, Chinese Defence Minister Gen. 
Wei Fenghe was in the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia at the end of March 
2019 plugging the BRI,45 while Chinese media also offered commentary about how 
Chinese weapons were being increasingly used by the Saudis.46
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In addition to the frequent port calls during or after completion of the anti-piracy 
escort duties, the PLA Navy (PLA N) has also had its top official’s visit; or hosts 
important countries in the region. During his long tenure as PLA N Commander, 
Adm. Wu Shengli visited Israel in December 2010 and again six months later in June 
2011, Saudi Arabia in October 2015, and Egypt in May 2016. Adm. Wu also hosted 
the Omani Navy Chief in Beijing in January 2013, the Turkish Navy Commander 
in July 2014, and his Iranian and Saudi counterparts in October 2014 and October 
2015 respectively.47

The seriousness with which the Chinese view maritime access as well as operations 
in the Middle East is also evident from the reportage of its state-run media. For 
instance, Djibouti is described as “an important choke-point that links the Red Sea 
and the Gulf of Aden”, offering some insight into why the Chinese found it necessary 
to set up a military facility there. While anti-piracy operations are rhetorically, at 
least, posited as an initiative for the global good and should not normally involve the 
use of high-end warship capability; for the Chinese, their deployments to the Gulf 
of Aden are about showcasing and testing both, advanced war fighting assets, as well 
as indigenous capability. 

Consider China’s deployment of their 32nd anti piracy task force to the Gulf of 
Aden,  and the way that it was described in the Chinese press. The guided missile 
destroyer Xi’an, and missile frigate Anyang were participating for the first time — 
the Xi’an is an indigenously developed destroyer of the Type-052C class while the 
Anyang too is domestically developed. In both instances, the report made it a point 
to highlight the destroyer’s ‘over-the-horizon strike capability at sea’ and the frigate’s 
capability ‘of attacking surface ships and submarines’ and ‘strong long-range alert 
and air defense capabilities’.48

This latter description of combat capability can also be viewed as a not-so-subtle 
effort in building up the image of China’s military in the region. Even as China 
claims its Djibouti base “has not been established for China’s strategic deployment 
of military forces, but for implementing the country’s escorting, peace-keeping and 
humanitarian aid missions in Africa and West Asia”, the same Xinhua commentary 
also states that the base “should not be underestimated, nor should it be exaggerated”.49 
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The stress on other countries not underestimating China is worth highlighting here, 
even as it faces allegations of hidden intentions behind its investments and military 
activities in the region.

Meanwhile, the problems of instability in the Middle East, including those of 
piracy, are useful to promote a case for China’s continued maritime presence in the 
region, as well as a sense of its importance both abroad, and at home.  It is interesting 
that two extremely successful Chinese movies, Wolf Warrior 2 and Operation Red Sea 
— released in 2017 and 2018 respectively —had plotlines about instability in the 
Middle East and of Chinese rescue operations supported by the PLA N.

Conclusion

China’s growing influence in the Middle East owes entirely to its economic heft 
backed by diplomacy and clear political messaging.  Beijing is increasingly attractive 
and useful to several regimes in the region — from Iran to Saudi Arabia to Sudan 
— as a bulwark against US pressure.  To conclude by way of a few thoughts for 
India, it should be clear against this background that New Delhi has its work cut 
out. While the country has certainly upped its game in the Middle East since the 
second National Democratic Alliance government took office in New Delhi in 2014, 
there remains much to be done if India is to regain the historical centrality in the 
politics, security, cultural and economic flows of the region that it enjoyed under 
the British Raj.  However, India’s many inconsistencies and slow pace in the region 
— “institutional incompetence”, “internal incoherence”, and “rather porous track 
record in delivering promises” as one Chinese op-ed put it50 — signify not just more 
money in the bank for China, but also create a case for the countries of the region to 
agree to an even greater role for Beijing.

10 May 2019
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India as a Challenge to China’s BRI
Captain (Dr) Gurpreet S Khurana

The  Belt  and  Road  Initiative  (BRI)  was  announced  by  President  Xi  Jinping  
in  2013, comprising both the land-based Silk Road Economic Belt (launched 

in August 2013) and the 21st  Century  Maritime  Silk  Road  (introduced  in  
September  2013).  The initiative was showcased in a manner that was too appealing 
to be ignored by the countries of the Indian Ocean region. Many Indians also viewed 
BRI as highly promising for their country.

As a virtual ‘island state’ constrained by landward geophysical barriers in the 
north, India  is  in  dire  need  of  developing  its  economic  corridors  and  maritime  
transportation infrastructure.  Projections indicate that by 2050, India will be the 
second-largest economy — in   purchasing   power   parity   terms—  premised   inter   
alia   on   the   growth   trends   of merchandise trade.1  However, leading Indian 
economists point out that a large part of the country’s  export  potential  remains  
unrealised,  mostly  in  its  own  neighbourhood.   The key reason for   this   loss   of   
competitiveness   is   rising   trade   costs,   mainly   for   maritime transportation,  
which  are  heightened  by  the  lack  of  connectivity  and  port  infrastructure.2 
Therefore, even though the Indian government never endorsed BRI, a few Indian 
analysts (including this author) were of the view that the Chinese initiative was 
pregnant with geoeconomic opportunities for India; and premised on the ongoing 
India-China rivalry, it may not  be  prudent  for  New  Delhi  to  throw  the  baby  
out  with  the  bathwater.3   Eventually, however, the official Indian position against 
BRI hardened to the extent that India was the only  key  country  in  the  IOR  and  
among  the  major  powers   not  present  at  the  major international Belt and Road 
Forum organised in Beijing in May 2017.4
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 This article aims to examine some mainstream Indian perspectives on BRI and 
analyse the likely adverse ramifications of BRI on India. Based on these findings, 
the article considers how India should (and is likely to) tailor its foreign policy and 
national security responses to this Chinese initiative.

Mainstream Indian Perspectives on BRI

Owing largely to its geographic location and disposition, India’s national interests are 
closely intertwined with developments in the Indian Ocean region.  In the regional 
context, BRI is seen in New Delhi as China’s endeavour to capitalise on the desires, 
vulnerabilities, and insecurities of regional countries.

Sri  Lanka,  for  instance,  sought  BRI  to  bolster  investment  in  its  port-led  
economic development after the 2009 to end decades of internal conflict, but later 
became beset by debt.  In December 2017, Sri Lanka was compelled to grant China 
a 99-year lease and 70 percent stake  in  the  deep-water  port  at  Hambantota.5   In  
Maldives,  China  played  on  the  political fissures  and  local  fears  of  sea-level  
rise  to  involve  Chinese  companies  in  reclamation projects.  Today,   the   country   
owes   China   US$ 1.5   billion — about   30 percent  of  its  GDP— in construction  
costs.6  In  Malaysia,  China’s  exorbitantly  expensive  Melaka  Gateway  port project  
was  premised  on  Kuala  Lumpur’s  geo-economic  rivalry  with  Singapore  to  host  
a major hub port in the Asia-Pacific.7  Pakistan, for its part, was much too willing to 
cede to China  the  transit  corridor  from  Kashi  to  Gwadar  in  order  to  reduce  
its  own  strategic vulnerability  vis-à-vis  militarily  superior  India;  and  develop  
the  Baluchistan  Province.  Pakistan  owes  China  at  least  US$10  billion  in  
debt  for  the  construction  of  Gwadar  port  and other projects.8  Viewed  in New 
Delhi, China’s approach runs counter to India’s vision for collective  and  inclusive  
economic  development  of  the  Indian  Ocean  region.  India believes that it cannot 
attain prosperity for its citizens in isolation of its regional neighbourhood.

BRI is also viewed in New Delhi as China’s attempt to outsource its low-end 
‘sunset’ industries  to  its  initiative  partners,  letting  them  worry  about  the  
attendant  issues  of environmental  pollution.  To  redress  this  issue,  in  June  
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2017,  in  its  document  ‘Vision  for Maritime  Cooperation  under  the  Belt  
and  Road  Initiative,’  China  attempted  to  link  BRI with blue economy and 
sustainable development concepts.9  However, repackaging does not change the 
product.  Pakistan’s coal-based power plant project in Rahim Yar Khan, proposed to  
be  built  by  China  as  part  of  the  China-Pakistan  Economic  Corridor  (CPEC),  
is  a noteworthy  case  in  point.  The  project  was  eventually  shelved  in  January  
2019  at  the insistence  of  the  new  Pakistani  government.10  This  reinforces  the  
Indian  view  that  China looks at the Indian Ocean countries primarily as a source of 
natural resources, an ancillary for  its expanding  industrial   complex,  and  an export 
destination for  its high-end manufactured goods.  In the worst case, BRI   represents 
a new avatar of economic colonisation by China.

Rationale for India’s Rejection of BRI

The objections to BRI that India has formally articulated include the fact that 
the proposed CPEC involves joint projects in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (which 
is claimed by India), the lack of details regarding BRI projects, and the initiative’s 
unilateral character that is devoid of a consultative process.  This lack of transparency 
bears the potential for smaller countries to be sucked into a crushing debt cycle, 
in addition to the potential for ecological destruction and the disruption of  local 
communities.11   That  BRI  overlooks  India’s  ‘core  concerns  on sovereignty and 
territorial integrity’ is often stated as the key reason for India’s rejection of BRI.12 
However, none of  these articulations — individually or collectively — fully account  
for India’s wariness of BRI.

The most critical factor is China’s ‘Middle Kingdom’ approach that is premised 
on its ancient notion of cultural superiority and seeks to subject the transactions 
among nation- states to a geopolitical hierarchy.  Through such an approach, China  
seeks to dominate its periphery  through  a  tributary  system,  thereby  potentially  
challenging  India’s  traditional influence in the Indian Ocean region.  As Yin Gang 
stated, “In China’s view, India must be reminded  that  areas  around  Gwadar,  
Chittagong,  Hambantota,  and  Sittwe  are  not  within India’s traditional sphere 
of influence.”13  India views the Chinese approach as undermining the  regional  
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balance  of  power  and  therefore  challenging  its  geopolitical  and  national security 
interests.  India does not want to become marginalised by a rival power in its own 
neighbourhood.

It is thus important to understand the adverse security implications of BRI for 
India. For  instance,  the  China-Pakistan  strategic  partnership  already   limits  India’s  
strategic options  to  respond  to  Pakistan’s  prevailing  strategy  of  supporting  cross-
border  terrorism against  India.14  China’s  technological  assistance  to  Pakistan  to  
help  it  develop  sea-based tactical nuclear weapons to offset India’s conventional 
military superiority against Pakistan exemplifies this.15

The   traditional   Chinese   military   threat   to   India’s   national   security   is   
another important consideration.  The  disputed  land  border  in  the  Himalayas  has  
often  led  to military confrontations, with a major one occurring in June 2017 on 
the Doklam Plateau and lasting for 73 days.16  The People’s Liberation Army Navy’s 
established presence in the Indian  Ocean  region  could  add  a  seaward  dimension  
to  the  existential  continental  threat posed  by  China.  India’s  naval  power  might  
no  longer  enjoy  a  favorable  asymmetry  in  the region, and therefore India’s 
conventional military deterrence against China to respond to a conflict across the 
disputed land border would be eroded substantially.  For instance, given the  naval  
superiority  that  India  enjoys  in  the  Indian  Ocean  today  and  thus  its  ability  
to interdict Chinese strategic shipments, China may think twice before resorting to a 
military escalation across the land border.  However, for ensuring security of its BRI 
investments, as the  PLA  Navy  acquires  the  ability  for  sea-control  in  the  Indian  
Ocean  against  opposing naval forces, India will lose the military leverage in terms 
of its current option for horizontal escalation  of  an  India-China  armed  conflict  
to  the  sea.  Even  worse,  India  might  need  to prepare  for  the  possibility  of  a  
two-front  war  scenario  involving  China-Pakistan  strategic collusion.17

India’s Response to BRI

From the foregoing discussion, it is clear that India’s response to BRI is likely to be 
premised on the assumption that BRI’s comprehensive success, in terms of China 
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meeting its envisaged objectives, is not in India’s interest.  India’s approach will be to 
seek support of its strategic partners within and beyond the Indo-Pacific.  However, 
even without any such support, New Delhi would likely need to do whatever may 
be required not to prevent India’s influence in the Indian Ocean region from being 
displaced by China; and to prohibit its prevailing maritime military edge over China 
in the region from being blunted by China’s increasing naval footprint.  It would 
likely adopt the necessary geopolitical countermeasures across the entire spectrum 
ranging from geo-economics to military strategy.

At the foreign-policy level, India may seek to ramp up its relevance and influence 
in the  Indian  Ocean  region,  and  even  beyond  into  the  eastern  parts  of  
the  Indo-Pacific,  as enunciated in Prime Minster Narendra Modi’s 2015 vision of 
SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region) in 2015.18  The vision stands 
for the dictum that ‘all boats rise with the rising tide’ and, therefore, provides an 
optimised approach to encourage regional solidarity and contrasts positively with 
the ‘extractive’ model proposed by BRI. However, the dictum that holds for China 
also holds for India: the package is not the product. Policymakers in New Delhi will 
need to flesh out SAGAR in terms of its functional strategy — which has not yet 
been done — and pursue its implementation.  For  instance,  India  and  its  partners  
will need to offer the regional countries alternative models for enhancing economic 
connectivity in  the  Indo- Pacific  that  are  more  attractive  than  BRI.  The  Asia-
Africa  Growth  Corridor (AAGC) proposed by India and Japan was conceptualised 
with such an aim under the rubric of the contemporary  Indo-Pacific  concept,  but  
it  needs  to  be  pursued  more  seriously  by  all potential partners.19  The AAGC is 
still in a nascent phase, though with enormous potential to challenge the BRI. The 
author’s discussion with the officials — who prefer anonymity — indicates that the 
Japanese are disappointed with the slow pace of AAGC’s implementation on part of 
the India.  This is leading to Tokyo reconsidering India’s partnership in the AAGC.  
Such   reappraisal   contradicts   the   very   rationale   of   the   Indo-Pacific   concept 
articulated  by  the  Japanese  Prime  Minister  Shinzo  Abe  in  the  Indian  Parliament  
August 2007, which sought India’s partnership for security of its maritime interests 
and Sea Lines of  Communication (SLOCs)  in  the  Indian  Ocean.20    While  India  
itself  lacks  infrastructure,  financial and technological capacities;  and therefore, 
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looks upon Japan for these to fructify. Thus,  the  Indian  government  needs  to  do  
much more  to  quell  the perception  that  it  is  not serious about the AAGC.

As  an  instrument  of  the  nation’s  foreign  policy,  the  Indian  Navy  bears  
a  major responsibility  to  shape  a  geopolitical  environment  in  the  Indian  
Ocean  region  that  is favorable to India.  The recent reorientation of its operational 
philosophy to mission-based (forward)   deployments   is   meant,   inter   alia,   to   
address   the   changing   operational environment brought about by BRI. This 
includes the need to keep watch on the maritime chokepoints  that  all  vessels — 
commercial,  warships  and  submarines — must  traverse  for entry  into  the  Indian  
Ocean.  The  intelligence  collected  by  the  naval  deployments  is  fed into the 
Indian Maritime  Operations  Centre  and shared with friendly  countries through 
the Information Management and Analysis Centre.21

While India has been making concerted efforts to enhance the sustained reach of 
its naval forces through basing arrangements with regional countries such as Mauritius 
and Seychelles, the prevailing geopolitical environment and local sensitivities will 
continue to be major impediments. The sustenance of forward-deployed naval units 
will therefore, need to be enhanced through alternative measures that combine sea-
based logistics with the existing logistics exchange agreements with major resident 
powers including the United States and France.

The  Indian  Navy  will  also  need  to  be  well-prepared  to  discharge  its  role  as  
a mechanism for insurance in a possible conflict scenario involving China. The navy 
will need to  be  capable  of  this  both,  independently  and  in  conjunction  with  
India’s  major  partners, such  as  members  of  the  Quadrilateral  Security  Dialogue  
and  from  Europe,  but  without necessarily according undue visibility to the process.  
Such plans already exist — both for the Indian Ocean and the western Pacific — and 
capacity accretions are adding more options to the latter operational area.  Indian  
government  approval  in  2015  to  build  six  indigenous nuclear attack submarines 
capable of distant seas domination is notable in this regard.22  It is  also  high  time  
for  the  Indian  Navy  to  revisit  its  rules  of  engagement  in  its  maritime zones.23    
Its   current   rules,   for   instance,   do   not   cater   for   the   contingencies   involving 
intelligence-gathering  by  Chinese  warships — particularly  submarines — in  the  
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maritime Zones of India.  Notwithstanding  these  new  developments,  the  navy  
needs  to  shape  the environment so as to avoid a conflict scenario.24
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Endnotes

1.	 “The Long View: How Will the Global Economic Order Change by 2050?” 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, February 2017, https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/world-2050/assets/
pwc-world-in-2050-summary-report-feb-2017.pdf.

2.	 This  is  based  on  an  analysis  by  Dr  Prabir  De,  a  professor  at  the  Research  
and  Information  System  for Developing  Countries  (RIS),  New  Delhi,  presented  at  
the  ASEAN  India  Connectivity  Summit  (AICS)  on  the theme: Powering Digital and 
Physical Linkages for Asia in the 21st Century, held on 11-12 December 2017 at New 
Delhi. See Gurpreet S. Khurana, “Multilateral Structures in the Indian Ocean: Review and 
Way Ahead,” Maritime Affairs 14, no. 1 (2018): 11–23.

3.	G urpreet S. Khurana, “India’s Approach to China’s Maritime Silk Road: An Alternative 
View,” National Maritime Foundation, February 17, 2015, http://www.maritimeindia.org/
CommentryView.aspx?NMFCID=8390.

4.	 “It’s Official Now, India to Stay Away from China’s ‘Belt and Road Forum,’” Wire, May 
14, 2017, https://thewire.in/diplomacy/india-china-obor-belt-summit. See also “Official 
Spokesperson’s Response to a Query on Participation of India in OBOR/BRI Forum,” 
Ministry of External Affairs (India), Press Release, May 13, 2017. 7

5.	 Kiran Stacey, “China Signs 99-Year Lease on Sri Lanka’s Hambantota Port,” Financial Times, 
December 11, 2017, https://www.ft.com/content/e150ef0c-de37-11e7-a8a4-0a1e63a52f9c; 
and Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, “New Chinese Loan May Further Plunge Sri Lanka into Debt 
Trap,” Times of India, Economic Times web log, September 3, 2018, https://economictimes.
indiatimes.com/news/international/world-news/new-chinese- loan-may-further-plunge-sri-
lanka-into-debt-trap/articleshow/65659719.cms.

6.	 Sanjeev Miglani and Mohamed Junayd, “After Building Spree, Just How Much Does the 
Maldives Owe China?” Reuters, November 27, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-
maldives-politics-china/after- building-spree-just-how-much-does-the-maldives-owe-china-
idUSKCN1NS1J2.



208

7.	 Anjelina Patrick, “Melaka Gateway Port: An Analysis,” National Maritime Foundation, 
October 11, 2017, http://www.maritimeindia.org/View%20Profile/636432951858173081.
pdf. See also, “‘We Cannot Afford This’: Malaysia Pushes Back on China’s Big Projects,” 
Business Times, August 21, 2018, https://www.businesstimes.com.sg/government-
economy/%E2%80%98we-cannot-afford-this%E2%80%99- malaysia-pushes-back-on-
china%E2%80%99s-big-projects.

8.	 “Pakistan Owes USD 10 Billion Debt to China for Gwadar Port, Other Projects: Top U.S. 
General,” Times of India, Economic Times web log, March 15, 2018, https://economictimes.
indiatimes.com/news/international/business/pakistan-owes-usd-10-billion-debt-to- china-
for-gwadar-port-other-projects-top-us-general/articleshow/68432415.cms.

9.	 “Full Text: Vision for Maritime Cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative,” Xinhua, 
June 20, 2017, http://www.xinhuanet.com//english/2017-06/20/c_136380414.htm.

10.	 “Pakistan Finally Shelves Coal-Power Project under CPEC,” Daily Pakistan, January 14, 
2019, https://en.dailypakistan.com.pk/headline/pakistan-finally-shelves-coal-power-project 
-under-cpec.

11.	 Suhasini Haidar, “Why Did India Boycott China’s Road Summit?” Hindu, May 20, 2017, 
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/why-did-india-boycott-chinas-road-summit/
article18516163.ece.

12.	 “Official Spokesperson’s Response to a Query on Media Reports Regarding Possible 
Cooperation with China on OBOR/BRI,” Ministry of External Affairs (India), Press Release, 
April 5, 2018.

13.	  Yin Gang, televised interview, New Horizon, Yunnan TV, November 16, 2014, cited in You 
Ji, “China’s Emerging Indo-Pacific Naval Strategy,” Asia Policy, no. 22 (2016): 18

14.	 “‘Pakistan Wants to Bleed India with Thousand Cuts,’ Says Army Chief General Bipin Rawat,” 
Outlook, September 24, 2018, https://www.outlookindia.com/website/story/pakistan-wants-
to-bleed-india-with- thousand-cuts-says-army-chief-general-bipin-rawat/317041.

15.	 C. Uday Bhaskar, “The Indian Ocean Waters Will Get Roiled by Babur 3,” Times of India, 
Economic Times web log, January 11, 2017, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/blogs/
et-commentary/the-indian-ocean- waters-will-get-roiled-by-babur-3.

16.	 Debanish Achom, “Doklam Belongs to China, India Should Have ‘Learnt Lessons,’ Says 
Beijing,” NDTV, March 27, 2018, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/doklam-belongs-to-
china-india-should-have-learnt- lessons-says-beijing-1828803.

17.	 Rajat Pandit, “Two-Front War Is a Real Scenario, Says General Bipin Rawat,” Times of India, 



209

Economic Times web blog, July 13, 2018, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/
defence/two-front-war-is-a-real- scenario-says-general-bipin-rawat/articleshow/56324336.
cms?from=mdr.

18.	 Articulated as an acronym, SAGAR means “ocean” in Hindi and thus signifies the emerging 
focus of the Indian political establishment on maritime matters and re-establishing their link 
with India’s destiny. See “Mr. Modi’s Ocean View,” Hindu, March 17, 2015, https://www.
thehindu.com/opinion/editorial/mr-modis- ocean-view/article7000182.ece.

19.	 Jagannath Panda, “The Asia-Africa Growth Corridor: An India-Japan Arch in the Making?” 
Institute for Security and Development Policy, Focus Asia, no. 21 (August 2017); and 
Gurpreet S. Khurana, “What Is the Indo-Pacific: The New Geopolitics of the Asia-Centred 
Rim Land,” in Geopolitics by Other Means: The Indo- Pacific Reality, ed. Axel Berkofsky and 
Sergio Miracola (Milan: Istituto per gli Studi di Politica Internazionale, 2019), 13–32.

20.	 Confluence of the Two Seas”, Speech by H.E. Mr. Shinzo Abe, Prime Minister of Japan at 
the Parliament of the Republic of India, August 22, 2007, Japan Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MOFA) website, at http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html The 
speech was preceded by discussions between Indian and Japanese think-tanks in 2006,  
involving the author and leading to his paper which carries the first mention of ‘indo-Pacific’ 
in the contemporary context. See, Gurpreet S Khurana, “Security of Sea Lines: Prospects 
for India–Japan Cooperation”, Strategic Analysis, Vol. 31(1), January/ February 2007 Issue, 
pp.139 and 144, at https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09700160701355485

21.	 Sujan Dutta, “Indian Navy Informs Government about the Fleet’s Reoriented Mission 
Pattern,” New Indian Express, April 1, 2018, http://www.newindianexpress.com/
nation/2018/apr/01/indian-navy-informs-government-about-the-fleets-reoriented-mission-
pattern-1795404.html.

22.	 “India to Build 6 Nuclear-Powered Submarines— Navy Chief,” Sputnik, December 4, 
2015, https://sputniknews.com/military/201512041031242059-india-submarine-nuclear-
fleet; and “India Kickstarts Process to Build 6 Nuclear-Powered Attack Submarines,” Times 
of India, Economic Times web log, July 14, 2018, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/
news/defence/india-kickstarts-process-to-build-6-nuclear-powered-attack-submarines/
articleshow/61880118.cms?from=mdr.

23.	  Rules of engagement are based on international law and political directives and are meant 
to authorize and guide operational commanders with regard to the freedom to initiate or 
continue combat and the extent of use of military force in a specified scenario. See Gurpreet 
S. Khurana, Porthole: Geopolitical, Strategic and Maritime Terms and Concepts (New Delhi: 
Pentagon Press, 2016), 169.



210

24.	  In this direction, serious efforts are underway by the National Maritime Foundation in New 
Delhi to develop a mechanism of maritime confidence-building, including, in particular, 
formulating proposals for a bilateral mechanism for de-conflicting unintended naval 
encounters at sea and efforts to institute such a mechanism at a multilateral level under the 
aegis of the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium.

Author

Captain (Dr) Gurpreet S Khurana, Indian Navy, is PhD in Defence Studies and was 
the Executive Director of the National Maritime Foundation (NMF), New Delhi 
from 2014-19. The views expressed are his own and do not reflect the official policy 
or position of the NMF, the Indian Navy, or the Government of India. He may be 
contacted at gurpreet.bulbul@gmail.com This issue-brief was first published in Asia 
Policy, Volume 14, Number 2 (April 2019). 



211

Reading China’s Defence White Papers:  
Exercising Bias, Foiling Disinformation

Rana Divyank Chaudhary

China remains an inexhaustible fount of ‘breaking news’ in contemporary 
international politics. Reporting and analysing each document originating from 

Beijing is an exercise in perpetuity and there is a veritable race to put forth unique 
analyses of the ‘fine-print’ in the Chinese Communist Party’s official propaganda and 
pronouncements.  While ethnic conflicts, civil wars, and acts of terrorism engender 
the conviction that humanity’s violent instincts have not receded in any significant 
measure, China’s periodic posturing entices another part of our consciousness — one 
that harbours suspicion and engenders alarm and apprehension.  Even as reportage 
about the death and destruction caused by conflicts between organised human 
interests brings sorrow, lament and cynicism about the prospects of peace in our 
times; paying heed to China’s pronouncements rests on the bottom-line that the 
calamity to end all calamities might well be the one involving this country, which 
incorporates within it, more than one-fifth of humanity and, as such, will assuredly 
impact everyone else’s vital interests in drastic, albeit varying, proportions.    It is 
important to register these cognitive factors that loom large in our analysis of China 
because of two primary reasons.

The first relates to China opting to communicate its intentions to the world.  The 
publication of China’s White Papers in English or other foreign languages arises out 
of necessity and prudence, as without these English-language versions, the message 
being put out by Beijing (in Mandarin) is liable to be misunderstood or interpreted 
without context by foreign translators.  However, in the particular case of Defence 
White Papers, these are also ready tools for disinformation, remoulding unfavourable 
perceptions, creating confusion, and proffering ‘insights’ to those on the outside, 
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looking in.  Of course, China is not alone in this and it would be hasty to attribute 
hostile intentions without first acknowledging that all nations, without exception, 
practice this craft.  Not only does the Communist Party of China (CPC) generate 
such documents in order to create a convincing portrayal of the Chinese government’s 
stated goals, intentions, plans, capacities and capabilities; but it also does so in 
order to erect an edifice (facade?) of the Chinese State that is palatable to outside 
observers.  In other words, these documents use internationally comprehensible and 
conventionally accepted phraseology to make catchy references to the international 
system, inter-State power politics, China’s national interests, sovereign rights, internal 
conflicts, security strategy, and so on.   They carry recognisable encoded hints and 
suggestions that are ‘meant’ to be decoded and interpreted as originally intended.

For instance, consistent references have been made about US hegemony in the 
world; China’s peaceful intentions and commitment to not seeking hegemony; 
and ‘active defence’ as the ‘strategic guidance’ for China’s national defence; in all 
Chinese Defence White Papers.  This consistency does not, however, make for any 
real predictability in terms of China’s behaviour.  For instance, it would be foolish to 
extrapolate from the ‘active defence’ doctrine to conclude that China would not attack 
an adversary pre-emptively, especially, if it makes strategic sense to future Chinese 
planners, who will certainly have the tactical means available should they want to use 
them.  The irony of China ‘exercising its national sovereignty’ to militarise islands 
and reefs in the South China Sea and then promising to ‘firmly uphold’ the freedom-
of-navigation, is not lost on the international community.

The second reason for paying extra attention to why and how we read Chinese 
official documents is that, the analysts’ own cognitive biases further exacerbate the 
problems, diminishing the accuracy of both, interpretation and prediction.    For 
instance, an inordinate amount of attention is paid to the number of times a particular 
word, phrase or term occurs in a given White Paper, despite the fact that this does 
not really add value to analysis.  For instance, ‘the US’, ‘India’, and ‘Pakistan’ appear 
24, 16, and 12 times respectively in the 2019 White Paper.  Knowing the history and 
the current state of China’s relations with these countries, it would be patently wrong 
to use these numerical values as the basis upon which to rank their importance to 
China.  Another hobbling factor is the ‘framing effect’, which results from the manner 
in which certain information is presented, either without context or in an unrelated 
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context.  This can cause or enable an analyst to ignore what has been omitted and 
over-emphasise such portions as are available and have been neatly, albeit incorrectly 
contextualised.  This also causes one to erroneously miss connections between the 
presented information and its original context.   For instance, the reference to the 
People’s Liberation Army “taking effective measures to create favourable conditions 
for the peaceful resolution of the Donglang (Doklam) standoff” has probably been 
inserted solely for consumption by Indian analysts.  It is intended to be seen within 
India as a signal that the standoff is not over (at least as far as China is concerned) 
while simultaneously appearing to offer an olive branch against the backdrop of 
India’s ostensible ‘re-calibration’ in its China-policy. 

The foregoing arguments are neither intended to assert that China’s Defence 
White Papers are inconsequential documents nor that their truth-value is entirely 
questionable.  They do, indeed, indicate China’s acknowledgment of the normative 
trend towards greater transparency in publishing, in howsoever limited extent, official 
doctrines on matters which could potentially escalate into conflicts.  However, one 
must appreciate that for a political system which was extremely impenetrable until a 
decade ago, publishing comprehensive documents detailing the government’s outlook 
represents a very significant challenge.  B eijing-based planners are hardly likely to 
be unaware that the outside world would, per force, be a major factor in China’s 
formulation of its strategic response to real or potential external challenges.   As a 
consequence, it is extremely unlikely that the exercise of publication of these White 
Papers is being carried out without their having been vetted at the highest levels of 
Chinese government and approvals for their publication would have been accorded 
by the most powerful organs of the State. 

This article seeks to provide a caution to Indian analysts and China-watchers 
by underscoring at least some of the several infirmities that currently dominate the 
strategic and analytical discourse, particularly in India.

12 August 2019
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