
Summary

N
IDS East Asian Strategic Review

 2022

6968　

CCP centenary 14th Five-Year Plan U.S.-China confrontation

Taiwan military regulations

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) celebrated its 100th 
anniversary in July 2021. Priding itself on turning China into a 
great power, the Party also tightened control and concentrated 
more power in the hands of General Secretary Xi Jinping. Xi 
aims to realize the new goal of becoming a “great modern 
socialist country” by 2049, the centenary of the People’s 
Republic of China. In response to the deteriorating global 
landscape surrounding China’s economy, Beijing unveiled a 
vision to make science and technology innovations that rely on 
state support, hoping to achieve growth led by domestic 
demand. In regard to Hong Kong, the CCP exerted greater 
control, cracking down on democratic factions and amending 
the electoral system, thereby shutting out democratic factions 
from participating in politics.

China rejects universal values, such as freedom and 
democracy, and continues to challenge the rules-based 
international order, aggravating relations with democracies 
including the United States. The Xi administration took a hard-
line stance against the Joseph Biden administration, which is 
strengthening competition with China. Sanctions and 
retaliatory measures were also imposed against European 
Union members that criticized China on human rights and 
other issues. Meanwhile, China deepened relations with 
Russia and developing countries to form partnerships for 
countering the United States and Europe. Additionally, China 
intensified military pressure on Japan and Taiwan.

China is developing military legislation in the final phase of 
the military reforms. In doing so, the Party seeks to tighten 
control over the military, secure talent, and improve trainings. 
The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) made steady progress in 
modernizing its equipment as well. The year 2021 saw the 
commissioning of a large-scale amphibious assault ship, 
advances in the development of drones, and numerous 
achievements in the space program. Furthermore, the PLA 
stepped up international activities. For example, through 
combined drills with Russia, the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organisation member states, and other countries, the PLA 
aims to enhance capabilities in counterterrorism and United 
Nations peacekeeping operations.
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1. Ensuring the Party’s Control

(1) The Centenary of the Chinese Communist Party

Formed in July 1921, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) was forced to flee 
from the Kuomintang (KMT) forces for around two years in the mid-1930s 
in what became known as the “Long March.” Then, with the outbreak of the 
Sino-Japanese War, the CCP regained its footing and won the civil war against 
the KMT. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) was thus founded in October 
1949. The CCP established the one-party system in China and maintained one-
party rule even in the face of various disruptions and sacrifices, such as the 
Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution, and the June Fourth Tiananmen 
Square Incident. Simultaneously, the Party realized rapid economic growth and 
modernized military capabilities, elevating China to the status of global power.

On July 1, 2021, the CCP held a ceremony marking its 100th anniversary 
in Tiananmen Square. There were some 70,000 people in attendance and 
commemorative flights by 71 military aircraft, including the state-of-the-art 
J-20 stealth fighter. At the ceremony, Xi Jinping, general secretary of the CCP 
and president of the PRC, delivered a speech, giving much emphasis to the 
Party’s achievements over the past century. Xi said, when China was under 
foreign domination after the Opium War of 1840, the CCP brought independence 
to China by uniting and leading the people under the Party’s “aspiration and 
mission,” namely, to realize the “great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” 
Following the era of socialist construction and the era of reform and opening up, 
China entered a “new era” of Xi’s leadership. He declared that, in this new era, 
China achieved the “first centenary goal” of “building a moderately prosperous 
society in all respects…[and bringing] about a historic resolution to the problem 
of absolute poverty in China.” He then indicated the Party would embark on a 
“new journey” to realize the “second centenary goal” of “building China into a 
great modern socialist country in all respects” by 2049, the 100th anniversary of 
the founding of the PRC.

In the same speech, 
General Secretary Xi 
most emphasized the 
need to uphold the strong 
leadership of the CCP. 
“Without the Communist 
Party of China, there 
would be no new China and 
no national rejuvenation,” 
he noted, asserting, “The 
leadership of the Party 
is the defining feature of 
socialism with Chinese characteristics and constitutes the greatest strength 
of this system.” On the “new journey,” “we must uphold the Party’s overall 
leadership and continue to enhance its leadership,” urging that Xi’s position be 
maintained as the “core” of the CCP. In short, General Secretary Xi resolved to 
further strengthen the system of CCP rule in China and further cement his grip 
on power in the Party.

In addition, General Secretary Xi revealed that he would thoroughly counter 
any foreign criticism of the CCP. “Any attempt to divide the Party from the 
Chinese people or to set the people against the Party is bound to fail,” he said, 
stressing, “[the CCP] will not…accept sanctimonious preaching from those who 
feel they have the right to lecture us.” “We will never allow any foreign force 
to bully, oppress, or subjugate us. Anyone who would attempt to do so will find 
themselves on a collision course with a great wall of steel forged by over 1.4 
billion Chinese people.” And Xi reaffirmed his determination to build a “world-
class military.”1

(2) Inward-oriented Economic Policy

Outwardly, the Xi Jinping leadership appeared firmly intent on thoroughly 
confronting U.S. and other foreign criticisms of the CCP rule. In response to 
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the deteriorating global landscape surrounding China, the Xi leadership shifted 
economic policy to economic growth centered on domestic demand. At the 
Fourth Session of the 13th National People’s Congress (NPC) held in March 
2021, the “Outline of the 14th Five-Year Plan for national economic and social 
development and long-range objectives for 2035” was adopted. As a “guiding 
ideology,” this 14th Five-Year Plan enshrines the establishment of a “new pattern 
of development with domestic circulation as the mainstay and domestic and 
international circulations reinforcing each other.” In contrast, the 13th Five-Year 
Plan adopted in March 2016 set forth the following “guiding ideology”: “we 
should also keep in mind the connectivity between the domestic and the world 
economies and…make better use of both domestic and international markets and 
resources.” As the comparison of the two makes evident, the new policy places 
focus on “domestic circulation.”

Regarding “domestic circulation,” the 14th Five-Year Plan elaborates: “We will 
rely on the strong domestic market, running through all the links from production 
and distribution to circulation and consumption, and form a higher-level dynamic 
balance in which demand drives supply and supply creates demand, and promote 
a virtuous cycle in the national economy.” Put simply, it suggests that the Party 
will reform the economic structure such that growth is led by domestic demand. 
Indeed, other economic powers, such as the United States and Japan, have 
domestic demand-centric growth, and it is natural that China, now the second 
largest economy in the world, aspires to shift to a similar economic structure. In 
fact, China’s economic dependence on trade declined from 67% in 2006 to 32% 
in 2019.2

However, the main reason China shifted to an economic policy focused 
on “domestic circulation” at this time is likely to be the deteriorating global 
landscape surrounding the Chinese economy, including growing strategic 
competition with the United States, friction with democratic countries, and the 
global economic slowdown caused by the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
pandemic. In a People’s Daily editorial on the “new pattern of development,” it is 
noted that China faces a tough and complex situation which “requires ideological 

and operational preparations over a considerable length of time to cope with the 
changes in the external environment,” and contends that the “new pattern of 
development” is “a major decision made to prepare for a successful endurance 
war.”3 Of course, for the Chinese economy it remains critical to strengthen 
relations with the international economy, and the Chinese government has 
indicated it would accelerate the opening up of its economy. Nonetheless, China 
is hastily shifting to a domestic demand-centric economic growth structure, 
anticipating that advancing economic ties with other countries will not proceed 
as smoothly as before.

The 14th Five-Year Plan also outlines China would enhance independent 
development of science and technology. The plan articulates having “science and 
technology self-reliance and self-improvement (科技自立自强) act as strategic 
support for national development.” According to Zhang Tao, vice president of 
the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS), innovation in science and technology 
intersects with politics, economics, military, and diplomacy and has become 
“the main battlefi eld of competition and rivalry among the great powers.” China, 
however, does not have signifi cant capacity for innovation in key areas, is weak 
in basic research, and lacks human resources, according to Zhang. He notes 
“science and technology self-reliance and self-improvement” was proposed to 
overcome these weaknesses, and only by achieving this can China overcome 
the disadvantage of being restricted by others in key technologies, establish a 
science and technology innovation system befi tting its status as a great power, 
and focus on science and technologies that are important for economic and social 
development as well as national security.4

General Secretary Xi Jinping signaled he would press forward with science 
and technology innovation. In a speech at a May 2021 combined meeting of the 
CAS, Chinese Academy of Engineering, and China Association for Science and 
Technology, President Xi urged Chinese scientifi c researchers to “strive to achieve 
a high level of science and technology self-reliance and self-improvement.” Xi 
stated that in order to promote innovation in science and technology, China must 
bolster the “new system concentrating nationwide effort and resources” and 
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“fully demonstrate the role of the state as the organizer of critical science and 
technology innovations,” indicating the state would fully lead the efforts for self-
reliance and self-improvement in science and technology.5 The Xi administration 
may be focusing on their independent development, based on the prospect that 
acquiring overseas technologies would become difficult as competition increases 
with the United States for advanced technology. Some say “the most fundamental 
feature of building a new pattern of development is realizing a high level of 
self-reliance and self-improvement.”6 By promoting domestic economic growth 
through science and technology innovation, it appears China aims to bolster 
national strength in the face of intensifying competition with foreign countries, 
including the United States.

(3) Increased Clampdown on Hong Kong

The Xi Jinping administration imposed the national security law on Hong Kong 
in 2020. By stifling calls for democracy, the “One Country, Two Systems” 
arrangement that had granted Hong Kong certain political freedoms was reduced 
to a mere formality. In 2021, the repression of pro-democracy factions in Hong 
Kong increased further, and the CCP’s one-party rule in Hong Kong politics was 
enforced.

In Hong Kong, suppression of democracy activists was stepped up. On 
January 6, Hong Kong authorities arrested 53 democracy activists in a single day, 
including former Legislative Council members, on suspicion of overthrowing 
the government as stipulated in the national security law. Targeted were activists 
who were involved in the July 2020 primary elections that were held to prevent 
splitting of pro-democratic votes in the Legislative Council election, which 
was scheduled to take place in September. On February 28, 2021, Hong Kong 
authorities indicted 47 of those arrested. Among the democracy activists indicted 
were Benny Tai, an organizer of the primary elections; Wu Chi-wai and Lam 
Cheuk-ting, both Legislative Council members from the Democratic Party; 
Au Nok-hin, a former Legislative Council member and graduate student at 
the University of Tokyo; and Joshua Wong, who was imprisoned after being 

convicted in a separate case.
In April, a Hong Kong court convicted seven people for holding unauthorized 

rallies, including Jimmy Lai, founder of Apple Daily, known for its critical stance 
toward China; Martin Lee, known as the “father of Hong Kong democracy”; 
and Lee Cheuk-yan, who had led rallies in memory of the Tiananmen Square 
Incident. Jimmy Lai was also convicted for holding another unauthorized rally 
in May. In June, Hong Kong authorities arrested five Apple Daily executives on 
charges of colluding with foreign forces in violation of the national security law. 
Under pressure from authorities, the Apple Daily, a symbol of press freedom in 
Hong Kong, was forced to cease publication on June 24.

The Xi administration overhauled Hong Kong’s electoral system, aiming to 
eliminate pro-democracy factions from the political system and ensure that it is 
guided by the CCP. On March 30, the NPC Standing Committee decided on a 
new electoral system for Hong Kong. By this decision, the Election Committee, 
responsible for electing the chief executive, increased membership from 1,200 
to 1,500, with the increased number allocated to pro-China groups. The number 
of Legislative Council seats rose from 70 to 90, while the number of directly 
elected seats decreased from 35 out of 70 to 20 out of 90. The Election Committee 
was newly given 40 seats. Additionally, the new Candidate Eligibility Review 
Committee was established to pre-screen candidates for the Election Committee 
and Legislative Council based on their loyalty to the Hong Kong government.7 
These changes made it difficult for pro-democracy factions critical of the CCP 
to run in Hong Kong elections. In the Election Committee elections held on 
September 19, no pro-democracy faction secured any of the 364 seats contested. 
The Election Committee has become dominated by pro-China factions with the 
exception of Tik Chi-yuen who is considered a centrist.8 The Legislative Council 
election held on December 9 resulted in completely eliminating democratic 
factions, with voter turnout falling to a record low of 30.2%.

(4) Adoption of the Historical Resolution at the Sixth Plenary Session

The CCP held the Sixth Plenary Session of the Central Committee from November 
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8 to 11. The session adopted the “Resolution on the Major Achievements and 
Historical Experience of the Party over the Past Century” (Historical Resolution) 
drafted by a group headed by General Secretary Xi Jinping.9 Only two Historical 
Resolutions have ever been adopted—the “Resolution on Certain Questions 
in the History of Our Party” adopted in 1945 under Mao Zedong and the 
“Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding 
of the People’s Republic of China” adopted in 1981 under Deng Xiaoping, both of 
whom retained their position as the highest authority until their deaths. The latest 
Historical Resolution divided the Party’s history into three periods: the period 
of “socialist revolution and construction” led by Mao Zedong; the period of 
“reform, opening up, and socialist modernization” led by Deng Xiaoping, Jiang 
Zemin, and Hu Jintao; and “a new era of socialism with Chinese characteristics” 
led by Xi Jinping. The resolution details achievements made in 13 areas in the 
“new era” by the CCP Central Committee, with Xi at its core. It describes that 
the establishment of Xi Jinping’s core position on the Party Central Committee 
and in the Party as a whole, as well as the establishment of the guiding role of Xi 
Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era, are 
of “decisive significance” for driving forward the process of “great rejuvenation 
of the Chinese nation.”

The adoption of the Historical Resolution further strengthened General 
Secretary Xi’s authority within the CCP. Accordingly, he is expected to maintain 
his position of highest authority beyond the 20th National Party Congress to be 
held in 2022. The Historical Resolution sets the goal of becoming a “great modern 
socialist country” by around the mid-21st century while upholding the “Party’s 
overall leadership.” The Xi leadership is anticipated to continue strengthening 
the Party’s control of politics, the economy, and society, and at the same time, 
keep intact its policy of taking a hard-line stance outwardly to expand China’s 
“core interests.”

2. Growing Friction with the International Community

(1) Deepening Confrontation with Democratic Countries

The relationship between the Xi Jinping administration and the former U.S. 
Donald Trump administration came under severe strain, with some calling it a 
“new Cold War.” The Xi administration hoped the appointment of Joseph Biden 
as the new president would trigger an improvement in the bilateral relationship. 
Upon President Biden’s inauguration, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson 
Hua Chunying said that the people of both China and the United States have 
suffered because of incitement by “a small number of anti-China politicians in 
the United States,” and that “the Trump administration, especially Pompeo, has 
laid too many mines, burned too many bridges and destroyed too many roads in 
China-US relations, which are waiting to be cleared, rebuilt and repaired.”10 At 
the same time, the Chinese government announced sanctions against 28 Trump 
administration officials, including former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, for 
violating Chinese sovereignty.11 By placing the primary responsibility for the 
deterioration of China-U.S. relations on the former Trump administration, the 
Xi administration may have sought to find a way to improve relations with the 
new Biden administration. In a telephone talk with President Biden on February 
11, President Xi noted “cooperation is the only right choice for both sides,” and 
emphasized “It is crucial to show mutual respect, treat each other as equals, and 
properly manage and handle the differences in a constructive fashion.”12

The Biden administration, however, shared the Trump administration’s 
perception of China in many ways. In a foreign policy speech on February 4, 
President Biden referred to “the growing ambitions of China to rival the United 
States.” “We’ll also take on directly the challenges posed [to] our prosperity, 
security, and democratic values by our most serious competitor, China,” he 
noted, indicating that the United States would confront these challenges.13 In a 
speech on March 3, Antony Blinken, secretary of state, characterized relations 
with China as “the biggest geopolitical test of the 21st century.” He noted “China 
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is the only country with the economic, diplomatic, military, and technological 
power to seriously challenge the stable and open international system,” and 
advocated the need to “engage China from a position of strength” by standing 
up for human rights abuses in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region and for 
the trampling of democracy in Hong Kong, as well as by advancing cooperation 
with allies and partners.14 On March 16, the United States added 24 people to the 
sanctions list, including Wang Chen, vice-chairman of the Standing Committee 
of the NPC, pursuant to the Hong Kong Autonomy Act, on the grounds that they 
led the enactment of the Hong Kong national security law and the repression of 
pro-democracy factions.15

The Biden administration’s tough line on China led the Xi administration to 
take hard-line responses to the United States and not to refrain from confrontation. 
On March 18, a U.S.-China high-level dialogue was held in Alaska attended by 
Secretary of State Blinken and Jake Sullivan, national security advisor, from 
the United States and Yang Jiechi, director of the Central Foreign Affairs 
Commission General Office, and Wang Yi, state councilor and foreign minister 
of the PRC, from China. At the meeting, Director Yang noted that “China has 
Chinese-style democracy,” and demanded that the United States “not complain 
about China’s human rights and democracy.” Yang further declared, “Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and Xinjiang are all inalienable parts of China, and Beijing firmly 
opposes U.S. interference in China’s internal affairs and will continue to make 
firm responses.”16 On July 23, as a countermeasure to the advisory document 
issued by the U.S. government on business risks in Hong Kong, as well as to 
the sanctions imposed on seven senior officials of a Chinese government liaison 
office, the Chinese government announced it designated seven U.S. individuals 
and organization on its sanctions list, including Wilbur Ross, former secretary of 
commerce, members of the U.S. Congress, and a human rights activist, pursuant 
to the Anti-Foreign Sanction Law that came into effect in June.17

China also stepped up its diplomatic offensive against the United States. In 
a July 26 meeting with Wendy Sherman, deputy secretary of state, Xie Feng, 
vice minister of foreign affairs, put forward two lists and demanded the United 

States to take corresponding actions. The first list calls for amendments to the 
U.S. policy on China, including the lifting of sanctions against CCP members 
and senior government officials and the suspension of restrictions on Chinese 
companies and Chinese students. The second list is about individual matters of 
concern to the Chinese side, including “unfair treatment” of Chinese nationals 
and growing anti-Asian sentiment in the United States.18 In addition, in a meeting 
with Deputy Secretary Sherman, Foreign Minister Wang Yi made three demands 
on the United States as bottom lines that China firmly upholds: 1) not challenge 
the path and system of socialism with Chinese characteristics; 2) not attempt to 
obstruct China’s development process; and 3) not infringe upon China’s state 
sovereignty or damage China’s territorial integrity.19

The Xi administration appears to have set these two lists and three demands 
as essential conditions for advancing China-U.S. relations. In an August 29 
telephone meeting with Secretary of State Blinken regarding the situation in 
Afghanistan, Foreign Minister Wang stated, “The Chinese side will consider how 
to engage with the United States based on its attitude towards China,” and then 
requested the U.S. side to stop smearing China and “take seriously the two lists 
and three demands as bottom lines.”20

On November 16, President Xi held his first virtual meeting with President 
Biden. During the meeting, President Xi stressed the need to build “a sound and 
stable China-U.S. relationship” based on the three principles of 1) respecting each 
other, 2) coexisting in peace, and 3) pursuing win-win cooperation. Additionally, 
President Xi noted that the strengthening of U.S.-Taiwan ties is “extremely 
dangerous,” and that should Taiwan cross the red line, China “will be compelled 
to take resolute measures.”21 In response to President Biden’s call for “common-
sense guardrails” to prevent a U.S.-China conflict, President Xi noted the need 
to “prevent China-U.S. relations from getting out of control,” but, to this end, 
demanded that the United States handle sensitive issues “with prudence.” While 
the two sides agreed to continue dialogue, the meeting reaffirmed the deep-
rooted confrontation between the United States and China.

China’s stance to challenge universal values and the existing international 
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order has propelled European countries to harden their policies toward China. On 
March 22, the Council of the European Union (EU) decided to impose sanctions 
on officials of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region and the Public Security 
Bureau of the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps for their involvement 
in human rights abuses against the Uyghurs in Xinjiang, including banning 
travel to and freezing assets in the EU.22 The Chinese government responded 
immediately with countermeasures, announcing sanctions on ten individuals, 
including members of the European Parliament and the parliaments of Belgium, 
the Netherlands, and Lithuania, as well as on EU Council and European 
Parliament subcommittees and a German think tank, barring them from entering 
China and conducting business with Chinese companies.23

In retaliation, the European Parliament adopted a resolution on May 20 
supporting the sanctions against China decided by the EU Council. The resolution 
also froze the ratification process of the EU-China Comprehensive Agreement 
on Investment, agreed in principle at the end of 2020, until China rescinds the 
sanctions against the EU.24 As a result, it will be a long way off for the EU-China 
investment agreement to enter into force, which China had positioned as an 
important means of countering decoupling attempted by the United States.

European countries, increasingly wary of China, indicated they would 
strengthen coordination with the United States and other countries and 
increase their engagement in the Indo-Pacific region. The North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) summit held on June 14 issued a joint communiqué. 
It characterizes China as presenting “systemic challenges to the rules-based 
international order,” calls on China to act responsibly in the space, cyber, 
and maritime domains, and says NATO will deepen cooperation with Japan, 
Australia, and other countries to support the rules-based international order.25 
The EU-U.S. summit, held the following day, issued a joint statement expressing 
concerns over China’s human rights abuses in Xinjiang and Tibet, pressure on 
democratic practices in Hong Kong, and unilateral actions that have increased 
tensions in the East and South China Seas. The joint statement also underscores 
the “importance of peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait” and states that 

the EU and the United States would cooperate with partner countries to realize a 
“free and open Indo-Pacific.”26

On September 16, the EU released a document entitled, “Joint Communication 
on the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific.” The EU’s Indo-Pacific 
strategy recognizes that tensions in the East and South China Seas and the 
Taiwan Strait could impact the security and prosperity of the EU, and states that 
the EU will strengthen cooperation with its partners in the Indo-Pacific region 
to maintain a rules-based international order. Regarding China, it says that, 
while the EU will advance cooperation on common interests, it will push back in 
areas in which fundamental disagreements exist, such as on human rights. The 
strategy further notes the need to enhance naval presence as part of the EU’s 
engagement in the Indo-Pacific region.27 In actuality, in 2021, France dispatched 
the amphibious assault ship Tonnerre and other vessels to the Indo-Pacific 
region, the United Kingdom the aircraft carrier HMS Queen Elizabeth and other 
vessels, and Germany the frigate Bayern, all in succession. They conducted joint 
exercises with Southeast Asian countries, Japan, the United States, Australia, 
among other countries.

On September 15, the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia 
announced the launch of AUKUS, a new trilateral security cooperation 
framework. Regarding the purpose of AUKUS, U.S. President Biden explained 
it was to strengthen the three countries’ military capabilities and military 
technologies, such as cyber, artificial intelligence, quantum technologies, and 
undersea technologies, in order to maintain a “free and open Indo-Pacific.” As the 
first step of this cooperation, President Biden announced the sharing of armed, 
nuclear-powered submarine technology with Australia.28 A Chinese Foreign 
Ministry spokesperson criticized the establishment of AUKUS, asserting that 
the sharing of nuclear submarine-related technology with Australia would be 
destructive to regional peace and stability, and that the formation of an exclusive 
“clique” runs counters to the aspirations of the countries in the region.29



8382　

Chapter 3  
China

(2) Efforts to Gain More Partners

As rifts with democracies grow over universal values and the nature of the 
international order, China is focusing on gaining more partners which share 
a common political system and view of the international order. For China, the 
most important partner appears to be Russia. On March 23, Chinese Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi met with Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov. At the 
press conference following the meeting, Foreign Minister Wang underscored 
that strategic cooperative relations between China and Russia were strengthening 
and expanding. He noted that, in addition to deepening bilateral cooperation 
in areas such as energy, space development, and advanced technology, the two 
countries also share the same views on the international order, including on 
prioritizing non-interference in internal affairs, and that “China will work with 
Russia to firmly uphold the international system with the United Nations at its 
core, firmly uphold the international order based on international law, uphold the 
common values   of peace, development, fairness, justice, democracy and freedom 
for all mankind, and join hands to build a community with a shared future for 
mankind.”30 The China-Russia joint statement on global governance issued after 
the meeting enshrines that the two countries would oppose interference in the 
internal affairs of sovereign nations under the pretext of “politicizing human 
rights issues” and “advancing democracy,” and would promote the establishment 
of a “fair, democratic, and rational multipolar international order.”31

In a virtual meeting held on June 28, President Xi Jinping and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin decided to extend the Treaty of Good-Neighborliness 
and Friendly Cooperation between the People’s Republic of China and the 
Russian Federation, which had reached its 20-year expiration date. During the 
meeting, President Xi noted that the two countries “support each other on issues 
concerning each other’s core interests” and safeguard the common interests 
of both countries. Furthermore, President Xi asserted that the two countries 
have “jointly safeguarded true multilateralism and international fairness and 
justice,” and that Sino-Russian relations have set an example of a “new type of 
international relations.” He positioned the treaty as “a vivid practice of fostering 

a new type of international relations and building a community with a shared 
future for mankind,” and expressed his determination to further advance Sino-
Russian relations under the treaty.32 The bilateral cooperative relations indeed 
made progress in 2021. In May, a groundbreaking ceremony was held for four 
nuclear power reactors to be constructed in China with technical assistance 
from Russia.33 The two countries are also strengthening military cooperation, as 
discussed later.

At the same time, China has made efforts to strengthen relations with 
developing countries by providing vaccines, medical supplies, and other 
assistance to respond to COVID-19. In his video message to the Global Health 
Summit on May 21, President Xi announced China would spend $3 billion over 
the next three years to support developing countries’ COVID-19 responses 
and economic recovery, along with proposing to waive patents on vaccines 
and launch an international forum on vaccine cooperation.34 On August 5, 
China held the first meeting of the International Forum on COVID-19 Vaccine 
Cooperation in virtual format, participated by 22 developing countries. At the 
forum, President Xi announced China would strive to supply two billion doses of 
vaccines throughout the world in the course of a year and contribute $100 million 
to the COVAX Facility for distributing vaccines to developing countries.35 The 
participating foreign delegates “highly appreciated” China’s leading role in 
vaccine cooperation and “thanked” China for its cooperation for developing 
countries, according to an article on the forum in the People’s Daily.36

China’s moves to gain more partners may have had some success. At June’s 
47th session of the UN Human Rights Council, 44 countries led by Canada issued 
a joint statement, criticizing human rights abuses against the Uyghurs in Xinjiang 
and demanding access to the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region for an 
assessment by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.37 Meanwhile, 69 
countries including China issued a joint statement, stating that the issues related 
to Hong Kong, Xinjiang, and Tibet are China’s internal affairs and opposing 
interference in China’s internal affairs under the pretext of human rights.38 At the 
48th session of the UN Human Rights Council held in September, Pakistan on 
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behalf of 65 countries issued a joint statement, opposing interference in China’s 
internal affairs related to Hong Kong, Xinjiang, and Tibet on the grounds of 
human rights.39

(3) Intimidations in China’s Periphery

On the one hand, China promoted strategic cooperative relations with Russia, and 
through the provision of vaccines and other measures, strove to establish more 
partnerships with developing countries around the world. On the other hand, 
China continued to take hard-line and coercive actions in its periphery. Beijing 
unilaterally asserts sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands, an inherent part of 
the territory of Japan. In recent years, China has stepped up unilateral attempts 
to change the status quo, with government vessels and vessels belonging to the 
Chinese People’s Armed Police Force Coast Guard Corps, also known as the 
China Coast Guard (CCG), entering Japan’s contiguous zone and intruding into 

territorial waters. In 2021, CCG vessels sailed in Japan’s contiguous zone on 332 
days, almost the same number as in the previous year. CCG vessels persistently 
navigate through Japan’s contiguous zone, except when a typhoon is approaching 
and so on. In 2021, the number of CCG vessels intruding into Japan’s territorial 
waters increased by 22 from the previous year to 110 vessels. Some CCG vessels 
approached Japanese fishing vessels sailing in Japanese territorial waters. Such 
actions by CCG vessels constitute a threat to Japanese sovereignty and are 
drawing significant alarm. In addition, China enacted the Coast Guard Law in 
February 2021. It stipulates the CCG’s authority to use weapons and the duty to 
remove structures set up by foreign countries. Coupled with the ambiguity of the 
sea area to which the law applies, it has heightened Japan’s concerns over future 
CCG vessel activities in waters surrounding the Senkaku Islands.

Furthermore, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has stepped up its activities Source: Compiled by the author based on materials released by the Japan Coast Guard.

Figure 3.1.  Number of Chinese government vessels and China Coast Guard vessels 
that intruded into Japan’s territorial sea around the Senkaku Islands
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in Japan’s periphery seas and airspace. On August 24, a total of three PLA 
Navy (PLAN) vessels—Luyang III-class missile destroyer, Luyang II-class 
missile destroyer, and Jiangkai II-class frigate—sailed from the East China Sea 
to the Western Pacific, passing between Okinawa’s main island and Miyako 
Island.40 On the same day, a total of four PLAN vessels—Renhai-class missile 
destroyer, Luyang III-class missile destroyer, Fuchi-class replenishment ship, 
and Dongdiao-class intelligence collection ship—sailed from the Sea of Japan to 
the Western Pacific, transiting the Soya Strait.41 On September 10, a submarine, 
presumed to be Chinese, sailed from the Western Pacific to the East China 
Sea, submerging in Japan’s contiguous zone between Amami Oshima and 
Yokoate Island.42 On December 16, a Chinese fleet led by the Liaoning aircraft 
carrier advanced from the East China Sea to the Western Pacific and conducted 
air exercises using carrier-borne fighters and carrier-based helicopters from 
December 19 to 20.43 It appears these vessel activities were aimed at strengthening 
China’s ability to deploy from coastal waters to the Western Pacific. On August 
24, an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) believed to be China’s TB-001 flew over 
the East China Sea.44 On the following day, August 25, a Chinese Y-9 intelligence 
gathering aircraft, a Y-9 patrol aircraft, and a BZK-005 UAV flew to and back 
between airspace over the East China Sea and the Western Pacific, passing 
between Okinawa’s main island and Miyako Island.45 The following day, a 

Chinese Y-9 intelligence 
gathering aircraft, a Y-9 
patrol aircraft, and a 
Chinese UAV believed to 
be TB-001 made a similar 
flight.46 These flights reveal 
the PLA’s strong interest in 
gathering intelligence in the 
seas and airspace between 
the East China Sea and the 
Western Pacific, as well 

as expansion of the f light areas of large UAVs and improvement of their 
operational capabilities, such as coordination with manned aircraft.

China has intensified its military pressure on Taiwan as well. Particularly 
notable are the frequent flights by Chinese military aircraft in the airspace from 
the southwestern part of Taiwan’s Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ), 
which lies between the main island of Taiwan and the Pratas Islands, to the Bashi 
Channel. The PLA has repeatedly conducted simultaneous flights of various 
military aircraft, including H-6K bomber, Y-9 patrol aircraft, Y-9 intelligence 
gathering aircraft, Y-8 electronic reconnaissance aircraft, KJ-500 early warning 
aircraft, J-10 fighter, and J-16 fighter. Thirteen and 15 PLA aircraft entered 
Taiwan’s ADIZ on January 23 and 24, 2021, respectively.47 On March 26, a total 
of 20 aircraft conducted similar flights, some of which passed through the Bashi 
Channel and flew to the east side of Taiwan.48 Thereafter, PLA aircraft continued 
to fly in Taiwan’s ADIZ: 25 aircraft in total on April 12 and 28 on June 15.49 On 
October 1, Chinese National Day, a total of 38 aircraft (25 during the day and 13 
at night) flew in Taiwan’s ADIZ, followed by a total of 39 the next day and 56 on 
October 4.50 PLAN vessels also continued to be deployed to waters surrounding 
Taiwan. On April 5, a fleet of six vessels led by the Liaoning aircraft carrier 
conducted exercises in the Pacific Ocean east of Taiwan.51 On the same day, the 
PLA sent ten military aircraft into the southwestern airspace of Taiwan’s ADIZ, 
applying pressure on Taiwan from the east and west. In July and August, the PLA 
Army’s amphibious units from the Eastern Theater Command as well as Navy 
Marine Corps actively conducted exercises.52

The heightened tensions over the Taiwan Strait caused by PLA actions have 
aroused concerns among the international community, including Japan. The 
April 16 Japan-U.S. joint leaders’ statement issued on the occasion of the meeting 
between Prime Minister Suga Yoshihide and President Biden states that the two 
countries “underscore the importance of peace and stability across the Taiwan 
Strait and encourage the peaceful resolution of cross-Strait issues.”53 The joint 
statement issued upon the conclusion of the May 27 summit between Japan and 
the EU likewise contains the wording, “underscore the importance of peace and Unmanned aerial vehicle believed to be TB-001 (Joint Staff)
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stability across the Taiwan Strait, and encourage the peaceful resolution of cross-
Strait issues.”54 Furthermore, the leaders’ communiqué issued on June 13 at the 
Group of Seven (G7) summit in Cornwall, United Kingdom expressed a similar 
position.55 Stability across the Taiwan Strait is critical not only for the security of 
Japan but also for the stability of the international community, and it is drawing 
interest and attention to the future activities of the PLA in Taiwan’s periphery.

3. The People’s Liberation Army’s Military Capability 
Enhancements as the Party’s Army

(1) Institutional Development to Support Military Strengthening

The Xi administration has promoted the strengthening of “law-based governance 

(法治)”56 and has been developing laws related to the military. Since the end of 
2015, the Xi administration has executed what has been described as the most 
sweeping military reforms since the founding of the PRC. So far the reforms 
have been carried out at the central level, known as “above the neck,” including 
reforming the leadership and command system and reorganizing seven military 
area commands (MACs) into fi ve theater commands (TCs), and at the fi eld level, 
known as “below the neck,” including reorganizing specifi c units. Institutional 
reforms are presently underway. The military reforms mainly cover “three 
campaigns,” namely, 1) command structure, 2) scale and organization of the 
forces, and 3) institutions,57 and have been targeted for completion by 2020. The 
series of reforms are currently in the fi nal stages, with the National Defense Law 
amended in December 2020.

According to He Lei, vice president of the PLA’s Academy of Military Science, 
the National Defense Law is the basic law of national defense and army building 
and needs to be adapted to social changes. The latest amendments fully implement 
the “Xi Jinping Thought on Strengthening the Military,” he says, noting that the 
law was revised pursuant to the spirit of the CCP Central Committee and Xi 
Jinping.58 The amendments wrote into the clauses Xi Jinping’s name and the 

thoughts he advocates, and explicitly state the chairman responsibility system. 
While the chairman responsibility system is stipulated in the Constitution, the 
Central Military Commission’s opinion on the system had underscored that “The 
army should follow Xi’s command, answer to his order, and never worry him.”59

One of the objectives of revising the National Defense Law was thus to strengthen 
Xi Jinping’s control of the military in legal terms. In addition, as interests to be 
safeguarded, the revised law newly added “development interests,” which had 
been increasingly mentioned in the recent remarks and offi cial documents of the 
leaders.60 Furthermore, outer space, electromagnetic space, and cyberspace were 
newly listed as critical security domains alongside territorial land, territorial 
waters, and territorial airspace. It means the scope of national defense indicated in 
the 2019 defense white paper is now stipulated by law. Additionally, the amended 
law specifi es improving the rank of military personnel and the attractiveness 

Date Purpose and characteristic (place)

October 1, 1949 – 
October 1, 1959

Held every year on October 1 to celebrate the PRC’s founding
(Tiananmen Square)

October 1, 1984 35th anniversary of the PRC’s founding (Tiananmen Square)

October 1, 1999 50th anniversary of the PRC’s founding (Tiananmen Square)

October 1, 2009 60th anniversary of the PRC’s founding (Tiananmen Square)

September 3, 2015 70th anniversary of Victory Day (Tiananmen Square)

July 30, 2017 90th anniversary of the PLA’s founding (Zhurihe Training Base)

April 12, 2018 Largest-ever naval parade (South China Sea)

April 23, 2019 70th anniversary of the PLA Navy’s founding (Qingdao)

October 1, 2019 70th anniversary of the PRC’s founding (Tiananmen Square)

Table 3.1.  Major reviews and parades held on National Day and other 
commemorative days

Note: Light red cells indicate parades held under the Xi Jinping administration.

Sources:  Compiled by the author based on media reports and other sources (Xinhua/Aflo, 
Reuters/Aflo, Universal Images Group).

Xi Jinping

Hu Jintao

Deng 
Xiaoping

Jiang Zemin

Mao Zedong
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of military service. Other laws with similar aims have taken effect, such as the 
Veterans Law since January 2021 and the Law on the Protection of the Status, 
Rights and Interests of Military Personnel since August. The stated purpose of 
these laws is to increase the personnel’s sense of mission and attractiveness of 
the profession.61 They are indicative of the Xi administration’s commitment to 
securing excellent talent, which is indispensable for the country’s goal of having 
a “world-class military.”

The centenary of the CCP was China’s most important event in 2021. Yet, 
no large-scale review or parade took place. Some believe it was to avoid the 
West’s criticism of the one-party rule.62 Meanwhile, some view that Xi Jinping 
orchestrated numerous reviews and parades in recent years in order to seize 
power in the military.63 As shown in Table 3.1, large-scale reviews and parades 
have been held with unprecedented frequency under the Xi administration. 
One could deduce that a large-scale military event was not conducted for the 
centenary because Chairman Xi had already established an absolute position in 
the military and had no need to show off his leadership.

The revised National Defense Law newly stipulated loyalty to the CCP as an 
obligation of military personnel. In addition, China revised for the fi rst time in ten 
years the Political Work Regulations of the PLA, which prescribes political work 
that is considered the lifeline and most distinctive characteristic of the PLA.64 The 
establishment of these various military related laws has cemented Chairman Xi’s 
position and systematically reinforced the Party’s leadership over the military.

Aiming to hone the actual combat ability of the PLA, the Xi administration 
has also worked to improve the military training system. In February, it was 
reported that the Decision on Fostering a New-type Military Training System 
was issued upon ratifi cation by Chairman Xi.65 This decision stipulates that 
the PLA would focus on practical training, integrated training, training using 
science and technology, and law-based training. At the same time, institutional 
enhancements have been made to fl exibly adapt the military to social changes. 
For example, the revised Law on Military Facilities Protection, which took effect 
on August 1, is said to refl ect the growing need to adjust the arrangements for 

existing military facilities due to urban development and other factors.66 The 
law further takes into consideration protection of the natural environment, in an 
attempt to balance development of military facilities with the needs of modern 
state building. The Military Service Law was also revised in line with the current 
shift in military service from a conscription system to a volunteer system.67

The PLA, while maintaining its nature as the Party’s army with absolute 
obedience to the CCP, is making institutional improvements to conform to 
social changes. The success or failure of the military reforms is thought to 
depend largely on whether the Party’s guidance can be strengthened while 
simultaneously adapting the military to a changing society.

(2) Steady Enhancements of Equipment and Other Capabilities

At the NPC in March 2021, a defense budget of approximately 1,355.3 billion 
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Figure 3.3. China’s troop force and defense budget

Note:  The left axis shows the respective troop force (since 2012), and the right axis shows the 
defense budget.

Source: Compiled by the author based on each year’s Defense of Japan.
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yuan was announced for 
FY2021, up 6.8% from 
the previous year. This is 
higher than the economic 
growth target set at 6% 
year on year. In Figure 
3.3, changes in China’s 
troop force and disclosed 
defense budget are shown 
in a graph. While China’s 
defense spending remains 
high, recent years have 

seen downsizing for some of the existing troop forces, alongside a marked 
personnel increase for the Navy Marine Corps responsible for amphibious 
operations. As the graph illustrates, China aims to improve its military forces in 
quality rather than quantity.

On April 23, the nuclear-powered submarine Long March 18, the amphibious 
assault ship Hainan, and the destroyer Dalian entered service and were delivered 
to the South Sea Fleet. Hainan is China’s first large-scale amphibious assault 
ship, which will increase the country’s amphibious operations capabilities. 
Dalian is one of PLAN’s largest Renhai-class 10,000-ton destroyers, and is 
equipped with a 112-cell missile vertical launching system (VLS) and advanced 
anti-aircraft radar, among other equipment. The first Renhai-class destroyer was 
commissioned in January 2020 and the second in March 2021.68 An annual report 
published by the U.S. Department of Defense in September 2020 notes China 
has the largest navy in the world.69 With state-of-the-art vessels commissioned 
in succession, it can be said that PLAN is steadily upgrading in both scale and 
quality and significantly enhancing its overall operational capabilities.

China has also made tangible achievements in space development, which is 
closely linked to the military. In 2019, China became the first country in the 
world to successfully land a rover on the far side of the moon. In April 2021, it 

launched the Tianhe core module that controls the entire Tiangong space station. 
In June, it launched the manned spacecraft Shenzhou-12 that successfully docked 
with Tianhe. After about a three-month long mission, the three astronauts aboard 
Shenzhou-12 returned to Earth in September. In addition, on Mars, China 
landed Tianwen-1 in May, and the Zhurong rover conducted a topographical and 
geological survey. China is the third country after the former Soviet Union and 
the United States to land a probe on Mars and the second country after the United 
States to conduct an exploration mission on the planet.70

China’s space activities have been carried out pursuant to the December 2016 
white paper on space, and the space program is steadily on track. As China pushes 
forward to become a “space power,” it may be testing technologies with direct 
military implications. In August 2021, China reportedly tested a hypersonic glide 
weapon capable of carrying a nuclear warhead, which was launched into space 
and landed on the ground.71 Mark Milley, chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, confirmed the test and described it as “very concerning.”72

China’s improvements in military technology were showcased at the China 
International Aviation and Aerospace Exhibition held in Zhuhai City, Guangdong 
Province in September. Several Cai Hong (Rainbow) drones were displayed. 
Chinese media noted on their improved range and payload, as well as their 
diverse missions, including high-altitude reconnaissance, anti-submarine 
operation, maritime patrol, and early warning.73 J-16D, which is deemed to have 
been developed independently, is an electronic warfare aircraft based on the 
already deployed J-16 fighter. J-16D is designed to jam radars and attack the 
enemy’s air defense system with missiles in order to secure control not only in the 
air and maritime but also cyber and electromagnetic domains. It is reported that 
J-16D may soon be deployed for operations in the periphery of Taiwan.74 While 
the exhibition is considered an airshow, unmanned vessels and unmanned combat 
vehicles also made appearances,75 revealing that the PLA is converting equipment 
into unmanned ones in a multifaceted manner.

WZ-8 high-altitude and high-speed unmanned reconnaissance 
aircraft displayed at the China International Aviation and 
Aerospace Exhibition (Xinhua/Kyodo News Images)
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(3) Military Activities Pursued on Hard-line and Conciliatory Fronts

As its fallout with the West deepens, China has engaged in military activities 
with friendly countries. In recent years, China has participated in large-scale 
military exercises in Russia. Since first participating in Vostok (East) 2018, China 
has participated in Tsentr (Center) 2019 and Kavkaz (Caucasus) 2020 and further 
enhanced China-Russia military cooperation.

In August 2021, the joint military exercise with Russia, Zapad/Interaction 
2021, was held at the Qingtongxia training ground in China’s Ningxia Hui 
Autonomous Region. In this exercise, a PLA maintenance squad was reportedly 
incorporated into a Russian armored force and acted under the command of the 
Russian side.76 It is possible that field cooperation mechanisms between the two 
militaries have been boosted. In September, China appears to have sent observers 
to Zapad 2021 held in Russia and Belarus.77 A PLA Daily article on Zapad/
Interaction 2021 highlighted new developments in China-Russia combined 
exercises, namely, Russia’s participation in a Chinese-led exercise held in China, 
as opposed to China participating in a large-scale military exercise led by Russia, 
as well as improvements in command and control coordination.78 In June, the 
two countries issued a joint statement upon agreeing to extend the Treaty of 
Good-Neighborliness and Friendly Cooperation between the People’s Republic 
of China and the Russian Federation. The statement mentions: 1) China-Russia 
relations have reached an unprecedented high level; 2) Russia needs a prosperous 
and stable China, while China needs a strong and successful Russia; and 3) the 
two countries will further deepen coordination and cooperation in areas such as 
politics, security, military, and economy and trade.79 The strengthening of China-
Russia relations, including military cooperation, is thus expected to continue.

The Ministry of National Defense cited counterterrorism as one of the 
objectives of Zapad/Interaction 2021, which was held in the Ningxia Hui 
Autonomous Region that has a large Muslim population.80 The withdrawal of 
U.S. forces from Afghanistan has raised concerns that terrorist organizations 
may regroup.81 By conducting the exercise, China may have sought to militarily 
rein in Islamic terrorist activities. Additionally, a counterterrorism exercise was 

conducted within the framework of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO): the joint military exercise, Peace Mission 2021, held in Russia’s Orenburg 
Oblast in September. Around 4,000 personnel from China, Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, India, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and other countries 
participated (from China, 558 personnel and around 130 vehicles [equipment], 
mainly from the Northern Theater Command). The stated purpose of the exercise, 
unrelated to the regional situation, was to demonstrate the determination and 
actions of the SCO member states to fight terrorism.82 The “power vacuum” 
created by the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan has increased the 
importance of counterterrorism training for China. Hence, this type of drill may 
be scaled up or otherwise expanded in the future.

From September 6 to 15, Shared Destiny 2021 was held at the Queshan 
training ground in China’s Henan Province, participated by forces from China, 
Mongolia, Pakistan, Thailand, and other countries. One of the stated objectives of 
the exercise was to increase the capabilities of peacekeeping standby forces.83 It 
was the first multilateral peacekeeping field training exercise conducted in China 
and invited several foreign media outlets to the site.84 Such efforts suggest the 
administration sought to demonstrate the PLA’s elevated international standing, 
both domestically and globally.

China took part in the International Army Games 2021, which was held in 
China and other countries from August to September. The PLA sent teams to 
games held in Russia, Belarus, Uzbekistan, Iran, and other countries. Games 
held in China were participated by teams from the Russian, Belarusian, Egyptian, 
Iranian, Venezuelan, Vietnamese, and other forces. The Ministry of National 
Defense explained that China’s hosting and participation in the games would 
promote friendly ties with foreign militaries and contribute to improving each 
other’s capability levels.85

China has encouraged friendly relations with other countries in military 
activities while simultaneously taking a hard-line attitude. In 2020, clashes broke 
out at the border with India, resulting in casualties in June for the first time in 
45 years. The two militaries agreed to pull out their troops in February 2021. 



9796

Chapter 3  
China

However, their claims confl icted at a corps commander level meeting held in 
October, and the two sides appear to remain in a stalemate.86

Meanwhile, the PLA “continued to strengthen relations” with Russian forces 
and conducted the bilateral naval exercise, Joint Sea 2021, in October. The 
purpose of the exercise was allegedly to improve the two navies’ capabilities 
of jointly dealing with maritime security threats and preserving regional peace 
and stability.87 Later, however, it was confi rmed that for the fi rst time Chinese 
and Russian vessels simultaneously passed through the Tsugaru Strait, sailed 
southward along Japan’s Pacifi c coastline, and then navigated from the Osumi 
Strait to the East China Sea.88 China called this voyage “joint maritime patrol 
between Chinese and Russian navies.” Such large-scale and long-term activities 
by China and Russia in Japan’s periphery are believed to be a demonstration act 
directed at Japan.89

On November 19, Chinese and Russian bombers jointly fl ew in the skies 
above the Sea of Japan and then over the East China Sea and the Pacifi c Ocean. 
China’s Ministry of National Defense announced this was part of their third joint 
strategic air patrols.90 The joint fl ight by Chinese and Russian bombers followed 
on from those conducted in 2019 and 2020, and it can be inferred that such fl ights 
have become routine. On November 23, Wei Fenghe, China’s defense minister, 
and Sergei Shoigu, Russia’s defense minister, held a meeting and confi rmed to 
“continue to strengthen cooperation in strategic exercises and joint patrols.”91

Chinese and Russian naval vessels sailing in formation (Joint Staff)
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