
 

 - 1 - 

No. 275 September 28, 2023 

Chinese PLA Intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ (2) 

The “system” that enables multi-aircraft formation intrusions. 

 America, Europe, and Russia Division, Regional Studies Department AITA Moriki 

Introduction 

The rhetoric and actions of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), which has been increasing its military 

presence around Taiwan, are causing strong alarm not only for surrounding countries but also for the 

international society. There are marked differences in military capabilities between China and Taiwan, 

prompting fears that the PRC with a hardline posture and ambition to assert power will invade Taiwan by 

2027.1  Following the outbreak of the Ukraine war in February 2022, the international community has 

become more cognizant of China’s attempts to change the status quo.2 For Taiwan, which is faced with 

direct military threat, Chinese military actions have become an unavoidable issue.3 

A representative example is the intrusions of People’s Liberation Army (PLA) aircraft into Taiwan’s air 

defense identification zone (ADIZ). The intrusions began in around 2020 and have been happening daily. 

The Taiwan Ministry of National Defense (MND) has continued to disclose Taiwan’s plight every day since 

September 17, 2020, and three years passed on September 16, 2023. 

This article aims to examine the physical infrastructure or “system” that enables PLA aircraft’s intrusions 

into Taiwan’s ADIZ. As explained in detail below, a key clue to the ADIZ intrusions is “multi-aircraft 

formation intrusion.” To understand China’s military actions, we must first consider the “system” that makes 

such actions possible. However, reports and discussions to date have not provided sufficiently convincing 

arguments, noting simply that “China sent numerous aircraft into Taiwan’s ADIZ in response to politically 

sensitive events.”4 To help illuminate the situation, this article presents the unique viewpoint of the author, 

who has consistently followed the intrusions, as well as the author’s perspective, shaped by practical 

experience in flight operation. 

This article contends that the PLA may have developed a “system” for conducting intrusions into Taiwan’s 

ADIZ by flying multiple, different types of PLA aircraft in formations. The article consists of two parts. As a 

follow-up to Commentary No. 246 published last year (“Chinese PLA Intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ (1): The 

Past Two Years”), 5  the first part summarizes the intrusions over the past three years and identifies 

developments that require continued attention. The second part focuses on the PLA’s distinctive multi-

aircraft formation intrusions and examines what makes them possible. 
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PLA intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ (by month, past three years) 

Figure 1 amalgamates all data from September 17, 2020, when the Taiwan MND began releasing the 

intrusions on the Internet, to September 16, 2023, and shows the number of aircraft that intruded into 

Taiwan’s ADIZ. The total over the three-year period was as many as 4,025 aircraft.6 To grasp the numerous 

types of PLA aircraft that intruded into the ADIZ, they are classified into three broad categories: (1) “patrol 

aircraft and airborne early warning and control (AEW&C) aircraft” (blue); (2) “fighter and bomber” (pink); 

and (3) “helicopter, transport aircraft, and unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV)” (green). Aircraft models are 

indicated in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 Aircraft intruding into the Taiwan ADIZ by month (past three years) 

 

Source: Figures were tallied and analyzed by the author based on information available on the Taiwan MND website, 

among other sources. The monthly totals from the first to the last day of the month were tallied. Monthly 

numbers that could be tallied only up to the middle of the month are italicized. 

(https://www.mnd.gov.tw/PublishTable.aspx?Types=%E5%8D%B3%E6%99%82%E8%BB%8D%E4%BA%8B%E

5%8B%95%E6%85%8B&title=%E5%9C%8B%E9%98%B2%E6%B6%88%E6%81%AF) 

 

https://www.mnd.gov.tw/PublishTable.aspx?Types=%E5%8D%B3%E6%99%82%E8%BB%8D%E4%BA%8B%E5%8B%95%E6%85%8B&title=%E5%9C%8B%E9%98%B2%E6%B6%88%E6%81%AF
https://www.mnd.gov.tw/PublishTable.aspx?Types=%E5%8D%B3%E6%99%82%E8%BB%8D%E4%BA%8B%E5%8B%95%E6%85%8B&title=%E5%9C%8B%E9%98%B2%E6%B6%88%E6%81%AF
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As the graph makes evident, (2) “fighter and bomber”-class aircraft in pink have accounted for most 

intrusions since August 2022. (1) “Patrol aircraft and AEW&C aircraft” in blue have been fluctuating at 

around an average of 25 aircraft per month, suggesting they are routine patrol flights. 

As last year’s commentary reported, the number of (2) “fighters and bombers” in pink witnessed a surge 

in August 2022 at 422 aircraft in total. They were part of China’s military exercise in protest the Taiwan visit 

conducted around this time by U.S. House of Representatives Speaker Nancy Pelosi. In addition, in the past 

year, a total of 195 aircraft intruded in April 2023. They were part of China’s military exercise in protest the 

U.S. visit by President Tsai Ing-wen at the end of March. These outliers correspond with the PLA’s trend of 

multi-aircraft formation intrusions, many of which involved multiple, different types of aircraft carrying out 

air-to-ship or other organized air strike exercises in formations. 

Since last year’s commentary, a new trend has been observed with the (3) “helicopter, transport aircraft, 

and UAV”-class aircraft in green. Namely, a consistent number of UAVs has begun to intrude since 

September 2022, and they accounted for most of the intrusions by this aircraft class (green) in Figure 1. 

PLA intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ (by aircraft type, past three years) 

The 4,025 PLA aircraft consisted of the following types: (1) 906 “patrol aircraft and AEW&C aircraft” (22.5%); 

(2) 2,822 “fighters and bombers” (70.1%); and (3) 297 “helicopters, transport aircraft, and UAVs” (7.4%) (see 

Figure 2). 

The detailed breakdown of (1) “patrol aircraft and AEW&C aircraft,” shaded in blue, was as follows. The Y-

8ASW (anti-submarine warfare aircraft) comprised the largest share with 424 aircraft, followed by 158 Y-

8EWs (electronic warfare aircraft), 124 Y-8Recces (reconnaissance aircraft), 100 KJ-500s (AEW&C aircraft), 

56 Y-9EWs (electronic warfare aircraft), 44 Y-8Elints (electronic intelligence aircraft), and more. 7  (2) 

“Fighters and bombers,” shaded in pink, consisted of the following fighters. The J-16 made up the largest 

share with 1,217 aircraft, followed by 510 J-10s, 413 Su-30s, 392 J-11s, 75 JH-7s, 4 J-7s, and 2 Su-35s. In 

addition, as many as 190 H-6 strategic bombers intruded into the Taiwan ADIZ. 

As in last year’s report, which summarized the intrusions over a two-year period, intrusions by the J-16 

continued to make up a significantly greater share than those by other types. Of note is the rapid increase 

in J-10 intrusions. Last year’s report noted that the number of J-10 intrusions had increased steadily since 

November 2021, and that considering the trend in J-10 jet engine replacement, China’s domestically 

produced Taihang jet engine may have enhanced its performance. This last year saw as many as 334 more 

J-10 intrusions, further suggesting that China’s domestically produced jet engine has made reliability 

improvements. 
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Figure 2 Types of aircraft intruding into the Taiwan ADIZ (past three years) 

 

Source: Figures were tallied and analyzed by the author based on information available on the Taiwan 

MND website, among other sources. 

(https://www.mnd.gov.tw/PublishTable.aspx?Types=%E5%8D%B3%E6%99%82%E8%BB%8D%E4

%BA%8B%E5%8B%95%E6%85%8B&title=%E5%9C%8B%E9%98%B2%E6%B6%88%E6%81%AF) 

 

Surprisingly, the PLA Air Force (PLAAF) rarely conducted flights over the sea until around 2005. It was 

around 2015 that primarily twin-engine fighters started flying over the waters near the Chinese coast.8 If 

the reliability of China’s domestically produced jet engines has improved such that single-engine J-10s are 

frequently flown over the sea, more PLA fighters are expected to expand their area of activity. 

To avoid overstatements, the intrusions into the ADIZ by China’s carrier-borne J-15 fighter need additional 

explanation. In protest the aforementioned U.S. visit by President Tsai Ing-wen, China conducted military 

exercises (April 8–10) during which carrier-borne aircraft of the PLA Navy (PLAN) intruded from the 

southeastern part of Taiwan’s ADIZ. Some major media outlets thus reported that Taiwan was “sealed off.”9 

Indeed, J-15s on the Shandong PLAN aircraft carrier, which sailed in the Pacific from April 9 to 10, intruded 

into Taiwan’s ADIZ a total of 19 times. On April 10, the PLA Eastern Theater Command issued a statement 

announcing Shandong’s participation in the military exercises. The belief then spread that J-15s encircled 

https://www.mnd.gov.tw/PublishTable.aspx?Types=%E5%8D%B3%E6%99%82%E8%BB%8D%E4%BA%8B%E5%8B%95%E6%85%8B&title=%E5%9C%8B%E9%98%B2%E6%B6%88%E6%81%AF
https://www.mnd.gov.tw/PublishTable.aspx?Types=%E5%8D%B3%E6%99%82%E8%BB%8D%E4%BA%8B%E5%8B%95%E6%85%8B&title=%E5%9C%8B%E9%98%B2%E6%B6%88%E6%81%AF
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Taiwan from the southeastern part of the ADIZ.10 However, as far as the J-15s’ trajectory map released by 

the Taiwan MNS shows, it seems the J-15s did not “encircle” Taiwan but briefly intruded into the ADIZ 

during carrier landing training in the sea. 

For flying the PLAN’s carrier-borne J-15 fighter, the PLA has had to continue focusing on training young 

carrier-based aircraft pilots and conferring carrier landing qualifications (called “carrier qualification” in the 

U.S. Navy). Moreover, the J-15, which launches using a ski ramp, can carry only a limited amount of fuel 

and weapons, suggesting that the threat posed by the J-15 remains limited.11 From around 2020, the PLAN 

has fundamentally transformed its training program for carrier-based aircraft pilots. The guidelines 

changed from training even pilots with over 1,000 flight hours on third-generation fighters [三代机 1000

小时以上的飞行经验], to training young pilots with less than 100 flight hours on third-generation fighters 

[三代机飞行时间不足百个小时].12 It is within such context that the J-15 must be assessed. 

Lastly, the detailed breakdown of (3) “helicopters, transport aircraft, and UAVs” in green was as follows. As 

was reported last year, UAV intrusions began in September 2022. As a result, the share of (3) “helicopters, 

transport aircraft, and UAVs” jumped from 45 aircraft (1.9%) over a two-year period to 297 aircraft (7.4%) 

over a three-year period, of which UAVs made up the majority. UAV intrusions rose by 180 aircraft in total 

(4.5%), marking a new trend in intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ. The detailed breakdown of the UAVs was 87 

BZK-005s, 28 WZ-7s, 25 CH-4s, 19 TB-001s, 19 BZK-007s, and 2 KVD-001s. Overall, BZK-005 appears to be 

used preferentially. Among non-UAV models, helicopters such as Z-9ASW, Z-8, WZ-10, and KA-28ASW saw 

a steady increase, numbering 103 in total. Additionally, a total of 14 transport aircraft, such as Y-20AR 

(aerial refueling transport aircraft), have intruded into the ADIZ. 

Why can numerous PLA aircraft keep intruding into the ADIZ? 

When events occur that are politically sensitive for China, as when U.S. House Speaker Pelosi visited Taiwan 

in August 2022, the PLA tends to send numerous aircraft into Taiwan’s ADIZ. The past year was no exception. 

Following President Tsai Ing-wen’s U.S. visit in March 2023, multi-aircraft formations conducted daily 

intrusions as part of China’s military exercises. 

Formations consisting of some 20 to 50 aircraft may intrude at one time. However, by no means is it easy 

to organize a large formation to intrude into Taiwan’s ADIZ. It should be emphasized that, even with 20 

PLA aircraft, conducting mid-air rendezvous after each aircraft has taken off and navigating them into the 

ADIZ involve extremely challenging operations. 

To use a more familiar example, consider 20 moving cars converging into a single line and being driven to 

a specific destination 100 kilometers away. Then, without the drivers taking any breaks, the cars turn back 

to their departure point, disband, and return to their respective garages. This is even more difficult to do 

with aircraft that cannot pause mid-air. If 20 aircrafts attempt to return and land at their home base, air 

traffic controllers would instantly be saturated with incoming traffic. In addition to this sequence, the PLA 
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Eastern Theater Command, responsible for the Taiwan front, must simultaneously take into account several 

parameters, such as the fuel remaining in each of the 20 aircraft, weather conditions, and collision 

avoidance with other aircraft. The theater command is conducting complex command and control 

operations, and we can imagine that they were carefully coordinated in advance. 

This is all the more reason a strong determination can be sensed from the PLA, which has repeated these 

extremely challenging tasks and sought to continue them for over three years. The question is: why can 

the PLA continue to carry out such difficult multi-aircraft formation intrusions? To understand what allows 

multiple different aircraft to demonstrate their capabilities seamlessly, one must recognize that the PLA 

has the physical infrastructure or “system” to keep sending aircraft. 13  One could further infer that 

numerous different aircraft models can constantly conduct these flights because of a “system” that makes 

intrusions by multi-aircraft formations possible. What, then, is this system? 

What China’s domestic oriented report elucidates about the “system”? 

Such inference about a “system” can be made from the 160 aircraft intrusions recorded in October 2021, 

shown in Figure 1. From October 1, for four days, the PLA simultaneously sent 149 aircraft into the ADIZ. 

China’s military actions during this period cannot be explained from a political context, such as high-level 

exchanges between U.S. and Taiwan officials. The actions were conducted on the basis of China’s argument 

for legitimacy. 

The October 1, 2021 intrusion by PLA aircraft into Taiwan’s ADIZ was reported in the October 3 issue of the 

Huanqiu Shibao [环球时报], an official newspaper of the Chinese Communist Party. The article stated, “Our 

military did well,” and “The National Day aerial parade was conducted over the strait.”14 In addition, it 

noted that China highlighted its national strength during the interval between China’s National Day 

(October 1) and Taiwan’s National Day (October 10). In other words, the PLA’s deployment of multiple 

aircraft into Taiwan’s ADIZ was linked to the persisting perception in China of Taiwan as part of an 

“unfinished civil war.” At that time, the Huanqiu Shibao not only reported that “The National Day aerial 

parade was conducted over the strait;” it also proclaimed, “Repeat 1949 ‘Beiping’ in Taiwan!” drawing 

parallels with the “Beiping” event where the Kuomintang army was encircled in Beijing in 1949.15 

Furthermore, this domestically oriented article provides three clues that support the inference (which is 

that the PLA has established a system that makes multi-aircraft formation intrusions possible). The first 

clue is: the PLA has the capability to launch combat sorties around the clock.16 It embodies Central Military 

Commission (CMC) Chairman Xi Jinping’s request for the PLA to pursue practical training and calls to mind 

the PLA’s efforts to enhance nighttime flight capabilities. Interestingly, two H-6s, six Su-30s, and four J-16s 

intruded at night during the four-day period from October 1. The second clue is the section stating, “PLA 

aircraft fly from multiple bases and come together over the sea.”17 It suggests that a mechanism has been 

developed for coordinating such flight operations. In fact, the number of aircraft that can take off from a 

single airfield per unit of time is limited. Different aircraft take off from airfields based on their maintenance 
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needs and assemble in the air en route. This was the method the U.S. forces used during the Gulf War. The 

third and final clue is the section stating, “The PLA has numerous units with experience approaching Taiwan, 

and veteran pilots can be deployed!”18 This suggests the PLA has established a training system that rotates 

flying units and ensures as many pilots as possible experience intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ. Regardless of 

how advanced flight simulators are, the experience and confidence gained through actual flights are 

irreplaceable for pilots. It is therefore natural that the department planning the trainings would want to 

have as many pilots as possible experience intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ. 

Considering all three clues embedded in the domestic oriented report, the following hypothesis can be 

formulated: China may be operating PLA aircraft while imitating a command style similar to the air tasking 

order (ATO) developed by the U.S. Air Force to centrally control multi-aircraft formations. 

Bitter experiences for China’s air power and a focus on the ATO 

To further explain, the ATO created by the U.S. Air Force is a standardized command style for the Joint 

Forces commander to control many flying units in a centralized manner. Specifically, it presents a 

comprehensive 24-hour schedule for all units and makes inter-formation relationships easily 

understandable by setting forth certain rules, callsigns, aircraft types, aircraft numbers, and missions.19 To 

continually issue such ATOs, personnel such as pilots, maintenance crew, controllers, and support staff have 

their respective air tasks cyclically assigned. Through adherence to the indicated orders by the respective 

personnel, large-scale air operations can be executed continuously.20 

Conversely, the PLAAF has had bitter experiences in air operations across the Taiwan Strait. In the 1996 

Third Taiwan Strait Crisis, it is well known that, despite launching a few ballistic missiles, the PLA could not 

counter in any way due to the presence of U.S. Navy aircraft carriers in waters near Taiwan.21 

Against this backdrop, the PLAAF assembled a significant number of its then-mainstay fighter, the J-7, and 

other aircraft within a radius of 500 kilometers of Taiwan. However, these efforts proved not useful for 

China’s military actions at the time. Too many PLA aircraft were concentrated at the frontlines and caused 

confusion. Other contributing factors included poor logistics and rear support capabilities, along with PLA 

aircraft’s unsustainable operational availability.22 Furthermore, PLA pilots had little experience flying over 

the sea. These bitter experiences served as valuable lessons for the PLA’s air operations. 

The PLA’s efforts based on lessons learned and ATO. 

What, then, did the PLA learn from these lessons? To answer this question, the PLA’s efforts are examined. 

Amidst the PLA’s modernization, the PLA National Defense University conducted research over many years 

considering the lessons. In 2014, it reported its research findings on air-ground attack directives based on 
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its analysis of the composition and combat processes of air-ground assault units.23  Subsequently, Xi 

Jinping announced his military reform in 2015, and the PLA, which reorganized into five theater commands, 

began exploring the efficient and effective use of the air power of the PLA’s Army, Navy, Air Force, and 

Strategic Support Force under a joint structure. In 2017, PLAAF aviation regiment commander Liu Rui called 

for “regular, systematic and actual combat training,” leading to the initiation of cross-organizational 

utilization of air power.24 

In 2020, thorough research was undertaken regarding Western ATO, and attention focused on how ATO 

could be applied to large-scale sustained air operations.25 There was also discussion within the PLA Navy 

Air Force (PLANAF) of the role the PLAN should play for establishing mechanisms for joint trainings.26 Then, 

in February 2021, CMC Chairman Xi Jinping instructed the entire PLA to pursue practical training that 

incorporates air power.27 This directive marked a significant turning point for the PLA’s air operations. 

Taking the above into account, it can be considered that the PLA’s efforts during its modernization process 

are contributing to improving pilot proficiency, increasing sortie rates, and implementing sustained air 

operations. At the same time, it can be assumed that the PLA is imitating the U.S. Air Force’s ATO and 

building a new operational system. 

If a new operational system has been initiated since Xi’s directive to the whole PLA in February 2021, the 

notable increase in multi-aircraft formation intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ from around October 2021, half 

a year later, can be explained as it aligns temporally, as shown in Figure 1. This new operational system 

may be functioning as a core system for air operations under the command and control of the PLA Eastern 

Theater Command responsible for the Taiwan front. 

An article titled “The Internal Mechanisms of Joint Air Operations and Command” was published in the PLA 

newspaper, the PLA Daily [解放军报], dated September 5, 2023. It emphasized that the PLA “needs to 

abandon service-specific perspectives, firmly establish the concept of centralized command in joint air 

operations, and fully recognize the structural complexity of the joint air operations system consolidated by 

advanced technology [技术高度密集的联合空中作战体系].”28 At the very least, China’s newly constructed 

operational system may be commanding and controlling intrusions into Taiwan’s ADIZ. 

Conclusion 

As a follow-up of Commentary No. 246 published in November of last year, the first part of this article 

provided a summary of the intrusions over the past three years. A total of 4,025 PLA aircraft intruded into 

Taiwan’s ADIZ over the three-year period, and the upward trend continues. It noted on the PLA’s tendency 

to send numerous PLA aircraft when politically sensitive events for China occur. Furthermore, considering 

the developments in the past year, it is expected that not only intrusions by various UAVs will increase, but 

that the fighters’ area of activity will also expand due to improved reliability of domestically produced 

Chinese jet engines. 
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The second part of this article focused on the distinctive feature of China’s military actions, namely, multi-

aircraft formation intrusions, and examined what makes them possible. In doing so, it explored the idea 

that the PLA has established a “system” to enable such formation maneuvers. The discussion suggested 

that the PLA may have imitated the ATO created by the U.S. Air Force, and that by building a unique new 

operational system that allows for continuous intrusions by numerous PLA aircraft, the PLA may be using 

this system for intruding into Taiwan’s ADIZ. 

This article could not address numerous aspects due to space constraints. Points that warrant further study 

will be reported in future commentaries. 
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