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Introduction 

The comment of a certain top official from the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) gained attention on March 

11, immediately after the 2024 sessions of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference and National People’s Congress [全国两会] ended. In response to a question from 

a media reporter, Deputy Commander Wang Wei of the PLA Air Force hinted that a strategic stealth 

bomber would be unveiled to the public soon.1 

Over the past few years, there have been repeated reports that a new stealth bomber might be unveiled.2 

This new model of strategic bomber, the aircraft intended to replace the PLA Air Force’s H-6 bomber, is 

called the “Hong-20 (hereinafter, referred to as the “H-20”) and is anticipated to be a bomber equipped 

with “stealth technologies” which limit the extent to which it is detected by enemy radar, similarly to the 

United States (US) Air Force’s B-2 stealth bomber. These technologies include applying a paint which 

absorbs radio waves and adopting a shape which minimizes the reflection of radio waves.3 In particular 

there has been enthusiasm inside China at the prospect of the H-20’s maiden flight almost every year, 

including 2018,4 2020,5 2021,6 and 2022,7 so the overseas media have also reported the possibility of the 

maiden flight of the H-20. 

Nonetheless, contrary to these rumors, there was no unveiling of the H-20 on any of these occasions, and 

some overseas observers have even gradually begun to doubt or even ridicule the technological 

capabilities of China.8 What do these series of events mean? 

Meanwhile, I personally believe that it is highly likely that the H-20 will be released in the near future, as it 

was hinted at for the first time by the deputy commander of the PLA Air Force in this case on March 11, 

2024. It will be interesting to see how the H-20 performs, but unfortunately it does not make much sense 

to evaluate its capabilities based solely on the H-20 prototype aircraft that has just been released to the 

public. This is because the performance of a prototype aircraft is completely different from the mass-

produced aircraft. Furthermore, in China there is traditionally a culture in the aircraft industry of mass-
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producing aircraft while making design modifications as necessary,9 so presumably there will be large 

margins of error in the evaluations of the capabilities of H-20s which will be operated in the future. 

Therefore, I believe that it is more important to understand the future implications in advance than to 

evaluate capabilities at the present time. 

In fact, important implications are inherent in the H-20 which is likely to be unveiled in the near future. It 

is not enough to merely interpret it as “China has begun to possess strategic stealth bombers;” we must 

be aware of the particular circumstances of China’s domestic politics, changes to the role of the PLA Air 

Force as a “military service” and changes related to the nuclear triad (three-pronged structure of nuclear 

forces). With this in mind, this paper discusses the matters which the surrounding countries should 

understand in advance. 

 

First implication: the battle to gain budget funds among the services of the 

military 

The manufacturer of the H-20 is Xi'an Aircraft Industrial Corporation (XAC), but its parent company, the 

Aviation Industry Corporation of China (AVIC), is one of the world’s leading military-industrial complexes,10 

and it is thought that the group companies under its umbrella are combining all of their resources to work 

toward the maiden flight of the H-20. 

As stated above, there have been rumors about the maiden flight of the H-20 virtually every year for at 

least the past five years, and those rumors fizzled out every time. This series of events originating in China 

is really strange, but if we interpret these events purely, we can conclude that it tells a story of how China 

has been held up by the technical hurdles pertaining to the development of a strategic stealth bomber. 

On the other hand, the particular nature of China’s domestic politics shows through in the background of 

a top official in the PLA Air Force hinting for the first time at the unveiling of the H-20. In the present 

National People’s Congress period, a top official in the PLA Navy has clearly stated that a fourth aircraft 

carrier would be constructed,11 and immediately after that the top official in the PLA Air Force hinted at 

the unveiling of the H-20, suggesting that those two services of the military are competing with each other 

in order to promote themselves. 

In related developments, six months before this Rocket Force Commander Li Shangfu was forced out due 

to the widespread corruption in the PLA Rocket Force, and many high-ranking officials are in the situation 

of being investigated by the Commission for Discipline Inspection.12  For Central Military Commission 

(CMC) Chairman Xi Jinping [习近平], who has been eradicating the corruption in the PLA under the slogan 

“cracking down on both tigers and flies,” a corrupt situation which cannot be overlooked is still continuing 
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even today. For that reason, the top officials of each service of the military in the PLA are concerned about 

the trend of discipline inspections. 

Furthermore, if we look at the trends in the PLA, the fact is that the aircraft carriers of the PLA Navy have 

a large impact so they gain the spotlight relatively easily. In this context, the top official of the PLA Air 

Force probably wanted to demonstrate to CMC Chairman Xi Jinping that the PLA Air Force is making an 

effort which can hold its own with the PLA Navy. At a time when clouds are beginning to gather over the 

Chinese economy, it appears that the PLA Air Force is working as hard as it can to demonstrate that it is 

itself making an effort, in order to not lose the battle to gain budget funds among the services of the 

military. 

 

Second implication: the military service character (role) of the PLA Air Force 

as becoming a “strategic air force” 

As stated above, in response to a question from a media journalist on March 11, 2024 regarding when the 

stealth bomber would fly, Deputy Commander Wang Wei of the PLA Air Force said “it will be unveiled 

shortly, just wait.”13 Immediately after this press conference, an article with the headline “China has taken 

eight years to develop a stealth bomber” was simultaneously reported by multiple media.14 This period of 

eight years is thought to be period calculated from September 1, 2016, the time when PLA Air Force 

Commander Ma Xiaotian stated that “we will manufacture a new strategic bomber in order to strengthen 

our long-range attack capabilities.”15 Media reports claiming that a strategic bomber was developed in 

this short period of a mere eight years were boasting about the high level of the technological capabilities 

of China and also giving the impression that the development was the “great achievement” of Xi Jinping.16 

Nonetheless, it is difficult to think that China has been able to develop a strategic stealth bomber in the 

short period of eight years. This is because it takes nearly 20 years to develop military aircraft utilizing the 

latest technology. Certainly, it is a fact that the current global trend concerning the form of air forces is to 

pursue streamlining and shorten development periods, as seen in the digital transformation (DX) promoted 

by the US Air Force.17 For example, in research and development in the US, simulations and management 

using data have improved, and there was even the case in which an advanced jet trainer (the T-7) was 

developed in an extremely short period.18 

Similarly, in China, the Chengdu Aircraft Industrial Group (CAIG), which handles the cutting-edge J-20 

stealth fighter aircraft, commenced fully digitalized development of aircraft from about 2020.19 The aircraft 

design is fully paperless [飞机设计完全无纸化], and CAIG is attempting to dramatically shorten the 

production cycle of the prototype aircraft by fundamentally redesigning the aircraft research and 

development model and processes.20 
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Despite this, it is difficult to think that a strategic stealth bomber, a complex collection of systems, was 

developed using DX in a mere few years. If I tease apart the historical background, it appears that the 

development of the H-20 originated with the new “historical mission” CMC Chairman Hu Jintao [胡锦涛], 

demanded from the PLA 20 years ago (2004), rather than being due to the impact of CMC Chairman Xi 

Jinping. This mention of an historical mission by Hu Jintao was originally intended to expand the active 

regions of the PLA outside of China through non-war military operations (military operations other than 

war: MOOTW), such as peacekeeping operations (PKOs), in order to protect the overseas interests of 

China.21 

However, a variety of interpretations other than MOOTW began to emerge within the PLA and the 

keywords “strategic air force” emerged and resonated in the PLA Air Force. Voices calling for “new 

capabilities” such as strategic early warning capabilities, strategic power projection capabilities, strategic 

bombing capabilities, etc. gradually grew louder, and the PLA Air Force achieved a transformation together 

with China’s aircraft industry, later equipping itself with aircraft possessing “new capabilities,” namely 

aircraft equipped with the airborne early warning and control system (the KJ-2000) and large transport 

aircraft (the Y-20).22 

The gradual expansion of this interpretation of the historical mission can be inferred from a past article by 

Xu Qiliang [许其亮], who finally retired last year (2023) as CMC Vice Chairman, the highest military rank in 

China. In November 2009, Xu Qiliang, who was PLA Air Force Commander at that time, emphasized the 

need for the PLA Air Force to transform in an article he published in Qiushi [求是], the Chinese Communist 

Party’s official magazine. 

“We must accelerate the transformation of our Air Force strategy, build a modern Air Force 

commensurate with the international status of China and capable of strategic missions 

while ensuring national security, fulfil our historical mission to integrate aviation and space 

power, and strike and defense capabilities, strengthen our strategic early warning [战略预

警], strategic strike [战略打击], strategic power projection [战略投送], and strategic 

deterrence [战略威慑 ] capabilities, and realize a transition from mechanization to 

informationization.”23 

Furthermore, the Theory on the Building of a Strategic Air Force [战略空军建设论], a doctrinal document of 

the PLA Air Force published in 2010, similarly emphasizes that cooperation between the fields of politics, 

industry, science, and the military is essential for the PLA Air Force to transform rapidly into a “strategic air 

force.” 

“The strong long-range strike capabilities of a strategic air force cannot be achieved 

overnight and there are no shortcuts. A strategic air force must depend on tireless 

investment and construction by the state and the military, unceasing progress in national 

science and technology, unceasing innovation in strategies and tactics, and far-sighted 

guidance by national and military leaders.”24 

In this way, the development of a strategic stealth bomber had begun from before 2012 when the Xi Jinping 
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administration began,25 and at the same time the character (role) of the PLA Air Force as a service of the 

military has been changing to being a “strategic air force.” In other words, it can be predicted that in the 

future, when operational structures have been established for the H-20, the PLA Air Force will also be a 

service of the military which can carry out independent strategic missions.26 

 

Third implication: changes to the nuclear triad (three-pronged nuclear forces 

structure) 

The process of the PLA Air Force, which was traditionally “air units subordinate to the army,” being reborn 

as a “strategic air force” capable of executing operations independently is closely related to the 

modernization of the bombers.27 We must not forget that the appearance of the H-20, which represents 

those “new capabilities,” is at the same time linked to China’s nuclear triad (three-pronged nuclear forces 

structure). 

The PLA Air Force began to be involved in the nuclear strategy comparatively early, the year after its 

successful nuclear test in 1964. At least 12 of the nuclear weapons detonated from 1965 to 1979 were 

dropped from PLA Air Force aircraft.28 Nonetheless, ballistic missiles as a means of delivery of nuclear 

weapons became a global trend, and there were limits to the performance of PLA Air Force aircraft, so the 

nuclear capabilities of its air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs) were left unbuilt for a long time. As a result, 

unlike intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), the 

nuclear capabilities of strategic bombers and ALCMs were undervalued and China’s nuclear triad continued 

in an unbalanced state for a long time.29 

Meanwhile, the PLA Air Force, which made public the fact that it would aim to be a “strategic air force” in 

2015,30 commenced the modernization of its strategic bombers. The first stage of that modernization was 

the conversion of the H-6, a domestically-produced version of the Tu-16 bomber acquired from the Soviet 

Union from the 1950s, into an aircraft equipped with nuclear weapons. This H-6N aerial refueling bomber, 

the nuclear-equipped version of the H-6, was acknowledged for the first time when it flew past in the 

military parade commemorating the 70th anniversary of the founding of the People's Republic of China in 

2019. The H-6N, which is capable of aerial refueling, has been upgraded so that it can carry ballistic missiles 

equipped with nuclear warheads,31 and it has been pointed out that the nuclear mission of the PLA Air 

Force has been resumed.32 

Nonetheless, the situation was that the proportion of ALCMs remained small and furthermore it was 

difficult for the H-6N to attack the US mainland without flying across Russia proper and the Pacific Ocean 

accompanied by aerial refueling aircraft, so it was thought that the nuclear missions for which the PLA Air 

Force is responsible had the role of intimidating surrounding countries with nuclear weapons (deterrence) 
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rather than nuclear attacks on the US mainland.33 

The second stage of the modernization is the existence of the H-20 which is expected to be unveiled shortly. 

Concerning this modernization, which symbolizes the transformation into a “strategic air force,” eminent 

nuclear expert Hans M. Kristensen also stated in 2020 that China was developing a long-range stealth 

bomber which could be equipped with nuclear weapons and predicted it would start mass production 

within the next ten years (by 2030).34 Furthermore, in 2016 PLA Rear Admiral Yi Zhuo [尹卓] also claimed 

that China was developing a strategic bomber possessing stealth performance equal to that of the US Air 

Force’s B-2, and predicted that the strategic bomber would symbolize the strategic missions of the PLA Air 

Force.35 

Last year (2023), the US Department of Defense estimated that China’s nuclear warheads would increase 

to 1,000 by 2030.36 Surrounding countries must pay new attention to how this large increase in the number 

of nuclear warheads will affect the nuclear missions of the PLA Air Force in the future. 

In this way, the PLA Air Force, whose character as a service of the military is transforming into a “strategic 

air force,” is advancing the modernization of bombers and potentially bringing about changes to the 

nuclear triad at the same time. In other words, it can be predicted that in the future, when operational 

structures have been established for the H-20, China’s nuclear strategy will also change. 

 

Conclusion 

Since March 11 when the hint was dropped regarding the unveiling of the H-20, the H-20 has still not been 

unveiled. Perhaps the PLA Air Force is being guided and controlled by the CMC to ensure that it does not 

get in the way of the PLA Navy’s anniversary (April 23) or the test unveiling of the third aircraft carrier called 

Fujian. On the other hand, based on the fact that a top official of the PLA Air Force dropped a hint for the 

first time, surely the H-20 will make an appearance at some point. 

As indicated at the start of this paper, there is little relevant information at the present time, and there are 

many matters for which the evidence is uncertain, so there is not much point in discussing the capabilities 

of the H-20. It is probably more beneficial to understand the future implications in advance. With this in 

mind, this paper has started this process by presenting three implications. 
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